Inventing the University

DAvVID BARTHOLOMAE

Education may well be, as of right, the instrument whereby every
individual, in a society like our own, can gain access to any kind
of discourse. But we well know that in its distribution, in what it
permits and in what it prevents, it follows the well-trodden battle-
lines of social conflict. Every educational system is a political
means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of dis-
course, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it.

—FoucauLrT,
The Discourse on Language

. . . the text is the form of the social relationships made visible,
palpable, material.

—BERNSTEIN, Codes, Modalities and
the Process of Cultural Reproduction: A Model

VERY TIME a student sits down to write for us, he has to
invent the university for the occasion—invent the university, that is, or a
branch of it, like history or anthropology or economics or English. The stu-
dent has to learn to speak our language, to speak as we do, to try on the
peculiar ways of knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding, and
arguing that define the discourse of our community. Or perhaps I should say
the various discourses of our community, since it is in the nature of a liber-
al arts education that a student, after the first year or two, must learn to try
on a variety of voices and interpretive schemes—to write, for example, as a
literary critic one day and as an experimental psychologist the next; to work
within fields where the rules governing the presentation of examples or the
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development of an argument are both distinct and, even to a professional
mysterious.

The student has to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized dis-
course, and he has to do this as though he were easily and comfortably one
with his audience, as though he were a member of the academy or an histo-
rian or an anthropologist or an economist; he has to invent the university by
assembling and mimicking its language while finding some compromise be-
tween idiosyncracy, a personal history, on the one hand, and the requirements
of convention, the history of a discipline, on the other. He must learn to
speak our language. Or he must dare to speak it or to carry off the bluff, since
speaking and writing will most certainly be required long before the skill is
“learned.” And this, understandably, causes problem:s.

Let me look quickly at an example. Here is an essay written by a college
freshman.

In the past time I thought that an incident was creative was when [ had to make
a clay model of the earth, but not of the classical or your everyday model of the
earth which consists of the two cores, the mantle and the crust. I thought of
these things in a dimension of which it would be unique, but easy to compre-
hend. Of course, your materials to work with were basic and limited at the same
time, but thought help to put this limit into a right attitude or frame of mind to
work with the clay.

In the beginning of the clay model, I had to research and learn the different
dimensions of the earth (in magnitude, quantity, state of matter, etc.) After this,
[ learned how to put this into the clay and come up with something different
than any other person in my class at the time. In my opinion, color coordination
and shape was the key to my creativity of the clay model of the earth.

Creativity is the venture of the mind at work with the mechanics relay to the
limbs from the cranium, which stores and triggers this action. It can be a burst
of energy released at a precise time a thought is being transmitted. This can
cause a frenzy of the human body, but it depends on the characteristics of the
individual and how they can relay the message clearly enough through mechan-
ics of the body to us as an observer. Then we must determine if it is creative or
a learned process varied by the individuals thought process. Creativity is indeed
a tool which has to exist, or our world will not succeed into the future and
progress like it should. -

I'am continually impressed by the patience and goodwill of our students.
This student was writing a placement essay during freshman orientation. (The
problem set to him was: “Describe a time when you did something you felt to
be creative. Then, on the basis of the incident you have described, go on to
draw some general conclusions about ‘creativity.””) He knew that university
faculty would be reading and evaluating his essay, and so he wrote for them.

In some ways it is a remarkable performance. He is trying on the discourse
even though he doesn’t have the knowledge that would make the discourse
more than a routine, a set of conventional rituals and gestures. And he is do-
ing this, I think, even though he knows he doesn’t have the knowledge that
would make the discourse more than a routine. He defines himself as a re-
searcher working systematically, and not as a kid in a high school class: “I
thought of these things in a dimension of . . .”; “I had to research and learn
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the different dimensions of the earth (in magnitude, quantity, state of matter,
etc.).” He moves quickly into a specialized language (his approximation of our
jargon) and draws both a general, textbook-like conclusion—“Creativity is the
venture of the mind at work . . ."—and a resounding peroration—"“Creativity
is indeed a tool which has to exist, or our world will not succeed into the fu-
ture and progress like it should.” The writer has even picked up the rhythm of
our prose with that last “indeed” and with the qualifications and the paren-
thetical expressions of the opening paragraphs. And through it all he speaks
with an impressive air of authority.

There is an elaborate but, I will argue, a necessary and enabling fiction at
work here as the student dramatizes his experience in a “setting”—the setting
required by the discourse—where he can speak to us as a companion, a fel-
Jow researcher. As I read the essay, there is only one moment when the fiction
is broken, when we are addressed differently. The student says, “Of course,
your materials to work with were basic and limited at the same time, but
thought help to put this limit into a right attitude or frame of mind to work
with the clay.” At this point, I think, we become students and he the teacher
giving us a lesson (as in, “You take your pencil in your right hand and put your
paper in front of you”). This is, however, one of the most characteristic slips
of basic writers. (I use the term “basic writers” to refer to university students
traditionally placed in remedial composition courses.) It is very hard for them
to take on the role—the voice, the persona—of an authority whose authority
is rooted in scholarship, analysis, or research. They slip, then, into a more im-
mediately available and realizable voice of authority, the voice of a teacher
giving a lesson or the voice of a parent lecturing at the dinner table. They
offer advice or homilies rather than “academic” conclusions. There is a simi-
lar break in the final paragraph, where the conclusion that pushes for a defi-
nition (“Creativity is the venture of the mind at work with the mechanics
relay to the limbs from the cranium”) is replaced by a conclusion that speaks
in the voice of an elder (“Creativity is indeed a tool which has to exist, or our
world will not succeed into the future and progress like it should”).

It is not uncommon, then, to find such breaks in the concluding sections of
essays written by basic writers. Here is the concluding section of an essay
written by a student about his work as a mechanic. He had been asked to gen-
eralize about work after reviewing an on-the-job experience or incident that
“stuck in his mind” as somehow significant.

How could two repairmen miss a leak? Lack of pride? No incentive? Lazy? I

don’t know.

At this point the writer is in a perfect position to speculate, to move from the
problem to an analysis of the problem. Here is how the paragraph continues,
however (and notice the change in pronoun reference).

From this point on, I take my time, do it right, and don’t let customers get under
your skin. If they have a complaint, tell them to call your boss and he’ll be more
than glad to handle it. Most important, worry about yourself, and keep a clear
eye on everyone, for there’s always someone trying to take advantage of you,
anytime and anyplace. (Emphasis added)
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We get neither a technical discussion nor an “academic” discussion but a
Lesson on Life.! This is the language he uses to address the general question,
“How could two repairmen miss a leak?” The other brand of conclusion, the
more academic one, would have required him to speak of his experience ip
our terms; it would, that is, have required a special vocabulary, a special sys-
tem of presentation, and an interpretive scheme (or a set of commonplaces)
he could have used to identify and talk about the mystery of human error. The
writer certainly had access to the range of acceptable commonplaces for such
an explanation: “lack of pride,” “no incentive,” “lazy.” Each commonplace
would dictate its own set of phrases, examples, and conclusions; and we, his
teachers, would know how to write out each argument, just as we know how
to write out more specialized arguments of our own. A “commonplace,” then,
is a culturally or institutionally authorized concept or statement that carries
with it its own necessary elaboration. We all use commonplaces to orient our-
selves in the world; they provide points of reference and a set of “prearticu-
lated” explanations that are readily available to organize and interpret
experience. The phrase “lack of pride” carries with it its own account of the
repairman’s error, just as at another point in time a reference to “original sin”
would have provided an explanation, or just as in certain university class-
rooms a reference to “alienation” would enable writers to continue and com-
plete the discussion. While there is a way in which these terms are
interchangeable, they are not all permissible: A student in a composition class
would most likely be turned away from a discussion of original sin. Common-
places are the “controlling ideas” of our composition textbooks, textbooks
that not only insist on a set form for expository writing but a set view of pub-
lic life.?

When the writer says, “I don't know,” then, he is not saying that he has
nothing to say. He is saying that he is not in a position to carry on this dis-
cussion. And so we are addressed as apprentices rather than as teachers or
scholars. In order to speak as a person of status or privilege, the writer can ei-
ther speak to us in our terms—in the privileged language of university
discourse—or, in default (or in defiance) of that, he can speak to us as though
we were children, offering us the wisdom of experience.

I think it is possible to say that the language of the “Clay Model” paper has
come through the writer and not from the writer. The writer has located him-
self (more precisely, he has located the self that is represented by the “I” on
the page) in a context that is finally beyond him, not his own and not avail-
able to his immediate procedures for inventing and arranging text. I would
not, that is, call this essay an example of “writer-based” prose. I would not say
that it is egocentric or that it represents the “interior monologue or a writer
thinking and talking to himself” (Flower, 1981, p. 63). It is, rather, the record
of a writer who has lost himself in the discourse of his readers. There is a con-
text beyond the intended reader that is not the world but a way of talking
about the world, a way of talking that determines the use of examples, the
possible conclusions, acceptable commonplaces, and key words for an essay
on the construction of a clay model of the earth. This writer has entered the
discourse without successfully approximating it.

Linda Flower (1981) has argued that the difficulty inexperienced writers
have with writing can be understood as a difficulty in negotiating the transition
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petween “writer-based” and “reader-based” prose. Expert writers, in other
words, can better imagine how a reader will respond to a text and can transform
or restructure what they have to say around a goal shared with a reader. Teach-
ing students to revise for readers, then, will better prepare them to write ini-
tally with a reader in mind. The success of this pedagogy depends on the
degree to which a writer can imagine and conform to a reader’s goals. The dif-
ficulty of this act of imagination and the burden of such conformity are so
much at the heart of the problem that a teacher must pause and take stock be-
fore offering revision as a solution. A student like the one who wrote the “Clay
Model” paper is not so much trapped in a private language as he is shut out
from one of the privileged languages of public life, a language he is aware of but
cannot control.

Our students, I've said, have to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a special-
ized discourse, and they have to do this as though they were easily or com-
fortably one with their audience. If you look at the situation this way,
suddenly the problem of audience awareness becomes enormously compli-
cated. One of the common assumptions of both composition research and
composition teaching is that at some “stage” in the process of composing an
essay a writer’s ideas or his motives must be tailored to the needs and expec-
tations of his audience. Writers have to “build bridges” between their point of
view and the reader’s. They have to anticipate and acknowledge the reader’s
assumptions and biases. They must begin with “common points of departure”
before introducing new or controversial arguments. Here is what one of the
most popular college textbooks says to students.

Once you have your purpose clearly in mind, your next task is to define and an-
alyze your audience. A sure sense of your audience—knowing who it is and
what assumptions you can reasonably make about it—is crucial to the success
of your rhetoric. (Hairston, 1978, p. 107)

It is difficult to imagine, however, how writers can have a purpose before
they are located in a discourse, since it is the discourse with its projects and
agendas that determines what writers can and will do. The writer who can
successfully manipulate an audience (or, to use a less pointed language, the
writer who can accommodate her motives to her reader’s expectations) is a
writer who can both imagine and write from a position of privilege. She must,
that is, see herself within a privileged discourse, one that already includes
and excludes groups of readers. She must be either equal to or more powerful
than those she would address. The writing, then, must somehow transform
the political and social relationships between students and teachers.

If my students are going to write for me by knowing who I am—and if this
means more than knowing my prejudices, psyching me out—it means know-
ing what 1 know; it means having the knowledge of a professor of English.
They have, then, to know what I know and how I know what I know (the in-
terpretive schemes that define the way I would work out the problems I set
for them); they have to learn to write what I would write or to offer up some
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approximation of that discourse. The problem of audience awareness, then, is
a problem of power and finesse. It cannot be addressed, as it is in most class-
room exercises, by giving students privilege and denying the situation of the
classroom—usually, that is, by having students write to an outsider, someone
excluded from their privileged circle: “Write about “To His Coy Mistress,’ not
for your teacher but for the students in your class”; “Describe Pittsburgh to
someone who has never been there”; “Explain to a high school senior how
best to prepare for college”; “Describe baseball to an Eskimo.” Exercises such
as these allow students to imagine the needs and goals of a reader, and they
bring those needs and goals forward as a dominant constraint in the con-
struction of an essay. And they argue, implicitly, what is generally true about
writing—that it is an act of aggression disguised as an act of charity. What
these assignments fail to address is the central problem of academic writing,
where a student must assume the right of speaking to someone who knows
more about baseball or “To His Coy Mistress” than the student does, a reader
for whom the general commonplaces and the readily available utterances
about a subject are inadequate.

Linda Flower and John Hayes, in an often quoted article (1981), reported
on a study of a protocol of an expert writer (an English teacher) writing about
his job for readers of Seventeen magazine. The key moment for this writer,
who seems to have been having trouble getting started, came when he de-
cided that teenage girls read Seventeen; that some teenage girls like English
because it is tidy (“some of them will have wrong reasons in that English is
good because it's tidy—can be a neat tidy little girl”); that some don't like it
because it is “prim” and that, “By God, I can change that notion for them.”
Flower and Hayes’s conclusion is that this effort of “exploration and consoli-
dation” gave the writer “a new, relatively complex, rhetorically sophisticated
working goal, one which encompasses plans for a topic, a persona, and the
audience” (p. 383).

Flower and Hayes give us a picture of a writer solving a problem, and the
problem as they present it is a cognitive one. It is rooted in the way the
writer's knowledge is represented in the writer's mind. The problem resides
there, not in the nature of knowledge or in the nature of discourse but in a
mental state prior to writing. It is possible, however, to see the problem as
(perhaps simultaneously) a problem in the way subjects are located in a field
of discourse. '

Flower and Hayes divide up the composing process into three distinct ac-
tivities: “planning or goal-setting,” “translating,” and “reviewing.” The last of
these, reviewing (which is further divided into two subprocesses, “evaluating”
and “revising”), is particularly powerful, for as a writer continually reviews his
goals, plans, and the text he is producing, and as he continually generates
new goals, plans, and text, he is engaging in a process of learning and discov-
ery. Let me quote Flower and Hayes’s conclusion at length.

If one studies the process by which a writer uses a goal to generate ideas, then
consolidates those ideas and uses them to revise or regenerate new, more com-
plex goals, one can see this learning process in action. Furthermore, one sees
why the process of revising and clarifying goals has such a broad effect, since it
is through setting these new goals that the fruits of discovery come back to in-
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form the continuing process of writing. In this instance, some of our most com-
plex and imaginative acts can depend on the elegant simplicity of a few power-
ful thinking processes. We feel that a cognitive process explanation of discovery,
toward which this theory is only a start, will have another special strength. By
placing emphasis on the inventive power of the writer, who is able to explore
ideas, to develop, act on, test, and regenerate his or her own goals, we are put-
ting an important part of creativity where it belongs—in the hands of the work-
ing, thinking writer. (1981, p. 386)

While this conclusion is inspiring, the references to invention and cre-
ativity seem to refer to something other than an act of writing—if writing is,
finally, words on a page. Flower and Hayes locate the act of writing solely
within the mind of the writer. The act of writing, here, has a personal, cog-
nitive history but not a history as a text, as a text that is made possible by
prior texts. When located in the perspective afforded by prior texts, writing
is seen to exist separate from the writer and his intentions; it is seen in the
context of other articles in Seventeen, of all articles written for or about
women, of all articles written about English teaching, and so on. Reading
research has made it possible to say that these prior texts, or a reader’s ex-
perience with these prior texts, have bearing on how the text is read. Inten-
tions, then, are part of the history of the language itself. I am arguing that
these prior texts determine not only how a text like the Seventeen article
will be read but also how it will be written. Flower and Hayes show us what
happens in the writer's mind but not what happens to the writer as his mo-
tives are located within our language, a language with its own requirements
and agendas, a language that limits what we might say and that makes us
write and sound, finally, also like someone else. If you think of other ac-
counts of the composing process—and I'm thinking of accounts as diverse
as Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory (1983) and Edward Said’s Begin-
nings (1975)—you get a very different account of what happens when pri-
vate motive enters into public discourse, when a personal history becomes a
public account. These accounts place the writer in a history that is not of
the writer's own invention; and they are chronicles of loss, violence, and
compromise.

It is one thing to see the Seventeen writer making and revising his plans for
a topic, a persona, and an audience; it is another thing to talk about discovery,
invention, and creativity. Whatever plans the writer had must finally have
been located in language and, it is possible to argue, in a language that is
persistently conventional and formulaic. We do not, after all, get to see the
Seventeen article. We see only the elaborate mental procedures that accom-
panied the writing of the essay. We see a writer’s plans for a persona; we don't
see that persona in action. If writing is a process, it is also a product; and it is
the product, and not the plan for writing, that locates a writer on the page,
that locates him in a text and a style and the codes or conventions that make
both of them readable.

Contemporary rhetorical theory has been concerned with the “codes” that
constitute discourse (or specialized forms of discourse). These codes deter-
mine not only what might be said but also who might be speaking or reading.
Barthes (1974), for example, has argued that the moment of writing, where
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private goals and plans become subject to a public language, is the moment
when the writer becomes subject to a language he can neither command nor
control. A text, he says, in being written passes through the codes that govern
writing and becomes “de-originated,” becomes a fragment of something that
has “always been already read, seen, done, experienced” (p. 21). Alongside 3
text we have always the presence of “off-stage voices,” the oversound of al]
that has been said (e.g., about girls, about English). These voices, the pres-
ence of the “already written,” stand in defiance of a writer’s desire for origj-
nality and determine what might be said. A writer does not write (and this is
Barthes’s famous paradox) but is, himself, written by the languages available
to him.

It is possible to see the writer of the Seventeen article solving his problem
of where to begin by appropriating an available discourse. Perhaps what
enabled that writer to write was the moment he located himself as a writer in
a familiar field of stereotypes: Readers of Seventeen are teenage girls;
teenage girls think of English (and English teachers) as “tidy” and “prim,” and,
“By God, I can change that notion for them.” The moment of eureka was not
simply a moment of breaking through a cognitive jumble in that individual
writer's mind but a moment of breaking into a familiar and established
territory—one with insiders and outsiders; one with set phrases, examples,
and conclusions.

I'm not offering a criticism of the morals or manners of the teacher who
wrote the Seventeen article. I think that all writers, in order to write, must
imagine for themselves the privilege of being “insiders”—that is, the privilege
both of being inside an established and powerful discourse and of being
granted a special right to speak. But I think that right to speak is seldom con-
ferred on us—on any of us, teachers or students—by virtue of that fact that
we have invented or discovered an original idea. Leading students to believe
that they are responsible for something new or original, unless they under-
stand what those words mean with regard to writing, is a dangerous and
counterproductive practice. We do have the right to expect students to be ac-
tive and engaged, but that is a matter of continually and stylistically working
against the inevitable presence of conventional language; it is not a matter of
inventing a language that is new.

When a student is writing for a teacher, writing.becomes more problematic
than it was for the Seventeen writer (who was writing a version of the “De-
scribe baseball to an Eskimo” exercise). The student, in effect, has to assume
privilege without having any. And since students assumes privilege by locating
themselves within the discourse of a particular community—within a set of
specifically acceptable gestures and commonplaces—learning, at least as it is
defined in the liberal arts curriculum, becomes more a matter of imitation or
parody than a matter of invention and discovery.

To argue that writing problems are also social and political problems is not
to break faith with the enterprise of cognitive science. In a recent paper re-
viewing the tremendous range of research directed at identifying general cog-
nitive skills, David Perkins (in press) has argued that “the higher the level of
competence concerned,” as in the case of adult learning, “the fewer general
cognitive control strategies there are.” There comes a point, that is, where
“field-specific” or “domain-specific” schemata (what I have called “interpre-
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tive strategies”) become more important than general problem-solving pro-
cesses. Thinking, learning, writing—all these become bound to the context of
a particular discourse. And Perkins concludes:

Instruction in cognitive control strategies tends to be organized around
problem-solving tasks. However, the isolated problem is a creature largely of the
classroom. The nonstudent, whether operating in scholarly or more everyday
contexts, is likely to find himself or herself involved in what might be called
“projects”—which might be anything from writing a novel to designing a shoe to
starting a business.

It is interesting to note that Perkins defines the classroom as the place of ar-
tificial tasks and, as a consequence, has to place scholarly projects outside the
classroom, where they are carried out by the “nonstudent.” It is true, I think,
that education has failed to involve students in scholarly projects, projects that
allow students to act as though they were colleagues in an academic enter-
prise. Much of the written work that students do is test-taking, report or
summary—work that places them outside the official discourse of the aca-
demic community, where they are expected to admire and report on what we
do, rather than inside that discourse, where they can do its work and partici-
pate in a common enterprise.* This, however, is a failure of teachers and cur-
riculum designers, who speak of writing as a mode of learning but all too often
represent writing as a “tool” to be used by an (hopefully) educated mind.

It could be said, then, that there is a bastard discourse peculiar to the writ-
ing most often required of students. Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia
(in press) have written about this discourse (they call it “knowledge-telling”;
students who are good at it have learned to cope with academic tasks by de-
veloping a “knowledge-telling strategy”), and they have argued that insistence
on knowledge-telling discourse undermines educational efforts to extend the
variety of discourse schemata available to students.” What they actually say is
this:

When we think of knowledge stored in memory we tend these days to think of it
as situated in three-dimensional space, with vertical and horizontal connections
between sites. Learning is thought to add not only new elements to memory but
also new connections, and it is the richness and structure of these cotinections
that would seem . . . to spell the difference between inert and usable knowl-
edge. On this account, the knowledge-telling strategy is educationally faulty be-
cause it specifically avoids the forming of connections between previously
separated knowledge sites.

It should be clear by now that when I think of “knowledge” I think of it as sit-
uated in the discourse that constitutes “knowledge” in a particular discourse
community, rather than as situated in mental “knowledge sites.” One can re-
member a discourse, just as one can remember an essay or the movement of
a professor’s lecture; but this discourse, in effect, also has a memory of its
own, its own rich network of structures and connections beyond the deliber-
ate control of any individual imagination.

There is, to be sure, an important distinction to be made between learn-
ing history, say, and learning to write as an historian. A student can learn to
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command and reproduce a set of names, dates, places, and canonical intey.
pretations (to “tell” somebody else’s knowledge); but this is not the samq
thing as learning to “think” (by learning to write) as an historian. The foy.
mer requires efforts of memory; the latter requires a student to compose
text out of the texts that represent the primary materials of history and i,
accordance with the texts that define history as an act of report and intey.
pretation.

Let me draw on an example from my own teaching. I don’t expect my sty,.
dents to be literary critics when they write about Bleak House. If a literary critjc
is a person who wins publication in a professional journal (or if he or she is one
who could), the students aren't critics. I do, however, expect my students to be,
themselves, invented as literary critics by approximating the language of a liter.
ary critic writing about Bleak House. My students, then, don’t invent the lap.
guage of literary criticism (they don'’t, that is, act on then~ own) but they are,
themselves, invented by it. Their papers don’t begin with a moment of m51ght

a “by God” moment that is outside of language. They begin with a moment of
appropriation, a moment when they can offer up a sentence that is not theirs ag
though it were their own. (I can remember when, as a graduate student, |
would begin papers by sitting down to write literally in the voice—with the syn-
tax and the key words—of the strongest teacher I had met.)

What I am saying about my students’ essays is that they are approximate,
not that they are wrong or invalid. They are evidence of a discourse that lies
between what I might call the students’ primary discourse (what the stu-
dents might write about Bleak House were they not in my class or in any
class, and were they not imagining that they were in my class or in any
class—if you can imagine any student doing any such thing) and standard,
official literary criticism (which is imaginable but impossible to find). The
students’ essays are evidence of a discourse that lies between these two hy-
pothetical poles. The writing is limited as much by a student’s ability to
imagine “what might be said” as it is by cognitive control strategies.® The
act of writing takes the student away from where he is and what he knows
and allows him to imagine something else. The approximate discourse,
therefore, is evidence of a change, a change that, because we are teachers,
we call “development.” What our beginning students need to learn is to ex-
tend themselves, by successive approximations, into-the commonplaces, set
phrases, rituals and gestures, habits of mind, tricks of persuasmn obliga-
tory conclusions and necessary connections that determine the “what might
be said” and constitute knowledge within the various branches of our aca-
demic community.”

Pat Bizzell is, I think, one of the most important scholars writing now on “ba-
sic writers” (and this is the common name we use for students who are refused
unrestrained access to the academic community) and on the special character-
istics of academic discourse. In a recent essay, “Cognition, Convention, and
Certainty: What We Need to Know about Writing” (1982a), she looks at two
schools of composition research and the way they represent the problems that
writing poses for writers.® For one group, the “inner-directed theorists,” the
problems are internal, cognitive, rooted in the way the mind represents knowl-
edge to itself. These researchers are concerned with discovering the “universal,
fundamental structures of thought and language” and with developing pedago-
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gies to teach or facilitate both basic, general cognitive skills and specific cogni-
tive strategies, or heuristics, directed to serve more specialized needs. Of the
second group, the “outer-directed theorists,” she says that they are “more inter-
ested in the social processes whereby language-learning and thinking capacities
are shaped and used in particular communities.”

The staple activity of outer-directed writing instruction will be analysis of the
conventions of particular discourse communities. For example, a main focus of
writing-across-the-curriculum programs is to demystify the conventions of the
academic discourse community. (1982a, pp. 218)

The essay offers a detailed analysis of the way the two theoretical camps can
best serve the general enterprise of composition research and composition
teaching. Its agenda, however, seems to be to counter the influence of the
cognitivists and to provide bibliography and encouragement to those inter-
ested in the social dimension of language learning.

As far as basic writers are concerned, Bizzell argues that the cognitivists’
failure to acknowledge the primary, shaping role of convention in the act of
composing makes them “particularly insensitive to the problems of poor writ-
ers.” She argues that some of those problems, like the problem of establishing
and monitoring overall goals for a piece of writing, can be

better understood in terms of their unfamiliarity with the academic discourse
community, combined, perhaps, with such limited experience outside their na-
tive discourse communities that they are unaware that there is such a thing as a
discourse community with conventions to be mastered. What is underdevel-
oped is their knowledge both of the ways experience is constituted and inter-
preted in the academic discourse community and of the fact that all discourse
communities constitute and interpret experience. (1982a, p. 230)

One response to the problems of basic writers, then, would be to determine
just what the community’s conventions are, so that those conventions could
be written out, “demystified” and taught in our classrooms. Teachers, as a re-
sult, could be more precise and helpful when they ask students to “think,”
“argue,” “describe,” or “define.” Another response would be-to examine the es-
says written by basic writers—their approximations of academic discourse—to
determine more clearly where the problems lie. If we look at their writing,
and if we look at it in the context of other student writing, we can better see
the points of discord that arise when students try to write their way into the
university.

The purpose of the remainder of this chapter will be to examine some of
the most striking and characteristic of these problems as they are presented
in the expository essays of first-year college students. 1 will be concerned,
then, with university discourse in its most generalized form—as it is repre-
sented by introductory courses—and not with the special conventions re-
quired by advanced work in the various disciplines. And I will be concerned
with the difficult, and often violent accommodations that occur when stu-

dents locate themselves in a discourse that is not “naturally” or immediately
theirs.
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1

Illo

I have reviewed 500 essays written, as the “Clay Model” essay was, in re. -
sponse to a question used during one of our placement exams at the Univey. -
sity of Pittsburgh: “Describe a time when you did something you felt to be 8
creative. Then, on the basis of the incident you have described, go on to dray
some general conclusions about “creativity.” Some of the essays were writtep -
by basic writers (or, more properly, those essays led readers to identify the
writers as basic writers); some were written by students who “passed” (whq
were granted immediate access to the community of writers at the univer. -
sity). As I read these essays, I was looking to determine the stylistic resources #
that enabled writers to locate themselves within an “academic” discourse. My
bias as a reader should be clear by now. I was not looking to see how a writer
might represent the skills demanded by a neutral language (a language whose
key features were paragraphs, topic sentences, transitions, and the like—
features of a clear and orderly mind). I was looking to see what happened
when a writer entered into a language to locate himself (a textual self) and his
subject; and I was looking to see how, once entered, that language made or
unmade the writer. -
Here is one essay. Its writer was classified as a basic writer and, since the §
essay is relatively free of sentence level errors, that decision must have been
| rooted in some perceived failure of the discourse itself.

W ke b S n W MM e e R

I am very interested in music, and I try to be creative in my interpretation of
music. While in highschool, 1 was a member of a jazz ensemble. The members
of the ensemble were given chances to improvise and be creative in various
songs. I feel that this was a great experience for me, as well as the other mem-
bers. I was proud to know that I could use my imagination and feelings to cre-
ate music other than what was written.

Creativity to me, means being free to express yourself in a way that is unique
to you, not having to conform to certain rules and guidelines. Music is only one
of the many areas in which people are given opportunities to show their creativ-
ity. Sculpting, carving, building, art, and acting are just a few more areas where
'i people can show their creativity.
| Through my music 1 conveyed feelings and thoughts which were important
to me. Music was my means of showing creativity. In whatever form creativity
takes, whether it be music, art, or science, it is an important aspect of our lives
because it enables us to be individuals.

Notice the key gesture in this essay, one that appears in all but a few of the es-
says I read. The student defines as his own that which is a commonplace.
“Creativity, to me, means being free to express yourself in a way that is unique
to you, not having to conform to certain rules and guidelines.” This act of ap-
propriation constitutes his authority; it constitutes his authority as a writer
and not just as a musician (that is, as someone with a story to tell). There &
were many essays in the set that told only a story—where the writer estab- ¥
lished his presence as a musician or a skier or someone who painted designs
on a van, but not as a person at a remove from that experience interpreting i,
treating it as a metaphor for something else (creativity). Unless those stories
were long, detailed, and very well told—unless the writer was doing more
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than saying, “I am a skier” or a musician or a van-painter—those writers were
all given low ratings.

Notice also that the writer of the “Jazz” paper locates himself and his expe-
rience in relation to the commonplace (creativity is unique expression; it is
not having to conform to rules or guidelines) regardless of whether the com-
monplace is true or not. Anyone who improvises “knows” that improvisation
follows rules and guidelines. It is the power of the commonplace—its truth as
a recognizable and, the writer believes, as a final statement—that justifies the
example and completes the essay. The example, in other words, has value be-
cause it stands within the field of the commonplace.? It is not the occasion
for what one might call an “objective” analysis or a “close” reading. It could
also be said that the essay stops with the articulation of the commonplace.
The following sections speak only to the power of that statement. The refer-
ence to “sculpting, carving, building, art, and acting” attest to the universality
of the commonplace (and it attests the writer’s nervousness with the status he
has appropriated for himself—he is saying, “Now, I'm not the only one here
who has done something unique”). The commonplace stands by itself. For
this writer, it does not need to be elaborated. By virtue of having written it, he
has completed the essay and established the contract by which we may be
spoken to as equals: “In whatever form creativity takes, whether it be music,
art, or science, it is an important aspect of our lives because it enables us to
be individuals.” (For me to break that contract, to argue that my life is not
represented in that essay, is one way for me to begin as a teacher with that
student in that essay.) '

All of the papers I read were built around one of three commonplaces: (1)
creativity is self-expression, (2) creativity is doing something new or unique,
and (3) creativity is using old things in new ways. These are clearly, then, key
phrases from the storehouse of things to say about creativity. I've listed them
in the order of the students’ ratings: A student with the highest rating was
more likely to use number three than number one, although each common-
place ran across the range of possible ratings. One could argue that some
standard assertions are more powerful than others, but I think the ranking
simply represents the power of assertions within our community of readers.
Every student was able to offer up an experience that was meant as an exam-
ple of “creativity”; the lowest range of writers, then, was not-represented by
students who could not imagine themselves as creative people.!®

I said that the writer of the “Jazz” paper offered up a commonplace regard-
less of whether it was true or not; and this, I said, was an instance of the
power of a commonplace to determine the meaning of an example. A com-
monplace determines a system of interpretation that can be used to “place”
an example within a standard system of belief. You can see a similar process
at work in this essay.

During the football season, the team was supposed to wear the same type of
cleats and the same type socks, I figured that I would change this a little by
wearing my white shoes instead of black and to cover up the team socks with a
pair of my own white ones. I thought that this looked better than what we were
wearing, and I told a few of the other people on the team to change too. They
agreed that it did look better and they changed there combination to go along
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with mine. After the game people came up to us and said that it looked very
good the way we wore our socks, and they wanted to know why we changed
from the rest of the team.

I feel that creativity comes from when a person lets his imagination come up
with ideas and he is not afraid to express them. Once you create something to
do it will be original and unique because it came about from your own imagina-
tion and if any one else tries to copy it, it won't be the same because you
thought of it first from your own ideas.

This is not an elegant paper, but it seems seamless, tidy. If the paper on the & inter
clay model of the earth showed an ill fit between the writer and his project, 3 " bybr
here the discourse seems natural, smooth. You could reproduce this paper & ;
and hand it out to a class, and it would take a lot of prompting before the sty. & The
dents sensed something fishy and one of the more aggressive ones said some- The w
thing like, “Sure he came up with the idea of wearing white shoes and white £ an “ac
socks. Him and Billy ‘White-Shoes’ Johnson. Come on. He copied the very i “creati
thing he said was his own idea, ‘original and unique.’” E i perien
The “I” of this text—the “I” who “figured,” “thought,” and “felt”"—is located a mem
in a conventional rhetoric of the self that turns imagination into origination (I b fers a
made it), that argues an ethic of production (I made it and it is mine), and £ people
that argues a tight scheme of intention (I made it because I decided to make k] the w1
it). The rhetoric seems invisible because it is so common. This “I” (the maker) : the co
is also located in a version of history that dominates classrooms, the “great j i before
man” theory: History is rolling along (the English novel is dominated bya § was ir
central, intrustive narrative presence; America is in the throes of a Great De- experi
pression; during football season the team was supposed to wear the same autho
kind of cleats and socks) until a figure appears, one who can shape history & music
(Henry James, FDR, the writer of the “White Shoes” paper), and everythingis § pses &
changed. In the argument of the “White Shoes” paper, the history goes ‘1 & ke
figured . . . I thought .. . I told . . . They agreed . ..” and, as a consequence, oL ju
“I feel that creativity comes from when a person lets his imagination come up Fheed
with-ideas and he is not afraid to express them.” The act of appropriation be- there
comes a narrative of courage and conquest. The writer was able to write that oIt ¢
story when he was able to imagine himself in that discourse. Getting him out gemn
of it will be a difficult matter indeed. . ' lines
There are ways, I think, that a writer can shape history in the very act of 3 end r
writing it. Some students are able to enter into a discourse but, by stylistic gume
maneuvers, to take possession of it at the same time. They don't originate a : :icl;_lﬁ

discourse, but they locate themselves within it aggressively, self-consciously.
Here is another essay on jazz, which for sake of convenience I've shortened.
It received a higher rating than the first essay on jazz. ;

Jazz has always been thought of as a very original creative field in music. Im- .
provisation, the spontaneous creation of original melodies in a piece of music, 1
makes up a large part of jazz as a musical style. I had the opportunity to be a i
member of my high school’s jazz ensemble for three years, and became an im-
provisation soloist this year. Throughout the years, I have seen and heard many
jazz players, both proffessional and amateur. The solos performed by these
artists were each flavored with that particular individual’s style and ideas, along
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with some of the conventional premises behind improvisation. This particular
type of solo work is creative because it is, done on the spur of the moment and
blends the performer’s ideas with basic guidelines.

I realized my own creative potential when I began soloing. . . .

My solos, just as all the solos generated by others, were original because I com-
bined and shaped other’s ideas with mine to create something completely new.
Creativity is combining the practical knowledge and guidelines of a discipline
with one’s original ideas to bring about a new, original end result, one that is dif-
ferent from everyone else’s. Creativity is based on the individual. Two artists can
interpret the same scene differently. Each person who creates something does so
by bringing out something individual in himself,

The essay is different in some important ways from the first essay on jazz.
The writer of the second is more easily able to place himself in the context of
an “academic” discussion. The second essay contains an “I” who realized his
“creative potential” by soloing; the first contained an “I” who had “a great ex-
perience.” In the second essay, before the phrase, “I had the opportunity to be
a member of my high school’s jazz ensemble,” there is an introduction that of-
fers a general definition of improvisation and an acknowledgment that other
people have thought about jazz and creativity. In fact, throughout the essay
the writer offers definitions and counterdefinitions. He is placing himself in
the context of what has been said and what might be said. In the first paper,
before a similar statement about being a member of a jazz ensemble, there
was in introduction that locates jazz solely in the context of this individual’s
experience: “l am very interested in music.” The writer of this first paper was
authorized by who he is, a musician, rather than by what he can say about
music in the context of what is generally said. The writer of the second essay
uses a more specialized vocabulary; he talks about “conventional premises,”
“creative potential,” “musical style,” and “practical knowledge.” And this is
not just a matter of using bigger words, since these terms locate the experi-
ence in the context of a recognizable interpretive scheme—on the one hand
there is tradition and, on the other, individual talent.

It could be said, then, that this essay is also framed and completed by a
commonplace: “Creativity is combining the practical knowledge and guide-
lines of a discipline with one’s original ideas to bring about a new, original
end result, one that is different from everyone else’s.” Here, however, the ar-
gument is a more powerful one; and I mean “powerful” in the political sense,
since it is an argument that complicates a “naive” assumption (it makes
scholarly work possible, in other words), and it does so in terms that come
close to those used in current academic debates (over the relation between
convention and idiosyncracy or between rules and creativity). The assertion is
almost consumed by the pleas for originality at the end of the sentence; but
the point remains that the terms “original” and “different,” as they are used at
the end of the essay, are problematic, since they must be thought of in the
context of “practical knowledge and guidelines of a discipline.”

The key distinguishing gesture of this essay, that which makes it “better”
than the other, is the way the writer works against a conventional point of
view, one that is represented within the essay by conventional phrases that
the writer must then work against. In his practice he demonstrates that a
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writer, and not just a musician, works within “conventional premises.” The “I”
who comments in this paper (not the “I” of the narrative about a time when
he soloed) places himself self-consciously within the context of a conven-
tional discourse about the subject, even as he struggles against the language
of that conventional dicourse. The opening definition of improvisation, where
improvisation is defined as spontaneous creation, is rejected when the writer
begins talking about “the conventional premises behind improvisation.” The
earlier definition is part of the conventional language of those who “have al-
ways thought” of jazz as a “very original creative field in music.” The paper be-
gins with what “has been said” and then works itself out against the force and
logic of what has been said, of what is not only an argument but also a col-
lection of phrases, examples, and definitions.

I had a teacher who once told us that whenever we were stuck for some-
thing to say, we should use the following as a “machine” for producing a
paper: “While most readers of have said , a close and careful
reading shows that .” The writer of the second paper on jazz is using a
standard opening gambit, even if it is not announced with flourish. The essay
becomes possible when he sets himself against what must become a “naive”
assumption—what “most people think.” He has defined a closed circle for
himself. In fact, you could say that he has laid the ground work for a disci-
pline with its own key terms (“practical knowledge,” “disciplinary guidelines,”
and “original ideas”), with its own agenda and with its own investigative pro-
cedures (looking for common features in the work of individual soloists).

The history represented by this student’s essay, then, is not the history of a
musician and it is not the history of a thought being worked out within an in-
dividual mind; it is the history of work being done within and against conven-
tional systems.

In general, as | reviewed the essays for this study, I found that the more
successful writers set themselves in their essays against what they defined as
some more naive way of talking about their subject—against “those who think
that . . .”—or against earlier, more naive versions of themselves—“once I
thought that. . ..” By trading in one set of commonplaces at the expense of
another, they could win themselves status as members of what is taken to be
some more privileged group. The ability to imagine privilege enabled writing.
Here is one particularly successful essay. Notice the specialized vocabularly,
but notice also the way in which the text continually refers to its own lan-
guage and to the language of others.

Throughout my life, | have been interested and intrigued by music. My mother
has often told me of the times, before I went to school, when I would “con-
duct” the orchestra on her records. I continued to listen to music and eventu-
ally started to play the guitar and the clarinet. Finally, at about the age of
twelve, | started to sit down and to try to write songs. Even though my instru-
mental skills were far from my own high standards, I would spend much of my
spare time during the day with a guitar around my neck, trying to produce a
piece of music.

Each of these sessions, as I remember them, had a rather set format. I would
sit in my bedroom, strumming different combinations of the five or six chords I
could play, until I heard a series of which sounded particularly good to me. After
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this, I set the music to a suitable rhythm, (usually dependent on my mood at the
time), and ran through the tune until I could play it fairly easily. Only after this
section was complete did 1 go on to writing lyrics, which generally followed
along the lines of the current popular songs on the radio.

At the time of the writing, I felt that my songs were, in themselves, an origi-
nal creation of my own; that is, I, alone, made them. However, I now see that,
in this sense of the word, I was not creative. The songs themselves seem to be
an oversimplified form of the music I listed to at the time.

In a more fitting sense, however, I was being creative. Since I did not pur-
posely copy my favorite songs, I was, effectively, originating my songs from my
own “process of creativity.” To achieve my goal, I needed what a composer
would call “inspiration” for my piece. In this case the inspiration was the cur-
rent hit on the radio. Perhaps, with my present point of view, I feel that I used
too much “inspiration” in my songs, but, at that time, I did not.

Creativity, therefore, is a process which, in my case, involved a certain series
of “small creations” if you like. As well, it is something, the appreciation of
which varies with one’s point of view, that point of view being set by the person’s
experience, tastes, and his own personal view of creativity. The less experienced
tend to allow for less originality, while the more experienced demand real origi-
nality to classify something a “creation.” Either way, a term as abstract as this is
perfectly correct, and open to interpretation.

This writer is consistently and dramatically conscious of herself forming
something to say out of what has been said and out of what she has been say-
ing in the act of writing this paper. “Creativity” begins in this paper as “origi-
nal creation.” What she thought was “creativity,” however, she now says was
imitation; and, as she says, “in this sense of the word” she was not “creative.”
In another sense, however, she says that she was creative, since she didn't
purposefully copy the songs but used them as “inspiration.”

While the elaborate stylistic display—the pauses, qualifications, and the
use of quotation marks—is in part a performance for our benefit, at a more
obvious level we as readers are directly addressed in the first sentence of the
last paragraph: “Creativity, therefore, is a process which, in my case, involved
a certain series of ‘small creations’ if you like.” We are addressed here as
adults who can share her perspective on what she has said and who can be ex-
pected to understand her terms. If she gets into trouble after this sentence,
and I think she does, it is because she doesn’t have the courage to generalize
from her assertion. Since she has rhetorically separated herself from her
younger “self,” and since she argues that she has gotten smarter, she assumes
that there is some developmental sequence at work here and that, in the
world of adults (which must be more complete than the world of children)
there must be something like “real creativity.” If her world is imperfect (if she
can only talk about creation by putting the word in quotation marks), it must
be because she is young. When she looks beyond herself to us, she cannot see
our work as an extension of her project. She cannot assume that we too will
be concerned with the problem of creativity and originality. At least she is not
willing to challenge us on those grounds, to generalize her argument, and
to argue that even for adults creations are really only “small creations.” The
sense of privilege that has allowed her to expose her own language cannot be
extended to expose ours.
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The writing in this piece—that is, the work of the writer within the essay—
goes on in spite of, or against, the language that keeps pressing to give an-
other name to her experience as a songwriter and to bring the discussion to
closure. (In comparison, think of the quick closure of the “White Shoes” pa-
per.) Its style is difficult, highly qualified. It relies on quotation marks and
parody to set off the language and attitudes that belong to the discourse (or
the discourses) that it would reject, that it would not take as its own proper
location.

David Olson (1981) has argued that the key difference between oral lan-
guage and written language is that written language separates both the pro-
ducer and the receiver from the text. For my student writers, this means that
they had to learn that what they said (the code) was more important than
what they meant (the intention). A writer, in other words, loses his primacy at
the moment of writing and must begin to attend to his and his words’ con-
ventional, even physical presence on the page. And, Olson says, the writer
must learn that his authority is not established through his presence but
through his absence—through his ability, that is, to speak as a god-like source
beyond the limitations of any particular social or historical moment; to speak
by means of the wisdom of convention, through the oversounds of official or

authoritative utterance, as the voice of logic or the voice of the community.
He concludes:

The child’s growing competence with this distinctive register of language in
which both the meaning and the authority are displaced from the intentions of
the speaker and lodged “in the text” may contribute to the similarly specialized
and distinctive mode of thought we have come to associate with literacy and
formal education. (1918, p. 110)

Olson is writing about children. His generalizations, 1 think I've shown,
can be extended to students writing their way into the academic commu-
nity. These are educated and literate individuals, to be sure, but they are in-
dividuals still outside the peculiar boundaries of the academic community.
In the papers I've examined in this chapter, the writers have shown an in-
creasing awareness of the codes (or the competing codes) that operate
within a discourse. To speak with authority they have to speak not only
in another’s voice but through another’s code; and they not only have to
do this, they have to speak in the voice and through the codes of those of us
with power and wisdom; and they not only have to do this, they have to do
it before they know what they are doing, before they have a project to
participate in, and before, at least in terms of our disciplines, they have any-
thing to say. Our students may be able to enter into a conventional
discourse and speak, not as themselves, but through the voice of the com-
munity; the university, however, is the place where “common” wisdom is
only of negative values—it is something to work against. The movement
toward a more specialized discourse begins (or, perhaps, best begins)
both when a student can define a position of privilege, a position that
sets him against a “common” discourse, and when he or she can work self-

consciously, critically, against not only the “common” code but his or
her own.
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IV.

pat Bizzell, you will recall, argues that the problems of poor writers can be at-
cributed both to their unfamiliarity with the conventions of academic dis-
course and to their ignorance that there are such things as discourse
communities with conventions to be mastered. If the latter is true, I think it
s true only in rare cases. All the student writers I've discussed (and, in fact,
most of the student writers whose work I've seen) have shown an awareness
that something special or something different is required when one writes for
an academic classroom. The essays that I have presented in this chapter all, 1
think, give evidence of writers trying to write their way into a new community.
To some degree, however, all of them can be said to be unfamiliar with the
conventions of academic discourse.

Problems of convention are both problems of finish and problems of sub-
stance. The most substantial academic tasks for students, learning history or
sociology or literary criticism, are matters of many courses, much reading and
writing, and several years of education. Our students, however, must have a
place to begin. They cannot sit through lectures and read textbooks and, as a
consequence, write as sociologists or write literary criticism. There must be
steps along the way. Some of these steps will be marked by drafts and revi-
sions. Some will be marked by courses, and in an ideal curriculum the pre-
liminary courses would be writing courses, whether housed in an English
department or not. For some students, students we call “basic writers,” these
courses will be in a sense the most basic introduction to the language and
methods of academic writing.

Our students, as 've said, must have a place to begin. If the problem of a
beginning is the problem of establishing authority, of defining rhetorically or
stylistically a position from which one may speak, then the papers I have ex-
amined show characteristic student responses to that problem and show lev-
els of approximation or stages in the development of writers who are writing
their way into a position of privilege.

As 1 look over the papers I've discussed, I would arrange them in the
following order: the “White Shoes” paper; the first “Jazz” essay; the “Clay
Model” paper; the second “Jazz” essay; and, as the most successful paper,
the essay on “Composing Songs.” The more advanced essay for me, then,
are those that are set against the “naive” codes of “everyday” life. (I put the
terms “naive” and “everyday” in quotation marks because they are, of
course, arbitrary terms.) In the advanced essays one can see a writer claim-
ing an “inside” position of privilege by rejecting the language and common-
places of a “naive” discourse, the language of “outsiders.” The “I” of those
essays locates itself against one discourse (what it claims to be a naive
discourse) and approximates the specialized language of what is presumed
to be a more powerful and more privileged community. There are two ges-
tures present, then—one imitative and one critical. The writer continually
audits and pushes against a language that would render him “like everyone
else” and mimics the language and interpretive systems of the privileged
community.

At a first level, then, a student might establish his authority by simply stat-
ing his own presence within the field of a subject. A student, for example,
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writes about creativity by telling a story about a time he went skiing. Nothing
more. The “I” on the page is a skier, and skiing stands as a representation of a
creative act. Neither the skier nor skiing are available for interpretation; they
cannot be located in an essay that is not a narrative essay (where skiing might
serve metaphorically as an example of, say, a sport where set movements also
allow for a personal style). Or a student, as did the one who wrote the “White
Shoes” paper, locates a narrative in an unconnected rehearsal of common-
places about creativity. In both cases, the writers have finessed the require-
ment to set themselves against the available utterances of the world outside
the closed world of the academy. And, again, in the first “Jazz” paper, we have
the example of a writer who locates himself within an available commonplace
and carries out only rudimentary procedures for elaboration, procedures
driven by the commplace itself and not set against it. Elaboration, in this lat-
ter case, is not the opening up of a system but a justification of it.

At a next level I would place student writers who establish their authority

by mimicking the rhythm and texture, the “sound,” of academic prose, with-
out there being any recognizable interpretive or academic project under way.
I'm thinking, here, of the “Clay Model” essay. At an advanced stage, I would
place students who establish their authority as writers; they claim their au-
thority, not by simply claiming that they are skiers or that they have done
something creative, but by placing themselves both within and against a dis-
course, or within and against competing discourses, and working self-
consciously to claim an interpretive project of their own, one that grants
them their privilege to speak. This is true, I think, in the case of the second
“Jazz” paper and, to a greater degree, in the case of the “Composing Songs”
paper. :
The levels of development that I've suggested are not marked by correspon-
ding levels in the type or frequency of error, at least not by the type or fre-
quency of sentence-level error. I am arguing, then, that a basic writer is not
necessarily a writer who makes a lot of mistakes. In fact, one of the problems
with curricula designed to aid basic writers is that they too often begin with
the assumption that the key distinguishing feature of a basic writer is the
presence of sentence-level error. Students are placed in courses because their
placement essays show a high frequency of such errors, and those courses are
designed with the goal of making those errors go away. This approach to the
problems of the basic writer ignores the degree to which error is less often a
constant feature than a marker in the development of a writer. A student who
can write a reasonably correct narrative may fall to pieces when faced with a
more unfamiliar assignment. More important, however, such courses fail to
serve the rest of the curriculum. On every campus there is a significant num-
ber of college freshmen who require a course to introduce them to the kinds
of writing that are required for a university education. Some of these students
can write correct sentences and some cannot; but, as a group, they lack the
facility other freshmen possess when they are faced with an academic writing
task.

The “White Shoes” essay, for example, shows fewer sentence-level errors
than the “Clay Model” paper. This may well be due to the fact that the writer
of the “White Shoes” paper stayed well within safe, familiar territory. He kept
himself out of trouble by doing what he could easily do. The tortuous syntax
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of the more advanced papers on my list is a syntax that represents a writer’s
struggle with a difficult and unfamiliar language, and it is a syntax that can
quickly lead an inexperienced writer into trouble. The syntax and punctua-
tion of the “Composing Songs” essay, for example, shows the effort that is re-
quired when a writer works against the pressure of conventional discourse. If
the prose is inelegant (although I confess I admire those dense sentences) it
is still correct. This writer has a command of the linguistic and stylistic
resources—the highly embedded sentences, the use of parentheses and quo-
tation marks—required to complete the act of writing. It is easy to imagine
the possible pitfalls for a writer working without this facility.

There was no camera trained on the “Clay Model” writer while he was writ-
ing, and I have no protocol of what was going through his mind, but it is pos-
sible to speculate on the syntactic difficulties of sentences like these: “In the
past time I thought that an incident was creative was when 1 had to make a
clay model of the earth, but not of the classical or your everyday model of the
earth which consists of the two cores, the mantle and the crust. I thought of
these things in a dimension of which it would be unique, but easy to compre-
hend.” The syntactic difficulties appear to be the result of the writer’s attempt
to use an unusual vocabulary and to extend his sentences beyond the bound-
aries of what would have been “normal” in his speech or writing. There is rea-
son to believe, that is, that the problem was with this kind of sentence, in this
context. If the problem of the last sentence is that of holding together the
units “I thought,” “dimension,” “unique” and “easy to comprehend,” then the
linquistic problem was not a simple matter of sentence construction. I am ar-
guing, then, that such sentences fall apart not because the writer lacked the
necessary syntax to glue the pieces together but because he lacked the full
statement within which these key words were already operating. While writ-
ing, and in the thrust of his need to complete the sentence, he had the key
words but not the utterance. (And to recover the utterance, I suspect, he
would need to do more than revise the sentence.) The invisible conventions,
the prepared phrases remained too distant for the statement to be completed.
The writer would have needed to get inside of a discourse that he could in
fact only partially imagine. The act of constructing a sentence, then, became
something like an act of transcription in which the voice on the tape unex-
pectedly faded away and became inaudible. .

Shaughnessy (1977) speaks of the advanced writer as one who often has a
more facile but still incomplete possession of this prior discourse. In the case
of the advanced writer, the evidence of a problem is the presence of disso-
nant, redundant, or imprecise language, as in a sentence such as this: “No
education can be total, it must be continuous.” Such a student, Shaughnessy
says, could be said to hear the “melody of formal English” while still unable to
make precise or exact distinctions. And, she says,

the pre-packaging feature of language, the possibility of taking over phrases and
whole sentences without much thought about them, threatens the writer now
as before. The writer, as we have said, inherits the language out of which he
must fabricate his own messages. He is therefore in a constant tangle with the
language, obliged to recognize its public, communal nature and yet driven to
invent out of this language his own statements. (1977, pp. 207—208)
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For the unskilled writer, the problem is different in degree and not in kind.
The inexperienced writer is left with a more fragmentary record of the com-
ings and goings of academic discourse. Or, as I said above, he or she often has
the key words without the complete statements within which they are already
operating.

Let me provide one final example of this kind of syntactic difficulty in an-
other piece of student writing. The writer of this paper seems to be able to
sustain a discussion only by continually repeating his first step, producing a
litany of strong, general, authoritative assertions that trail quickly into confu-
sion. Notice how the writer seems to stabilize his movement through the pa-
per by returning again and again to recognizable and available commonplace
utterances. When he has to move away from them, however, away from the
familiar to statements that would extend those utterances, where he, too,
must speak, the writing—that is, both the syntax and the structure of the
discourse—falls to pieces.

Many times the times drives a person’s life depends on how he uses it. I would
like to think about if time is twenty-five hours a day rather than twenty-four
hours. Some people think it's the boaring or some people might say it's the
pleasure to take one more hour for their life. But I think the time is passing
and coming, still we are standing on same position. We should use time as
best as we can use about the good way in our life. Everything we do, such as
sleep, eat, study, play and doing something for ourselves. These take the time
to do and we could find the individual ability and may process own. It is the
important for us and our society. As time going on the world changes there-
fore we are changing, too. When these situation changes we should follow the
suitable case of own. But many times we should decide what's the better way
to do so by using time. Sometimes like this kind of situation can cause the
success of our lives or ruin. I think every individual of his own thought drive
how to use time. These affect are done from environmental causes. So we
should work on the better way of our life recognizing the importance of time.

There is a general pattern of disintegration when the writer moves off from
standard phrases. This sentence, for example, starts out coherently and
then falls apart: “We should use time as best as we can use about the good
way in our life.” The difficulty seems to be one of extending those standard
phrases or of connecting them to the main subject reference, “time” (or
“the time,” a construction that causes many of the problems in the paper).
Here is an example of a sentence that shows, in miniature, this problem of
connection: “I think every individual of his own thought drive how to use
time.”

One of the remarkable things about this paper is that, in spite of all the
synatic confusion, there is the hint of an academic project here. The writer
sets out to discuss how to creatively use one’s time. The text seems to allude to
examples and to stages in an argument, even if in the end it is all pretty inco-
herent. The gestures of academic authority, however, are clearly present, and
present in a form that echoes the procedures in other, more successful papers.
The writer sets himself against what “some people think”; he speaks with the
air of authority: “But I think. . . . Everything we do. . . . When these situation
changes. . ..” And he speaks as though there were a project underway, one
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where he proposes what he thinks, turns to evidence, and offers a conclusion:
“These affect are done from environmental causes. So we should work. .
This is the case of a student with the ability to imagine the general outline and
rhythm of academic prose but without the ability to carry it out, to complete
the sentences. And when he gets lost in the new, in the unknown, in the re-
sponsibility of his own commitment to speak, he returns again to the familiar
ground of the commonplace.

The challenge to researchers, it seems to me, is to turn their attention
again to products, to student writing, since the drama in a student’s essay, as
he or she struggles with and against the languages of our contemporary life, is
as intense and telling as the drama of an essay’s mental preparation or physi-
cal production. A written text, too, can be a compelling model of the “com-
posing process” once we conceive of a writer as at work within a text and
simultaneously, then, within a society, a history, and a culture.

1t may very well be that some students will need to learn to crudely mimic the
“distinctive register” of academic discourse before they are prepared to actu-
ally and legitimately do the work of the discourse, and before they are sophis-
ticated enough with the refinements of tone and gesture to do it with grace or
elegance. To say this, however, is to say that our students must be our stu-
dents. Their initial progress will be marked by their abilities to take on the
role of privilege, by their abilities to establish authority. From this point of
view, the student who wrote about constructing the clay model of the earth is
better prepared for his education than the student who wrote about playing
football in white shoes, even though the “White Shoes” paper is relatively
error-free and the “Clay Model” paper is not. It will be hard to pry loose the
writer of the “White Shoes” paper from the tidy, pat discourse that allows him
to dispose of the question of creativity in such a quick and efficient manner.
He will have to be convinced that it is better to write sentences he might not
so easily control, and he will have to be convinced that it is better to write
muddier and more confusing prose (in order that it may sound like ours), and
this will be harder than convincing the “Clay Model” writer to continue what
he has already begun.
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NOTES

1. David Olson (1981) has made a similar observation about school-related problems
of language learning in younger children. Here is his conclusion: “Hence, depending
upon whether children assumed language was primarily suitable for making assertions
and conjectures or primarily for making direct or indirect commands, they will either find
school texts easy or difficult” (p. 107).

2. For Aristotle, there were both general and specific commonplaces. A speaker, says
Aristotle, has a “stock of arguments to which he may turn for a particular need.”
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If he knows the topoi (regions, places, lines or argument)—and a skilled speaker will
know them—he will know where to find what he wants for a special case. The general
topics, or commonplaces, are regions containing arguments that are common to all
branches of knowledge. . . . But there are also special topics (regions, places, loci) in
which one looks for arguments appertaining to particular branches of knowledge, spe-
cial sciences, such as ethics or politics. (1932, pp. 154—155)

And, he says, “the topics or places, then, may be indifferently thought of as in the sci-
ence that is concerned, or in the mind of the speaker.” But the question of location is “in-
different” only if the mind of the speaker is in line with set opinion, general assumption.
For the speaker (or writer) who is not situated so comfortably in the privileged public
realm, this is indeed not an indifferent matter at all. If he does not have the common-

place at hand, he will not, in Aristotle’s terms, know where to go at all.
3. Pat Bizzell has argued that the Seventeen writer's process of goal-setting

can be better understood if we see it in terms of writing for a discourse community.
His initial problem . . . is to find a way to include these readers in a discourse commu.
nity for which he is comfortable writing. He places them in the academic discourse
community by imagining the girls as students. . . . Once he has included them in a fa-
miliar discourse community, he can find a way to address them that is common in the
community: he will argue with them, putting a new interpretation on information they
possess in order to correct misconceptions. (1982a, p. 228)

4. See Bartholomae (1979, 1983) and Rose (1983) for articles on curricula designed
to move students into university discourse. The movement to extend writing “across the
curriculum” is evidence of a general concern for locating students within the work of the
university; see Bizzell (1982a) and Maimon et al. (1981). For longer works directed
specifically at basic writing, see Ponsot and Deen (1982) and Shaughnessy (1977). For a
book describing a course for more advanced students, see Coles (1978).

5. In spite of my misgivings about Bereiter and Scardamalia’s interpretation of the
cognitive nature of the problem of “inert knowledge,” this is an essay I regularly recom-
mend to teachers. It has much to say about the dangers of what seem to be “neutral”
forms of classroom discourse and provides, in its final section, a set of recommendations
on how a teacher might undo discourse conventions that have become part of the insti-
tution of teaching.

6. Stanley Fish (1980) argues that the basis for distinguishing novice from expert
readings is the persuasiveness of the discourse used to present and defend a given read-
ing. In particular, see the chapter, “Demonstration vs. Persuasion: Two Models of Critical
Activity” (pp. 356-373).

7. Some students, when they come to the university, can do this better than others,
When Jonathan Culler says, “the possibility of bringing someone to see that a particular
interpretation is a good one assumes shared points of departure and common notions of
how to read,” he is acknowledging that teaching, at least in English classes, has had to as-
sume that students, to be students, were already to some degree participating in the struc-
tures of reading and writing that constitute English studies (quoted in Fish, 1980, p. 366).

Stanley Fish tells us “not to worry” that students will violate our enterprise by offering
idiosyncratic readings of standard texts: ’

The fear of solipsism, of the imposition by the unconstrained self of its own preju-
dices, is unfounded because the self does not exist apart from the communal or con-
ventional categories of thought that enable its operations (of thinking, seeing,
reading). Once we realize that the conceptions that fill consciousness, including any
conception of its own status, are culturally derived, the very notion of an uncon-

strained self, of a consciousness wholly and dangerously free, becomes incomprehen-
sible. (1980, p. 335)

He, too, is assuming that students, to be students (and not “dangerously free”), must be
members in good standing of the community whose immediate head is the English
teacher. It is interesting that his parenthetical catalogue of the “operations” of thought,
“thinking, seeing, reading,” excludes writing, since it is only through written records that
we have any real indication of how a student thinks, sees, and reads. (Perhaps “real” is an
inappropriate word to use here, since there is certainly a “real” intellectual life that goes
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on, independent of writing. Let me say that thinking, seeing, and reading are valued in the
academic community only as they are represented by extended, elaborated written rec-
ords.) Writing, I presume, is a given for Fish. It is the card of entry into this closed com-
munity that constrains and excludes dangerous characters. Students who are excluded
from this community are students who do poorly on written placement exams or in fresh-
man composition. They do not, that is, move easily into the privileged discourse of the
community, represented by the English literature class.

8. My debt to Bizzell's work should be evident everywhere in this essay. See also
Bizzell (1978, 1982b) and Bizzell and Herzberg (1980).

9. Fish says the following about the relationship between student and an object un-
der study:

we are not to imagine a moment when my students “simply see” a physical configura-

tion of atoms and then assign that configuration a significance, according to the situa-

tion they happen to be in. To be in the situation (this or any other) is to “see” with the
eyes of its interests, its goals, its understood practices, values, and norms, and so to be
conferring significance by seeing, not after it. The categories of my students’ vision are

the categories by which they understand themselves to be functioning as students . . .

and objects will appear to them in forms related to that way of functioning rather than

in some objective or preinterpretive form. (1980, p. 334)

10. I am aware that the papers given the highest rankings offer arguments about cre-
ativity and originality similar to my own. If there is a consplracy here, that is one of the
points of my chapter. I should add that my reading of the “content” of basic writers’ essays
is quite different from Lunsford’s (1980).
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