
:J£stories of writing instruction

in North American un iversities tell, for the

most part, the story of the required first

year writing course-how it was

established, what maintains it, and why

everyone argues about it. The course has

changed its name and its practices over

time, from the daily themes of Harvard's

Engl ish A at the turn of the century to

freshman English c'asses of the postwar

years (whether theme-writi ng about

literature or Sixties "happenings") to the

cultural studies-inspired "Codes and

Critiques" that James Berlin and the

graduate students in his mentor group

taught at Purdue in the 1990s. As different

as these courses may be, they are joined

nonetheless, along with all the other

variations on the first-year requirement, in

a common history. That is, I can't think of

any other academic field where a single

course plays such a dominant role in

shaping the work and subjectivities of its

practitioners.

Consider, for example, the leading

professional organization in the study and

teaching of writing-the Conference on

College Composition and Communi

cation-which begins and continues

largely to be a forum devoted to the first

year program. (The same, of course, could

be said of the Council of Writing Program

Administrators.) John Gerber explains the
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founding moment of CCCC:

It all started in 1947 at a meeting of the National Council in

Chicago...on freshman programs. And 80 or 100 people turned

out, which was unusual. I was chairman of the meeting, and

they wouldn't close it. They wanted to talk. And finally I said,

"Suppose we have a meeting just on this subject, the freshman

program, next spring. How many of you would come?" and all

the hands went up. So we had one the next spring and 500

people were there, which indicated that we had a bear by the

tail. (qtd. in Crowley 182)

Perhaps so. But as people used to say where I grew up, "Sometimes

you get the bear, and sometimes the bear gets you." There can be little

question that writing teachers, theorists, researchers, and administrators

have derived a powerful sense of mission from the first-year course. The

growth of CCCC from the gathering of 500 Gerber describes in the late

1940s to its present membership of over 9,000 indicates the profound

investment, both intellectually and professionally, in the first-year course.

And yet, it is precisely for this reason that I believe we should ask whether

such an attachment to a single course has been a good thing or whether it

has brought its own peculiar pathologies-not unlike the overinvestment

parents supposedly make in an only child.

As you might guess, I have some grave reservations about these

investments and how they have affected the way we study and teach writing.

In fact, I would argue that what we take to be the most pressing pedagogical

and curricular issues in the field-should we, say, teach academic

discourse, personal voice, cultural critique, or civic rhetoric? what is the

role of visual communication and digital literacy in the writing classroom?

how should we teach rhetoric? which kinds-the appeals, the enthymeme,

stasis theory, Burkean identification and division, Toulmin reasoning,

postmodern incommensurability? what is the proper balance of reading and

writing in composition courses? what is the role, if any, of Iiterature?-all

these questions and the intensity with which they are raised result not only

from theoretical differences but also from the practical fact that such
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questions are being asked about the design of a Single course (or, at most, a

two-term sequence). The first-year course is, without doubt, the preeminent

forum of composition studies, the performative space where we enact our

imagined orientations toward literacy. But the answers to our professional

questions may be skewed because they are being asked of only one course.

Like parents of an only child, we have only one offspring to pass on

our hopes and plans. The danger is that our expectations will overwhelm the

course, calling on it to do more than it possibly can. The problem of the first

year course, as I see it, begins not so much with questions about the type of

course it should be, required or not, but with the fact that it is all by itself,

without a larger curriculum in writing to keep it company, to extend the

work it initiates of examining and producing forms of writing.

In short, I want to argue here for programs of study in writing

concentrations, majors, minors, certificates, whatever designation is

available-where the first-year course figures as an introduction to the field

of writing as much as the universal requirement students encounter when

they enter college. I do not pretend to know exactly what such a course

would look like. I suppose it would in many respects resemble today's first

year course, a reading/writing workshop of twenty students maximum rather

than, say, the lecture/section format of other introductory courses

Psychology 101, the art history survey, General Chemistry. No doubt its

design would (and should) depend on the academic mission of the larger

institution.

I can't help thinking the familiar topoi of composition-the

taxonomies (expressivism, cognitivism, and social constructionism), for

example, and their powerful allegiances-might appear in a new (and

perhaps less polarized) light if we consider them in terms of a curriculum

rather than just a single course. I'm not claiming the most prominent

debates of the past decade or so--e.g. Bizzell and Herzberg vs. Brannon

and Knoblauch on academic discourse, Elbow and Bartholomae on writing

with or without teachers, Maxine Hairston and composition's cultural left on

politics-will go away. (I certainly don't think they should.) The point is only

that reimagining the first-year course as an introduction to writing might

promote clarification of the theories and agendas currently dividing the
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field, not to resolve differences but to have the expanded forum of a course

sequence in writing in which to negotiate them.

I am aware that this work has already started and that a number of

writing faculty have already developed or are planning to develop

undergraduate courses of study in writing. Sharon Crowley provides one of

the leading accounts of how to design such programs: as "a vertical elective

curriculum, a curriculum that examines composing both in general and as

it takes place in specific rhetorical situations such as workplaces and

community decision making" (262). Whether the curriculum is a sequence

of electives, as Crowley suggests, or includes writing majors and minors, its

vertical organization enables the first-year course to be an inducement

toward the continuing study of writing instead of (or as well as) a

requirement. I certainly lean toward abolition of the first-year requirement,

but I don't think it is necessary to develop a multi-course sequence in

writing. It seems to me, in any case, that even if the "universal requirement"

in composition is abolished, introductory writing courses would probably

continue to fulfill some type of college-wide requirement or another, if not

in composition then in general education or writing across the curriculum.

These are things that will vary from campus to campus.

One of the tasks I foresee in pursuing the vertical curriculum Crowley

outlines is that of overcoming the peculiar reticence writing faculty often

have about bringing the subject of writing into the first-year classroom. Of

all the fields teaching first-year courses, compositionists must surely be the

most reluctant to name names, identify contributions, chart trends, describe

controversies, and otherwise introduce students to the intellectual life of

their field of study. This is due, surely, in part to the pedagogy of the process

movement, with its emphasis on workshop practices, authentic experience,

and learning by doing. There seems no reason to burden students with a lot

of information and theories, especially if they are fulfilling a single-course

requirement.

It does begin to make sense, however, to study aspects of knowledge

in rhetoric and composition if the first-year course is connected to a

curriculum in writing. How to make such a connection, however, is in an

early stage of development and largely remains to be seen. What we have
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at present is a handful of proposals, examples, and anecdotes about

undergraduate writing curriculum. For example, the curriculum for writing

majors and minors at Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI) includes theory

courses ("The Study of Writing" and "Rhetorical Theory") and an attempt to

integrate oral, written, and visual communication in course and project

work (see Trimbur, "Getting the Visual"). Other programs and proposals will

have different emphases (see, for example Fleming, "Rhetoric as a Course of

Study" and the collection, Petraglia, ed., Reconceiving Writing, Rethinking

Writing Instruction). In many respects, the single-minded focus on the first

year course has inhibited the discussion that seems called for at the present

time, to compare models and theorize program design. The fact that we

work in a field devoted for over a hundred years to a single course may well

make this needed discussion feel tangential to the main purposes of the

field-but, at the same time, gives the design of undergraduate curriculum

in writing its special interest and, I would argue, its timeliness and urgency.

Furthermore, we need to recognize that establishing programs of

study in writing will necessarily raise difficult questions about our

relationship to English departments and the prevailing assumption that there

is some inherent belongingness between rhetoric and composition and

English studies. If anything, I hope to challenge this assumption that writing

instruction must be, as it were, English-Only in terms of its institutional

affiliation and the languages in which students write.

The Oversaturation of the First-Year Course
Like an only child, the first-year course is a constant source of pride

and anxiety to its parents. Compositionists often argue that the first-year

course meets the needs of students who might otherwise be neglected, left

on their own in the alien mazeways of the university (see, for example, the

"strong" version of the first-year course from Roemer, et al. and Sullivan, et

al.). From this perspective, the course is unlike any other, a unique

opportunity to "restructure [the academic] hierarchy from within" (Roemer,

et al. 389) by opening access to higher learning and shaping student

dispositions toward language and learning along progressive and

democratic lines.
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At the same time, however, the first-year course has been blamed for

everything from the low status of composition studies and the servility of its

service ethic to the exploitation of adjunct faculty and narrow ideologies of

writing pedagogy (see, especially, Crowley). Moreover, compositionists

have repeatedly pointed out the lack of consensus about curriculum and

methods in the first-year course. At this rate, it shouldn't be surprising that

the first-year course, as Robert J. Connors has shown, appears to be caught

in a never-ending cycle where writing faculty call alternately for reform and

abolition.

My purpose in this essay is not to resolve these worries and debates.

Rather, I can't imagine how things could have turned out otherwise, given

the ways in which the required first-year course has acquired a surplus of

meanings and purposes. Like the figure of the "hurried child" psychologist

David Elkind brought to popular attention in the 1980s-young kids stressed

out and overscheduled by anxious parents and school officials-the first

year course has been charged to do everything from ensuring students'

academic success to fostering their personal development as individuals to

guaranteeing they will get a job when they graduate.

Think for a moment of all the things that the first-year course is

commonly being asked to do. It should help entering students survive in a

hostile environment, crack the academic code, repair the damage done by

high school English teachers, and enjoy writing. It should meet institutional

needs by increasing retention and adding value to the "freshman

experience," as well as certifying literacy levels and protecting the

credibility of the undergraduate degree. Not only that, the course should

meet employer needs for workers who can "communicate effectively,"

multitask, operate computers, and work on teams. It should respond to

whatever literacy crisis is happening at the moment, negotiate differences in

the "contact zone," denaturalize the media and mass culture, and stop the

decline of public discourse by making a generation of slackers into

responsible citizens who read the newspaper, vote, and participate in

community service.

As you can see, to my mind at least, the issue of the required first-year

writing course begins not so much with the matter of reform or abolition but
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with the accumulative disequilibrium of purposes and motives that has

pushed the curriculum of the course long past the breaking point. As I see

it, the current debate over whether the course should be required or not has

caused writing faculty to ignore this oversaturation of the curriculum and

the zero sum game of fitting everything in one course. In turn, as I've already

suggested, this makes it difficult to imagine the first-year course as one that

connects to a larger curriculum. The first-year course simply begins and

ends, and in some colleges and universities where students can test out on

a placement exam, at least a portion of them just skip over it.

This state of affairs has given many writing programs their distinctive

institutional shape, with the odd (but by now taken-for-granted)

arrangement of full-blown graduate programs in rhetoric and composition

training new professionals to teach and administer one course. In between

graduate studies and the first-year course is an ill-defined terrain, with

courses in "advanced composition," business, technical, and science

writing, perhaps in the memoir or personal essay or travel writing. There

may be journalism courses here, but they might be somewhere else, in a

separate journalism or communication department. But whatever the

configuration of writing courses may be after the first year, it is rare that the

first-year course is linked to them in any meaningful and coherent way.

The Formation of Freshman English (Only)

The point I am making is a familiar one, namely that the formation of

the required first-year course, which historians of writing instruction agree

can be dated to Harvard and the work of Adam Sherman Hill in the late

nineteenth century, entails the loss of a curriculum as rhetoric was demoted

from its central place as a multi-year course of study in the classical tradition

of the older college system and transformed into the single-course

requirement of the modern university, Freshman English (see Berlin,

Rhetoric and Reality; Brereton; Connors; Crowley; Halloran; Miller).

Composition courses, to be sure, had been offered routinely at Harvard and

elsewhere in the post Civil War period, but in 1885 Hill, justifiably

renowned (or vilified) as the architect of the first-year course, succeeded in

getting what had been a sophomore course moved down to the first year.
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The need for a first-year composition course, Hill had been arguing

for over ten years, was evident from the high number who failed the exam

in written composition required of applicants to Harvard since 1874. With

a first-year course in place, applicants who failed the exam could be

admitted in good faith (without lowering Harvard's standards or

endangering enrollments) by conditioning acceptance on passing the

course. Thus, Hill instituted the now long-standing tradition of justifying

Freshman English by appeals to test results-and thereby indelibly marked

the first-year course as one that belongs in the curriculum not as a normal

part of study because of its college-level subject matter, as had been the

case with the older rhetoric courses, but as a response to a documented

literacy crisis in the transition from school to college.

The purpose of the entrance exam in English composition, as

President Charles W. Eliot conceived it, was part of a plan to exert

downward pressure on Harvard's feeder schools by "proving" the

deplorable lack of preparation in composition at the secondary level and

pressuring for reform. As Connors points out, many assumed in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that the first-year course was no

more than a "stop-gap remedial measure"-a "temporary aberration" that

could be abolished once the secondary schools started doing their jobs.

"When the schools shall be ready to teach the laws in good use in language

and the elementary principles of rhetoric," Hill writes in 1879, "a great point

will be gained." Otherwise, "the next best step"-the default position-is a

freshman composition requirement (52).

The origins of the first-year course have certainly dogged its

existence-and influenced profoundly how writing faculty understand their

work. Many writing programs, for example, still assume that better students

will achieve mastery of the first-year course's materials before they come to

college and should therefore be identified and tested out of the composition

requirement so that they do not "waste their time." The remaining

students-the stigmatized majority who test into the course-are then

figured in terms of deficiencies and needs. And it works the other way too:

the absence of a required first-year composition course is available as a sign

of academic rigor and high admissions standards, a badge of honor for the
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most selective colleges and their ostensibly stringent entrance requirements.

As I say, this is a familiar story, part of a tradition in rhetoric and

composition lamenting the transformation of advanced courses in rhetoric

into first-year composition with its ambiguous identity on the border

between secondary school and college. No one, of course, is suggesting that

we go back to the classical curriculum that gave rhetoric such a central role

in college education. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the founding of the

first-year course at Harvard was part of a larger offensive, waged in the

name of vernacular literacy, against the older classical tradition. For Charles

W. Eliot and the authors of the Harvard reports of the 1890s, one of the

central purposes of Freshman English was to break the classicists' grip on

first-year coursework in order to modernize the curriculum by emphasizing

education in the "mother tongue."

The rise of Freshman English, in other words, takes place as part of the

struggle between moderns and ancients about language policy in the

university. By 1872, just three years after Eliot arrived at Harvard, there were

already departments in English, German, French, Italian, and Spanish. The

Modern Language Association formed ten years later to represent the

professional interests of faculty in these new departments. Perhaps the main

issue in the post-Civil War period was the share of the undergraduate

curriculum allotted to modern languages. The "question" for the

modernizers, as raised in 1884 by Theodore W. Hunt, professor of Rhetoric

and of the English Language at Princeton, in the first volume of PMLA, asked

"will the classics as taught in our colleges make any concessions of their

amount of time to the modern languages?" (qtd. in Douglas 43).

One of the main thrusts of the Harvard reports is to demonstrate that

such concessions were necessary. The study of Greek and Latin, it found,

neither provides the "mental discipline" classicists had long claimed it

engendered in students nor teaches them to write correct idiomatic English

suitable for the modern age. In this sense, the formation of Freshman English

at Harvard marks the culmination of a long-term trend in American

education toward vernacular literacy. By the mid-eighteenth century, S.

Michael Halloran points out, English had started to replace Latin "as the

primary medium of instruction" and "the primary focus of rhetorical
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education" (154). While at first only the duller students at Harvard were

allowed to produce disputations and orations in English instead of Latin,

eventually the brightest students were composing in English as well.

Even as courses devoted to writing in English merged during the late

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, however, the older belief that the

"ability to write in English was clearly and consistently related to the ability

to read and write in the classical languages" (Halloran 152) maintained a

residual hold, at least in some quarters at Harvard in the late nineteenth

century. For this reason, the Harvard reports took great pains to single out

the inadequacies of "translation English" (what the fourth report of 1897

calls that "lazy, mongrel dialect") as a vehicle of writing instruction and, in

the second report (1895), presents a brief experiment challenging the

traditional notion that the ability to translate from Greek and Latin fosters

the ability to compose in English.

What I am leading to here is that the formation of the first-year course

at Harvard and elsewhere not only participated centrally in the decline of

rhetoric as a program of study but also helped to sever writing in English

from its association with classical languages, replacing the emphasis on

translation in the earlier curriculum with the monolingualism of vernacular

literacy. To put it another way, the consolidation of the Freshman English

requirement culminates the movement toward English-Only in writing

instruction, taking place along with the break-up of the older classical

curriculum and the concurrent territorialization of modern languages in

their separate departments.

The departmentalization of the modern languages, to be sure, is a

gradual one, taking time to work out subject matter and institutional

identities. According to Wallace Douglas, the "original staples of modern

language study were modern only in the sense that they were not

classical, ... 'fundamental courses,' such as Old and Middle English, Old

Norse, Old French, Old High German, and the like" (48). Nor was it clear

whether the modern languages constituted one field or many. As late as

1901, for example, nearly thirty years after the modern language

departments had been established at Harvard, Eliot would still refer to them,

in his welcoming address to the Modern Language Association, as a single
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division of knowledge within the university rather than separate

departments. This is evident as well in Hunt's division of the curriculum into

"Science, Philosophy, and Language and Literature" (qtd. in Douglas 48). It

is revealing that Hunt, even though he was one of the foremost advocates of

an enlarged share of the undergraduate curriculum for English,

recommended merely that the one-third time allotted to language and

literature be divided equally among the major languages, English being just

one among five.

Plans for such an "equitable regime," however, were not to last long.

Colleges differed (and changed their policies over the years) about whether

students should be required to take a modern language in addition to

English, while the first-year course took on a universal character-and

guaranteed English departments huge chunks of real estate in the

undergraduate curriculum. Harvard's experience, again, is illuminating. In

1894, the only two courses required of all students were Freshman English

and a modern language. By 1897, the only requirement was the first-year

course. In retrospect the rise to primacy of English in writing instruction and

the marginalization of the other modern languages in undergraduate

education may seem inevitable in a largely English-speaking country.

Nonetheless, the terms of inevitability are worth noting, to understand how

English achieved its dominance-both as a department and a language

within the modern languages.

The decision to divide the modern languages into departments along

national lines is not simply a matter of the further specialization of

knowledge, a ramifying division of academic labor accelerated by the

founding of Johns Hopkins and the growing pressure to develop graduate

education based on the departmental model of the German universities.

Learning the modern languages had long been viewed as social attainments,

desultory reading in leisured time-a sign of good breeding not a part of the

college curriculum. James Russell Lowell's caricature, in 1871, of the "stray

Frenchman ... kept as long as he could endure the baiting of his pupils" is

representative: for after failing as a teacher, the Frenchman becomes a

"dancing-master, a calling which public opinion seems to have put on the

same intellectual level as the other" (qtd. in Douglas 49). To attain
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legitimacy in the university, the modern languages needed to separate

themselves from the drawing rooms of genteel society by proving their

academic seriousness and cultural value.

If philology offered the modern languages a means of scholarly rigor

in tracing the evolution of the national languages, social Darwinist theories

produced what the American intellectual historian Richard Hofstadter calls

the "Anglo-Saxon mystique" of the late nineteenth-century United States,

the deeply-seated belief in the masculine vigor and fitness of the Teutonic

"race." "Race," in the late 1800s, it must be emphasized, combined notions

of national character and hereditary descent to classify populations,

including immigrant groups-the Irish, central European Jews, Italians,

eastern European Slavs-as well as Africans, Asians, and American Indians,

into "races" distinct from northern Europeans. Environmental determinists

compared the energetic Teutons of the north to the phlegmatic Latins of the

south. The idea of survival of the fittest, derived from the theory of natural

selection, seemed to offer away to rank peoples on an evolutionary scale-

and to justify the triumphs of the strong and successful.

As Gerald Graff observes, "One cannot minimize the importance of...

theories of 'race' in the formation of language and literature departments in

the 1880s" (70). A racialization of the modern languages separated the hard

Anglo-Saxon sound of English from the flowery Latinisms of the Romance

languages. By the late nineteenth century, Lowell's "stray Frenchman" had

hardened, in racialized accounts of the modern languages, into an

objectified response--a warning about the sensuality, softness, and danger

of effeminacy attributed to the Romance languages. The depart

mentalization of the modern languages followed a symbolic geography,

from the exoticized languages and cultures of the Catholic Mediterranean

up the ladder of racial progress to Anglo-Saxon Protestants. In the racialist

thinking of the day, as the Columbia political scientist John Burgess

explains, "Teutonic political genius stamps the Teutonic nations as the

political nations par excellence, and authorizes them, in the economy of the

world, to assume leadership in the establishment and administration of

states" (qtd. in Graff 70).

Richard Ohmann and others have pointed out the implication of
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English studies and the department system of the modern university in the

emergence of corporate capital and a professional managerial class. To this,

we can add, as Burgess's comments reveal, the fact that the regime of

monopoly capital, with its elaborate divisions of mental and manual labor,

consolidates in an era of imperialism, colonial adventure, and overseas

missionary societies. The rise of English departments not only works out

imaginary relations between reading and writing, literature and

composition, white-collar and blue-collar labor-in terms of the struggle to

distinguish the moral and intellectual leadership of the new professional

middle classes from the working class, on one hand, and the older

aristocratic families and the new plutocracy of capital, on the other-but

also offers a forum to promote like mindedness among the classes around a

national cultural and the mission of the "English speaking race" as a global

power. This unifying impulse provides the warrant for the study of English

literature. As Brander Matthews explains in his American literature textbook

of 1896:

.. .as literature is a reflection and a reproduction of the life of

the peoples speaking the language in which it is written, this

literature is likely to be strong and great in proportion as the

peoples who speak the language are strong and great. English

literature is therefore likely to grow, as it is the record of the life

of the English speaking race and as this race is likely spreading

abroad over the globe. (qtd. in Graff 71)

The role of writing instruction in English departments is a complex

one. Understandably, compositionists often focus on how composition

figures as the other to literature in the emergence of English departments

the nonliterary "Iow" culture of ordinary writing to the "high" culture of

literature. But if composition and literature are opposed as symbolic values,

at the same time they are unified as co-conspirators in the name of

vernacular literacy and national culture. This unification of opposites

appears, for example, in the reading lists Harvard distributed to secondary

schools, from which topics on the entrance exam in written composition

were derived. These lists consisted of what Le Baron Russell Briggs aptly
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describes as "prescribed English classics" (59). The list for 1896 contains a

typical selection: Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream, Defoe's A

Journal of the Plague Year, Washington Irving's Tales of a Traveller, Scott's

Woodstock, Macauley's essay on Milton, Longfellow's Evangeline, and

George Eliot's Silas Marner.

This English Only reading list (five British and two American authors)

represents a double break from earlier traditions and a new settlement of the

precollege curriculum. (It also sparked widespread opposition, including

the founding of the National Council of Teachers of English in 1911 and

what Donald Stewart has described as the struggle of Midwestern

"democrats" led by Fred Newton Scott against the elitist "Harvardization" of

English.) The selection of only English literature in the reading lists signifies

a break with both the "dead" languages of the classical tradition and the

international scope of "polite literature" in the belletristic rhetorics, such as

Hugh Blair's Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, that had shaped earlier

nineteenth-century writi ng instruction.

Blair's canon, Alastair Fowler notes, "has the European reach of

Renaissance humanist 'letters/l'(3), combining ancients and moderns, as

well as a wide sampling of Continental works, from the French, Spanish,

Portuguese, and Polish. One senses in the Harvard reading lists a deep

seated ambivalence toward Blair's goal of cultivating taste, based in part on

an association of the older belletristic rhetorics with a leisured class of

gentlemen amateurs and a residual suspicion of the effeminacy and

softening effects of literature. Status anxiety and the fear of a loss of vigor

animated the older patrician intellectual leadership at the turn of the

century, including the authors of the Harvard reports. Something stronger

than belles lettres seemed called for, an "attempt," Rollo Walter Brown puts

it, "more or less national, to develop a literary art directly from the soil"

"trained men to look at the world with their own eyes, and write directly

and honestly about what they saw" (33). As Graff says, the "interests of

professionalism and of cultural nationalism coincided" in the mission of

English departments (71).

There remain traces of this fin de siecle settlement in current writing

instruction. Freshman English began and remains in many respects a
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uniquely American cultural formation in which English appears as not only

the universal requirement but also the universal language. Writing

instruction, whether in mainstream composition or ESL, has remained

resolutely unidirectional, toward mastery of English Only. There is virtually

no evidence I have been able to find of programs that promote writing and

advanced literacy in other languages, along with English. Freshman English

begins and remains implicitly-and sometimes unabashedly-First Worldist

in its language policy. There have been, to be sure, calls for multiculturalism,

border pedagogies, and hybrid discourses in composition. What is missing,

however, are accompanying proposals for bi-lingual and multi-lingual

writing programs to counter the First Worldism of Freshman English (Only)

at the level of language as well as culture.

Program Design
The objection has been raised that instituting programs of study in

writing amounts to a status-conscious bid to exchange our identification as

low-class service providers for academic legitimacy, disciplinary standing,

and professional advancement (see Sullivan, et al.). The worry is that we'll

abandon our historic commitments to teaching and simply reproduce the

careerism and narrow disciplinary focus of the established fields of study.

This is a reasonable concern. I certainly do not mean to suggest that we

should emulate the departmentalization of knowledge that prevails in the

modern university. I argue elsewhere that the issue of professionalism is a

contradictory one, in which the use-value of professional practice exists in

tension with its exchange value (Trimbur, "Writing Instruction"). To my

mind, designing programs of study in writing demands that we engage this

contradiction as explicitly as possible-to understand how we can articulate

the professional expertise and bodies of knowledge in our field to the needs

and aspirations of ordinary writers.

In other words, I don't think that we can develop majors and minors

in writing as most disciplines have done-as ostensibly seamless and self

contained sequences, where the borders between disciplines are clear and

each field provides its own self-referential account of its topics and

methods. There is a difficult balance to achieve. We do need to think along
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disciplinary lines, to sequence bodies of knowledge about writing that come

from within our field. But at the same time, we also need to identify those

interfaces outside our field where the subject of writing intersects with the

intellectual, linguistic, and programmatic interests of students and faculty.

The disciplinary dimension of program design calls on us to

determine, at least within broad outlines, the sequence of what a major

should know and be able to do. It presumes there is an intellectual content

to the study of writing as much as practical knowledge. We would have to

ask the kinds of questions the disciplines typically address-namely, what

should a student have read? are there works and concepts a student should

know? what kinds of theory and research should students be introduced to?

in what order should majors study all these things? what distinguishes an

introductory course from an intermediate or advanced one? We would also,

of course, need to think about the range of writing practices available to

majors (journalism, public service writing, literary essays, fiction and poetry,

Web design, professional and academic discourse, and so on) and how we

would evaluate their development, in terms of coursework, capstone

projects, internships, portfolios, and so on. In many respects, this type of

planning will inevitably be grounded in professional knowledge of rhetoric

and composition for it will have to make the case for writing as an

academically substantial program of study in its own right.

At the same time, limiting program design to the transmission of

expertise from the faculty in a discipline to the students entering it simply

reproduces the traditional departmental model-and cannot accommodate

a writing curriculum that seeks to go beyond English Only. We also need to

take into account those places in the university where various interests in

the subject of writing converge, points where students, faculty, and

languages can associate. The notion of service which figures so prominently

in the professional identities of writing faculty-and which advocates of

"strong" composition fear will be abandoned by establishing undergraduate

course of study in writing-can be usefully redefined by figuring curriculum

design as a rhetorical practice to redistribute expert knowledge and expand

the forums and languages available for writing.

Rhetoric and composition is often described as an interdisciplinary
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field, with intellectual affiliations that reach in many directions. I am not,

however, calling for programs that simply collect and bundle together a set

of already-existing courses. I mean rather a kind of curriculum planning that

looks for interfaces between disciplines, programs, students, and faculty.

What I imagine, for example, is not so much the traditional technical writing

course for engineers, designed as a contribution to WAC or a service to

engineering departments, but a course that would gather engineering

students, writing majors, science and technology studies students, public

policy majors, pre-law students, and others interested in examining the

rhetoric of technology. I am advocating, that is, designing courses and

programs to intersect with multiple constituencies and to serve multiple

purposes-whether to satisfy major, writing intensive, or general education

requirements or simply exist as electives.

This way of thinking of program design must necessarily be local,

grounded in particular configurations of interest, indebted to rather than

derived directly from disciplinary bodies of knowledge. To offer further

examples of how the metaphor of the interface can guide program

development, I'll simply list some of things that have happened at WPI-the

development of a science writing course on disease and public health (for

pre-meds, biology and biotechnology majors, science studies and history of

science students, and writing majors), co-teaching in the required major

course "Rhetorical Theory" by faculty from writing and the religion and

philosophy group, a rhetoric course on electronic publishing by a faculty

member from the computer science department, extensive discussions of

the role of visual rhetoric in the writing curriculum with colleagues

interested in building a visual culture concentration, bi-lingual majors and

senior projects co-advised by writing and modern language faculty.

Admittedly, these developments are facilitated by the fact that I teach in a

Humanities and Arts department and therefore have ready access to

colleagues with associated interests in the subject of writing. My point is just

to suggest the kind of alliances and associations a multi-course (and

potentially multilingual) sequence in writing can promote if we think of it as

an interface where professional knowledges about writing connect with

student and faculty interests and needs.
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Writing Programs and English Only
Designing a writing curriculum raises once again the question in

Maxine Hairston's famous 19B5 CCCC Chair's address, "Breaking Our

Bonds and Reaffirming Our Connections"-namely, should we just get it

over with and file for divorce from English departments? The very idea of a

program of study in writing, of course, calls into question the traditional

relationship between writing instruction and English departments, in part

because such programs would seek to connect the first-year course to a

curriculum in writing rather than figuring the course, as has traditionally

been the case, as a prerequisite to sophomore and upper division literature

classes. Hairston's "most radical" options-"to split the composition and

rhetoric program from the English department and form a department of

rhetoric" or "even consider joining with speech communication and

journalism to form a new and vital department of language and

communication" (2BO-B1)-locate the study and teaching of writing in

autonomous administrative units and are certainly in keeping with the goals

of curriculum design I advance here.

I have gone back and forth over the years on the question of

composition separatism. Nonetheless, I must admit, nearly fifteen years after

Hairston's CCCC address, that there is little evidence to alter her conclusion

that literature faculty are "not listening" (27B). Certainly, the theoretical

grounds are available for a dialogue about the work and mission of English

departments. There are any number of proposals at large to integrate what

has been known as composition, on one hand, and literature, on the other,

under a rubric such as rhetoric, textual studies, cultural studies, semiotics,

or some variant. Terry Eagleton's validation of rhetoric as the global term

under which all forms of writing might fall points in this direction, as does

Robert Scholes's deconstruction of the binaries literature and non-literature,

consumption and production, the sacred and the profane in English studies.

Perhaps the fullest recent version appears in James Berlin's last book,

Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures, which significantly argues for

"reconfiguring" not rhetoric and composition but English studies.

My gloomy prediction, however, is that despite the theoretical
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soundness of such proposals, the political will is simply lacking. I believe

that Hairston is still correct when she says there is no common sense of "an

exigence that can be modified by discourse," no Bitzerian rhetorical

situation that would join writing and literature faculty together in productive

exchange. (Of the three departments Berlin cites as exemplary in

reconfiguring English studies, one has since broken into a dysfunctional civil

war, taking departmental politics into an unimagined Hobbesian state of

nature.)

If anything, I believe that current theories to reconfigure English

studies by unifying the opposites-composition and literature, rhetoric and

poetics, writing and reading-may well represent a serious obstacle to the

development of the programs of study in writing I am pressing for. The

reason for this, however, is not, as Hairston claims, that the reconfiguration

project results from compositionists' attempt to win back the estranged

affection of literature faculty by flashing trendy theory around. Instead, I

think it is due to something deeper in composition that grows out of the

field's service mission, a felt sense that has developed over the years into a

messianic religion of the oppressed, casting the downtrodden of

composition the role of saving English studies from itself. It is an old and

familiar story: by liberating ourselves, we can in turn liberate our masters

from their own indulgences and excesses.

To my mind, the relation of the study and teaching of writing to

English departments is both accidental and overdetermined-the result not

of a necessary belongingness between the two but of a particular historical

conjuncture when written composition replaced rhetoric just as English

departments were taking shape in the modern university. The exact

institutional location of the programs of study in writing I've been

advocating will vary depending on local conditions. I can imagine, for

example, separate departments, as well as autonomous divisions or

concentrations within English.

I do not believe, however, that either the institutional affiliations or

curriculum of such programs should be limited to English-Only. The origins

of composition, I have tried to show, are linked to a racialized curriculum

and turn of the century First Worldism. To the extent that we continue to
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imagine writing instruction as something that naturally takes place in

English-Only, we extend the legacy of English as the universal language. To

my mind, one of the central challenges facing program design is to imagine

writing instruction and curriculum from an internationalist perspective, in

multiple languages. Depending on the institution, the option to pursue a

bilingual or multilingual course of study in writing may attract only a

handful of students, native and non-native English speakers. In the polyglot

metropolises of the global market (Miami, New York, Los Angeles) and the

borderlands of California, the Southwest, and southern Florida, multilingual

programs may find broad interest. In any case, for me, finally, the issue is

one of developing alternatives to English Only-to avoid the national

chauvinism of a First Worldist language policy and to reconfigure literacy

education not only as English studies but also as writing programs with a

multilingual, internationalist perspective.
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