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Counterstatement 

Response to Glynda Hull, Mike Rose, Kay Losey Fraser, and Marisa Castellano, 
"Remediation as Social Construct," CCC 42 (Oct. 1991), 299-329. 

Peter Elbow, University of Massachusetts, Amherst 

I commend and admire your article. You give us a helpful and detailed picture of how a 
teacher comes to perceive a student as having a serious cognitive deficit, when the student's 
problem seems really to be that she has a way of engaging in conversational turn-taking that 
the teacher found inappropriate and in fact annoying. Part of her problem seemed to be that 
she behaved too much like a peer and wasn't sufficiently deferential. This recalls the research 
by Sarah Freedman on how teachers respond negatively to student writing that is not 
deferential ("The Registers of Student and Professional Expository Writing," New Directions 
in Composition Research, ed. Richard Beach and Lillian Bridwell, Guilford, 1984). 

By the way, I also appreciate your deference toward teachers: you don't paint the teacher as 
bigoted ogre-in fact you imply that all of us would probably be embarrassed at what would 
come to light in such a searching analysis of our teaching (I'm sure I would). I take that to be 
your point: circumstances tempt all of us into misguided behavior; your essay helps us with our 
task of greater vigilance. 

But you never got around to the question your article most aroused in me: why and how 
was Maria ever placed in a remedial class when she'd written a novel, been on the debate team, 
and loved writing? For it was her placement in a remedial class which tempted the teacher into 
seeing a cognitive deficit where there was just an odd or even annoying way of talking. If the 
setting had been a regular course, the teacher would have just seen the behavior as "behavior." 
And imagine if Maria had been in an honors section: "Lord, aren't all these smart kids pushy! 
Sometimes I just get tiredof them interrupting all the time and trying to steer the conversation 
their way." 

So my question is what moral or conclusion do you draw from this patently "bad place- 
ment" of Maria? It seems as though the minimal implication of your study is that we've got to 
be more careful when we place students in remedial tracks or classes. But I would be sad if this 
is your moral. For you know that almost no colleges or universities would be willing to spend 
the time and money needed for a genuinely responsible process of placement. This would mean 
looking at two or more texts by each student, written in two or more genres produced on two 
or more occasions (with of course two or more readers). Most colleges aren't even willing to 
pay for a responsible assessment process even for exit or graduation testing, much less place- 
ment testing. 

And even if colleges had an ideal placement process, what would that give us? We'd be 
blessed with remedial classes where all the students really are extremely poor writers; none who 
just seem poor when we first look at some of their writing. What kind of promised land is this? 
The teachers of these "ideal" remedial classes would be even more tempted to see cognitive 
deficits where perhaps there is just lack of training or skill. At least under the present half-assed 
conditions, most teachers of remedial classes are on the look out for bad placements. 

You open your essay by saying you want to "examine remediation as a social construct" 
(299) and you go on to say you want to make us question "our assumptions about remediation 
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and remedial writing" (316). I hear you, then, suggesting a more far-reaching moral to your 
story-but I wish you would say it outright: that we in higher education must be willing to 
take a few steps down the path blazed by so many elementary, middle, and high-school 
teachers-that is, in learning to teach mixed-ability classes. Surely there is a much wider range 
of abilities in many middle and secondary schools than there is in most colleges and universi- 
ties. Think of all the students who don't go on to college. 

What justification do you see, really, for remedial classes at the college level, or at least for 
remedial classes for students who are capable of vigorous language use-students who can say 
what they mean, who can look at data and reach conclusions, and who can get meaningful 
words down on paper-even if they write extremely poorly? Why should very poor writers be 
taught in some different place and manner from very strong ones? And even if we conclude 
that very poor writers need special or different treatment, why should we assume that the 
special treatment should take the form of segregating them to themselves-instead of giving 
them supplementary help while they are in classes with writers of all abilities? 

Note these passages from the recent resolution passed by NCTE: "RESOLVED, that NCTE 
support curricula, programs, and practices that avoid tracking, a system which limits students' 
intellectual, linguistic, and/or social development; that NCTE urge educators and other policy 
makers to re-examine curricula, programs, and practices which require or encourage tracking 
of students in English language arts; that NCTE support teachers in their efforts to retain 
students in or return students to heterogeneous English language arts placement . . . " (College 
English, Jan. 1992, 40). As long as five years ago, sixty representatives of the seven main 
professional organizations in English at the English Coalition Conference discussed tracking at 
length and voted unanimously to urge colleagues to move against it. But, as an indication that 
we seem to have more trouble imagining heterogeneous classrooms in colleges than in schools, 
the Conference resolution is titled "Tracking at the Elementary and Secondary Level," and 
there was an unpublished paragraph in the full report that exempted college teachers from 
having to teach heterogeneous classes. (See The English Coalition Conference, ed. Richard 
Lloyd-Jones and Andrea Lunsford, NCTE and MLA, 1989, 40; and Peter Elbow, What is 
English, MLA and NCTE, 1991, 32-38 and note 3, 42.) 

I know that it would seem a large and radical step to move away from remedial writing 
classes in colleges. To draw the minimal implication from your story would seem to me at once 
too timid-yet impossible: in effect, "Let's segregate poor writers to themselves in remedial 
classes, but let's make sure their teachers never treat them as cognitively deficient." Lots of luck! 
Especially when teachers of remedial classes are often the least well paid and the least respected. 

I hear your admirable research suggesting a goal that would in fact be easier to attain, yet 
far more exciting: heterogeneous writing classes. Of course this would involve some deep 
rethinking of how we teach, and some restructuring of various curricular and bureaucratic 
arrangements. Certainly poor writers should get supplementary help; certainly they should 
have to meet the same standards; probably many of them would have to stay longer in the 
course or meet more days a week. But isn't rethinking what your article is all about? 

Besides, think of how much money and time colleges and universities spend on placement 
testing-all for a dubious process. That money could be used to help us begin to learn from 
many of our colleagues in elementary, middle, and secondary schools how to teach heteroge- 
neous writing classes. 

I would appreciate some of your thinking on these matters. 

Reply by Glynda Hull, Mike Rose, Kay M. Losey, and Marisa Castellano 
We thank Peter Elbow for his kind words about our article and for the thoughtful way he 
raises a very critical issue. The short form of our response is this: while we think Professor 
Elbow paints remedial programs with too broad a brush-some programs are better than 
others and some are sites of valuable work-we agree in principle with a lot of what he says. 
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