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Foreword(s)

Research and Teaching

This book traces how the teaching of college writing has been theorized and
imagined since 7966.I do so by looking closely at how five key words-
growth, r,toice, process, error, and community-have figured in recent talk about
writing and teaching. I believe that in tracking their meanings and revisions
I can make a case for composition as a teaching subject, as that part of Eng-
iish studies which defines itself through an interest in the work students and
teachers do together.

I begin with the L965 Dartmouth Seminar, where the British theorists

John Dixon and James Britton invoked the idea of growth as part of an
attempt to shift work in English away from the analysis of a fixed set of
great books and toward a concern with the uses that students make of lan-
g':lage.In Chapters 2 and3,I look at how this interest in the language of stu-
dents was then taken up by writing teachers in the United States who cen-
tered their work around notions of personal aoice and the composingprocess.
In Chapter 4, I look at how such approaches have tried (most often with
little success) to deal with the problem of error, with the nearly unyielding
demand that student writings adhere to certain strict standards of usage and
decorum. And then, in Chapter 5, I show how attempts to rethink error as
an index of broader tensions and conflicts in the culture have led to more
social views of writing calling on ideas of difference and community.I then
close by considering some of the limits of these new and often highly politi-
cized approaches to teaching writing,

My aim is not to present a seamless history of composition studies-
in whicl, one set orc terms anci inierests Smootiriy give way to the next-but
to get at a set of issues and tensions that continue to shape the teaching of
writing. I do this as someone drawn to composition as a place where not
oniy writing but teaching gets talked about in serious and critical ways. At
a time in *y graduate studies when I was frustrated by what seemed the
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planned irrelevance of much scholarship, and indeed was thinking of leav-
ing academics altogether, coming across work il composition gave me a way
of imagining teaching as an integral part of (and not just a kind of report on)
rny r.vork as an intellectual. I had never looked forward very much to a career
as a scholar rvriting to a small clique of other specialists, and so was pleased
to find a field where so many people seemed to try to speak to the concerns
of experts and students alike. I was especially struck by how the writings of
students were made part of rnany books and articles on teaching. Not only
did I like the democratic and practical feel of such work, it also struck me
as making good sense, that if you really wanted to argue for the advanced
study of English as sornething more than a kind of guild activity, the busi-
ness concern of critics and professional writers, then you would need to look
at the uses ordinary people make of reading and writing, and to show how
and why tlley might be encouraged to change them. This book traces some
recent attempts to do just that, to rethink the sorts of work students and
teachers might do together in a college writing course. In keeping with these
efforts, I try to ground what I have to say in close readings of the work not
only of theorists and teachers but of students as well-particularly in a series
of intercl'Lapters that look at how the issues raised in this book inform (and
are informed by) specilic teaching aims, practices, and situations.

What I have not tried to do is write an account of composition studies
as an academic discipline, as a field of inquiry with its own subject matter
and methods of investigating it. Others have already done this quite well.

James Berlin, for instance, offers a history of composition as a kind of modern
offslroot of rhetoric in Writing Instruction in Nineteenth-Century Anterican CoI-
Ieges and Rhetoric and Reality; in Textual Carniaals Susan Miller pays closer
attention to the institutional contexts that gave rise to the modern study and
teaching of writing. And in books whose titles hint at their differences in
emphasis from mine, Louise Wetherbee Phelps builds a careful and elabo-
rate theory for the study of writing in Composition as a Hunmn Science, and
Stephen North offers an overview of tl-re competing research methods in the
field in TIrc Making of l(nowledge in Composition.

I have looked here instead at composition as a teaching subject-as a
loose set of practices, concerns, issues, and problems having t-o do with how
writing gets taught. To put it another way, my interests in this book have less
to do wiih how knowledge gets made and tested than with how teaching
practices are forrned and argued for. And so when I turn in these pages to
ihe work of researchers like Janet Emig or Linda Flower or Sondra Perl, I am
less concerned with how their studies have shaped theories of composing
then in irow they have influenced the work of 

-titittg 
teachers. I regard com-

position as a kind of style of doing English, as a set of atiempts io change
some of the practical ways we represent writing, reading, literacy, and liter-
ature to our studenis and ourselves. Indeed, composition is tl-re oniy part of
Enslish studies that I know of which is commonlv defined not in relation to

Fesearch and Teaching xi

a subject or,Ltside of the academy (to literature, for example, or to culture or
language) but by its position uithin the curriculum-by its close involve-
ment with the gatekeeping first-year course in writing. And so even while
the concerns of many people now working in composition studies have gone
well beyond simple questions of what to do r,vith their freshmen next
Monday, for me the most interesting work in the field continues to center
around the kinds of day-to-day practices that go on in college classrooms and
departments in the name of teaching reading and writing. I intend this book,
then, as a sympathetic counterstatement to recent work that has stressed
composition as a knowledge-making discipline, as an attempt to reassert ties
to the classroom that have sometimes seem to grow less strong as the field
becomes more professionalized. (Although not absent: I think, for instance,
of Phelps's valuing of "practical wisdom" as the goal of study in composi-
tion, and of North's affection for the "teaching lorr:" that long characterized
most work in the field.)

I have struggled with a set of ironies or tensions in making this argu-
ment. For although I want to argue for a view of composition that centers
on the first-year writing course, I also realize that this is a book most likely
to be read by graduate students and their teach,:rs. And while I want to
speak in the name of teaching, this is not a book on how to teach better. I
have mixed feelings about moves to make composition into a new scholarly
subfield, but I'am also deeply implicated in such efforts: All of my work as
a scholar has been in composition studies. The writing of this book helped
gain me tenure at a research university. i edit an academic journal on teach-
ing composition. I know that reading work in composition studies has
helped me rethink what I do as a teacher in powerful ways, and I strongly
support the professionalizing of the field. But I do not want that profes-
sionalization to come at the cost of the close ties to teaching that are what
give so much work in the field its political and inl.ellectual edge.

There has long been a dissenting tradition in English that has argued
for looking closely at the uses students and ordinary people make of lan-
guage. Its roots go back at least to the early 1900ri and the likes of George
Brown, Fred Newton Scott, and Gertrude Buck. nts themes and ideas run
through the work of teachers like Louise Rosenblatt and Theodore Baird in
the middle of this century and appear once more during the 1960s in the talk
at Dartmouth. I think they can be seen now in the work of many in compo-
sition. In this book I hope to add my voice to theirs.


