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Rhonda Grego and 
Nancy Thompson 
Repositioning Remediation: 
Renegotiating Composition's 
Work in the Academy 

n "The Tidy House: Basic Writing in the 
American Curriculum," David Bartholomae 
asks what the world of college composition 

would look like without basic writing. His contention is that basic writing's 
definition of student writers and their development, its assessments of stu- 
dent writing, and its formulations for curriculums have become fixtures 
within academic institutions: 

I think basic writing programs have become expressions of our desire to pro- 
duce basic writers, to maintain the course, the argument, and the slot in the 
university community: to maintain the distinction (basic/normal) we have 
learned to think through and by. The basic writing program, then, can be 
seen simultaneously as an attempt to bridge and preserve cultural difference, 
to enable students to enter the "normal" curriculum but to insure, at the 
same time, that there are basic writers. (8) 

Positing that professionalization is what keeps basic writing intact, Bar- 
tholomae provokes us to look more carefully at our work within the aca- 
demic institution. Like many college compositionists working in large state 
university English departments, we have lived with the basic writing "slot" 
and the argument that it holds in place. Until recently, there was a small 
group of dedicated composition instructors who oversaw the basic writing 
curriculum and its development, and who felt good about their work. 
Then, at the end of the 1980s, we were informed that our state's Commis- 
sion on Higher Education (CHE) had decided that basic writing courses 

Rhonda Grego and Nancy Thompson teach in the English department at the University of South 
Carolina. They have written two other articles together, one which looks at their work as "ad- 
ministrator-researchers" (for WPA) and another on the pre-Studio origins of their collabora- 
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Grego and Thompson/Repositioning Remediation 63 

would no longer carry any kind of college credit (even elective credit). The 
CHE's ruling-made without consulting those of us who taught the 
course-dramatized for us how invisible composition's work and student 
writing are to the ruling apparatus of our state's higher education institu- 
tions. In that they never sought the input of basic writing teachers at the 
state's "flagship" institution of higher education, we came to see how si- 
lent our services and experiences are. A growing sense that our everyday 
work was actually driven by institutional hierarchies and history, politics 
and public relations-not by the student needs which fundamentally en- 
gaged us in our everyday work as teachers-led us to take action. 

In place of a traditional writing placement test and basic writing as a 
separate course, we are currently working with alternative writing assess- 
ment and instructional principles embodied in a program which we call 
the Writing Studio. All first-year students enroll in English 101, Freshman 
Composition. In the first week we engage students in writing exercises and 
solicit writing samples (both in-class and take-home) which help students 
reflect upon and write about their "writing history"-in which they are 
encouraged to treat their past writing experiences as part of the intellectu- 
al history and landscape of their education, to think about what teachers 
have told them about their writing in the past and about specific kinds of 
writing they have done, and to thereby contextualize what they think/feel 
about their writing abilities and needs. The writing history work is com- 
bined with each student's portfolio of previous writing (required of all in- 
coming students) and this packet is then examined by our English 101 
graduate student instructors, with the help of Writing Studio staff, to iden- 
tify students in the English 101 classes who might benefit from work in 
the Studio. Now in our fourth year, steadily increasing numbers of stu- 
dents volunteer for Studio in addition to those referred by their instruc- 
tors. Studio students sign into small groups which meet once each week, 
led by experienced teachers (our Writing Studio staff), to work on writing 
that is a part of their ongoing composition course. The Studio carries no 
grade or credit of its own: students either pass or fail based on attendance 
at Studio sessions, though they may also "pass with distinction" if they are 
strong participants. Their composition instructors use the Studio staff's 
weekly communications and final reports when factoring students' final 
course grades, as recommended by the Studio and our Freshman Compo- 
sition Program.' 

Having lived for three years in one version of the world which Bartho- 
lomae wonders about-a world without the traditionally-defined basic 
writing slot-we now speak from perspectives afforded by reflection and 
hindsight as we look back over our growing critical consciousness of the 
academic institution as a political/sociological system within which writing 
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is produced, read, and taught. It is as if jettisoning the institutional baggage 
which has professionalized basic writing-holistic assessments and testing, 
class sizes, course syllabi, grades, textbooks-has given us a different un- 
derstanding of the purposes served by that basic writing "slot." 

As we made changes in both our institutional and everyday ways of be- 
ing with student writers, we found ourselves struggling to articulate the 
value and meaning of what happens with student writers in Studio ses- 
sions and what we have learned by pushing past the boundaries of our 
own institutionally-inscribed assumptions. This struggle has helped us feel 
and see the significance of what is silenced by traditional frameworks for 
the teaching of writing/basic writing, and to see a connection between this 
silence and the modern academy's separation of what Belenky, Clinchy, 
Goldberger, and Tarule identify as the intellectual and the emotional:2 

The mental processes that are involved in considering the abstract and the 
impersonal have been labeled "thinking" and are attributed primarily to 
men, while those that deal with the personal and interpersonal fall under the ru- 
bric of "emotions" and are largely relegated to women. (7, emphasis added) 

We have come to see a connection between Bartholomae's "slot" and Be- 
lenky et al.'s "rubric": It is easy for the institution to sanction the work we 
do in helping students standardize their writing for the academy, and in 
placing students efficiently and conveniently based on comfortable judg- 
ments about non-standardized written products. But the academic institu- 
tion finds it very un-easy to sanction, to intellectually admit the bulk of the 
personal and interpersonal work that compositionists also do with stu- 
dents in our classrooms, office hours, and conferences, in Writing Centers 
and, for us, in the Studio. Thus, composition's desire is not so much to pro- 
duce basic writers as it is to give an institutionally-acceptable name and 
place to our attention to the personal and interpersonal mental processes 
that compositionists (and especially teachers of those designated as "basic 
writers") engage in with student writers and student-writing-and to 
thereby safeguard that work. 

Within the rubric "emotion" live action-oriented knowledges and un- 
examined assumptions which inform the work of student writers and 
teachers of writing. Recent work by Robert Connors and Sue Ellen Hol- 
brook on the history of the teaching of writing in relation to literary stud- 
ies begs us to explore the ways in which both student and teacher 
knowledges and/or assumptions have been constructed and directed by 
curriculums which often memorialize ways of thinking about and teach- 
ing writing which are not grounded in the complexities of the writing pro- 
cess as experienced by student writers-which are often grounded, 
instead, in ways of thinking and talking about the writing of great authors, 
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in the discourse about literary writing which primarily guided the devel- 
opment of English studies and departments in this century, at least at our 
home institution.3 Thus modern student writing dilemmas may well have 
been constructed-but ignored-by the monuments to the past which 
writing assessments and programs often represent, leaving these dilemmas 
to be dealt with by the "personal and interpersonal" mental processes and 
relationships between teacher and student, or student and student. 

While connections between macro-level institutional history and the 
micro-level world of the everyday teaching of writing and basic writing are 
being explored, the immediate problem compositionists face-and with 
which the two of us have struggled-is that, in the meantime, we must act 
ethically and responsibly towards student writers. Our approaches to as- 
sessment and instructional design must give student writers the attention 
required for their knowledges and assumptions to emerge in the company 
of those who are willing to listen and to critically and collaboratively ex- 
plore connections to the politics and practices of writing assessment and 
instruction at a particular site. Is it possible to think about a writing pro- 
gram in which teachers and students themselves would thus work to de- 
velop and facilitate relationships wherein teachers, students, and the 
academic institution can learn more about writing from each other? Can 
we actively define composition instruction and administration in terms of 
this contact zone? Our work with the Writing Studio has been pointing us 
to that possibility. 

Composition as Gendered Work Within the Academy 
The Studio program was initially a means by which we could act upon the 
emotion-filled silences which constructed our own passion about basic 
writing issues here at our home site. Through many cycles of action and 
reflection over the past four years since our work began, we have relent- 
lessly contextualized our actions and those of the teachers and students 
who have been with us in the program, hypothesizing and discarding or 
confirming coherences and disjunctures between concrete writing behav- 
iors, ways of talking about writing, and knowledges and assumptions 
about writing at several levels. The Studio has been above all else a place 
of multi-dimensional action. Yet now we must convey to you the meaning 
of that action and the results of our researches, to help you, our fellow 
compositionists, see what we see without being where we've been. To do 
so, we will begin by drawing on a framework which, when applied to the 
work of compositionists, conveys the meaning of the connections and dis- 
junctures which we have perceived in the Studio-a framework which 
specializes in examining that which academia has traditionally disregarded 
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as unacademic (and, thereby, irrelevant) and showing how that very thing 
is actually of defining significance. Thus we turn to modern feminism, 
drawing particularly (though necessarily all too briefly) on sociologist Dor- 
othy Smith and social philosopher Patricia Mann. 

Smith began her work as a sociologist in graduate school at Berkeley in 
the late 1950s, near the time of the second wave of the women's move- 
ment in America. Smith saw that the then-current academic sociology of 
work made women (whenever any sociologist even considered women) 
its object of study and never its subject. As her own experiences as a working 
mother and sociologist developed in the late 1960s and 70s, she posited 
that the work typically done by women (in the home, as caregivers, as 
housewives) was generally not controlled by them but, instead, was orga- 
nized by the needs of others, most typically by the needs of husbands who 
worked in the corporate world (where academic theories of and languages 
for the "sociology of work" were being applied at that time); to illustrate, 
Smith uses the example of the housewife (in fact, herself) to characterize 
what she refers to as the labor of servant to master: 

Women have little opportunity for the exercise of mastery and control. Their 
working lives are not structured in terms of a project of their own. The 
housewife, for example, becomes highly skilled at holding together and co- 
ordinating the threads and shreds of several lines of action, the projects of 
more than one individual, while herself pursuing none.... Women are gen- 
erally means to the enterprises of others, or means to the enterprise built 
into an organizational process. They hold only a piece of the action, some- 
times a piece essential to the action, but they are not at its center. The con- 
sciousness required in this type of relation is organized quite differently from 
the agentic model. What is required is a subordination of attentiveness to self 
and a focus on others, the lack of development of an independent project or- 
ganizing relevances and, in contrast, an openness and attentiveness to cues 
and indications of others' needs. (68) 

The corporation demands that the husband make his business his life, re- 
quiring him to subcontract out to the wife the work associated with the day- 
to-day living (cooking, cleaning, etc.) necessary to the proper functioning of 
the husband in the workplace; of course, in his annual review there would 
be no direct acknowledgment of the work of the wife in sustaining and sup- 
porting the husband's career productivity. According to Smith, this situation 
illustrates an essential "problematic" which the everyday world presents to 
sociologists. They cannot discern the principle which organizes the relations 
and work of people in the everyday world if they look at that world through 
the eyes of the ruling apparatus. Thus, traditional sociologists cannot see 
how the housewife's work is organized because they are looking for an or- 
ganization that is "agentic," like that of the corporate husband; if they can't 
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find an organizing principle for her work, then what she does is not defined 
as "work," and women remain in their object position. 

It is not hard to see the work of compositionists in this depiction of how 
the housewife must organize her very consciousness as well as her day-to- 
day activities in response to other's needs, others' lives: composition's 
ghetto, its carnival, has been and is full of workers (often women, often 
untenured, unbenefitted, etc.) for years washing the masses, turning aside 
those who don't clean up well. We teach many different writing courses at 
different levels with students who have a wide variety of needs often inad- 
equately provided for by the level-by-level divisions of writing courses in 
our freshman programs and English departments. We teach these courses, 
conference with students, read and comment on pages of student writing, 
administer composition programs, train graduate-student teachers, run 
committees, and the like. We respond to the needs of students, graduate 
student teachers, department chairs, graduate directors, faculty in all areas 
elsewhere in the institution, and are accountable to these people as well as 
to legislators, accreditors, and parents. Composition is still largely held re- 
sponsible for teaching writing and "critical thinking" so that students will 
do well in their other content courses where writing is still not, by and 
large, taught. (It may be assigned, but rarely taught.) Thus compositionists 
become "housewives" to other academics who are positioned as our "cor- 
porate husbands." Our everyday world is organized around the needs we 
meet, the duties and activities we regularly perform, the simultaneous 
gratefulness and demands of our colleagues and students. 

Insofar as upper administration at universities and colleges often head- 
line their composition programs, writing-across-the-curriculum initiatives, 
and Writing Centers, we might be tempted to conclude that composition's 
work is highly valued. But, warm fuzzy pictures of teachers working along- 
side students in slick annual reports are not equivalent to actively acknowl- 
edging, articulating, and studying the personal and interpersonal mental 
processes-processes often exhibited, if not highlighted, by the glossy pho- 
tos-as important aspects of the discursive/rhetorical nature of writing and 
work in every discipline, in every classroom. The work of the corporate wife 
in (effortlessly) maintaining a showcase family and home is, after all, also 
superficially labeled important. And when our household budgets are cut, 
we often dutifully keep up appearances, stretching to make ends meet. 

Smith provides an explanation for why the labor of composition's ev- 
eryday world remains invisible to the academic institution, to what she 
calls the ruling apparatus: 

The ruling apparatus is that familiar complex of management, government 
administration, professions, and intelligentsia, as well as the textually medi- 
ated discourses that coordinate and interpenetrate it. Its special capacity is 
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the organization of particular actual places, persons, and events into general- 
ized and abstracted modes vested in categorical systems, rules, laws, and 
conceptual practices. The former thereby become subject to an abstracted 
and universalized system of ruling mediated by texts. A mode of ruling has 
been created.... (108) 

Once we look at the world through the ruling apparatus (its "categorical 
systems, rules, laws, and conceptual practices" mediated by texts), many 
of the specific details, actions, and events of the everyday, micro-social 
world which do not fit these general patterns become effectively invisible. 
Basic writing teachers teach the production of texts in a system of ruling 
mediated by texts to those identified by the institution as unable to pro- 
duce texts-to those who do not fit the pattern. Thus it is that specific de- 
tails are lost to what Pierre Bourdieu describes as the "synoptic illusion" 
perpetuated unconsciously by the university institution and composition's 
(service) work within it, despite the best efforts of composition research to 
articulate and give meaning to these details. 

In the 1990s, we still reside within our gendered roles as composition- 
ists, but we are not, of course, stuck as the corporate wife of the 50s and 
60s. Composition and rhetoric has been busy in the 70s, 80s, and 90s 
growing ever more substantial intellectual roots of its own, gaining a mea- 
sure of intellectual confidence-if not economic independence-through 
our research, developing terms and methods through which to name our 
work at least to ourselves, if not yet fully to the ruling apparatus of the ac- 
ademic system. As Connors notes, "composition and literary teaching are 
not comparable in their demands on a teacher. This is hard to talk about, 
given the way our departments function. We must, however, come to 
terms with it somehow" (122). Part of the "somehow" for composition 
studies seems to be hinted at by the increasing popularity of research 
which features and makes connections between what students themselves 
say about their past/present, in school/out of school writing and their lives 
as seen from both micro- and macro-social and historical perspectives. By 
raising the status of student writers' work to that of a body of texts to be 
studied by as well as produced within the academy, an alternative "organi- 
zation" of composition's work begins to emerge, alternative to that al- 
lowed by our institutional literary husbands. 

Nostalgic Attitudes Towards Student Writing 
When applied to the work of compositionists, Smith's framework points us 
to powerful reasons why student writers' work is rarely considered as text 
produced and fueled in form and content by the problematics of the stu- 
dent writer's everyday world as that world has been acted upon by the ac- 
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ademic institutionalization of writing assessment and instruction. In some 
ways there is no way in which some of our colleagues can "see" student 
writing at all because they have not been institutionally and intellectually 
positioned to see process, particularly once the label "basic" is applied. Not 
having a language for thinking about student writing other than as it must 
necessarily represent the "absence" of that which traditional literary and/ 
or academic terminologies allow them to designate as "presence," they fall 
back (as do compositionists when our ways of understanding student writ- 
ing reach their limits), to discuss what is not present in student texts. In the 
high school portfolios which our first-year students bring, we have seen 
the various ways which teachers designate the "presence of absence": of- 
ten only the many errors are marked on poor writing, and even on good 
student writing there are few remarks which explain what it is that 
evoked the "A+ Great Work!" comment at the end. In fact, good student 
writing may often get fewer comments because it occupies a place that is 
even more invisible than poor student writing. Poor student writing, at 
least, works to help define Literature and scholarly discourse as it embod- 
ies "presence of absence"; good student writing isn't quite good enough to 
embody the "presence of presence" because teachers are not trained to see 
it there (and what "it" is would be different if they were). 

Mina Shaughnessy made an essential and vital connection between 
"errors" and the "expectations" of teacher-readers of student writing. But 
to complete her analysis and to loosen the remaining bonds on the poten- 
tial for composition's work with student writers, we need to further ex- 
plore the institutional, disciplinary, theoretical, and departmental histories 
behind those "expectations." The history of basic writing did not begin 
with the Civil Rights Movement and open admissions policies of the 
1960s. Our own preliminary work on the history of basic writing at our 
specific institution shows that many assumptions about the kind of knowl- 
edge required of college writers-assumptions embedded in writing as- 
sessments, curriculums, researches, and pedagogies-are founded upon a 
lack of critical awareness of the history of the disciplinary and political cir- 
cumstances in which composition curriculums originally became focused 
on enforcing formal, standardized language structures as the entryway 
into a college education, starting with the remedial writing courses formu- 
lated during the Reconstruction era. We need to push past the limitations 
placed on our institutional position by the nostalgia of historically unin- 
formed and decontextualized "expectations" and to thereby more fully 
understand and challenge the "mode of ruling" sustained still by the ways 
in which old-fashioned literary attitudes toward student writers and their 
texts are monumentalized by many of today's curriculums and ways of as- 
sessing and teaching student writing. 
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Until we do so, student writing will continue to be assessed as it ap- 
proximates a nostalgic memory of a presence that never was, that would 
rarely be presumed present in the institutional places where student writ- 
ing is produced. Such ahistorical and decontextualized expectations (and 
the consequences thereof) to which the ruling apparatus trains its workers 
define that which modern feminists term nostalgia. In "Women's History 
and Housekeeping: Memory, Representation and Reinscription," Rosaria 
Champagne discusses how "In the text's terms, memory equals nostalgia 
for origins. This nostalgia depends on the belief that history exists outside 
our perception and construction of it. Thus memory acts as the keeper for 
both misrepresentation and value" (327). Champagne draws on Susan 
Stewart, who writes that "the past [nostalgia] seeks had never existed ex- 
cept as narrative, and hence, always absent, that past continually threat- 
ens to produce itself as felt lack" (23). Citing Althusser's definition of 
ideology as a "representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals 
to their real conditions of existence," Champagne contends that "as we en- 
ter society 'always/already' constructed by ideologies, reading, then, is not 
merely a matter of making meaning of a text, but an invitation to replicate 
how one always/already inscribed in ideology produces and hence re/pre- 
sents ideologies which work through their invisibility" (326). 

Like the "everyday world" of women's work, student writing exists 
only in a perpetual process of becoming-becoming that which few, if any, 
of their teachers ever really expect it to be. Thus the good old days of stu- 
dent writing continually reproduce themselves as a felt lack. Thus the 
"why Johnny can't write" crises arise regularly in American education, cri- 
ses which every freshman composition director must face in contact with 
colleagues in his or her university, college, or department. Such crises 
have become necessary to reify an imaginary relationship between student 
writers and the conditions of their existence, an imaginary relationship 
which maintains the absence of the academic institution as an influencing 
condition and/or which maintains that student writers are only helped 
and never hindered by those academic conditions. This misrepresentation 
of experience is intellectually necessary to give English studies institutional 
(and social) license to discriminate literature and the academic discourse 
of scholars from student and "other" writing. Thus, despite increased at- 
tention to adding writers of "other" gender, race, and class to the canon, 
we would argue that the literary canon has not really been busted open at 
all as long as student writing is kept in the feminized posture described 
here. In other words, modern composition cannot be actively realized as a 
contact zone unless the academic institution is willing to acknowledge it- 
self as a participant in that zone. 
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In the Studio program, we have seen the consequences of this nostalgia 
in the student writing histories which, along with portfolios, serve as a key 
component of our alternative writing assessment practices. One of the first 
ways in which the Studio attempts to acknowledge the previously silent 
and institutionally invisible needs of student writers (and to take more di- 
rect, local responsibility for how and why student writing needs are con- 
structed) is through our changes in writing assessment. Students complete 
an in-class assignment and a take-home assignment which ask them to 
think about and then write about themselves as writers, to interpret their 
past experiences and abilities as writers in essay form, and to include refer- 
ence to the pieces of writing contained in their portfolio. In the first year of 
the Studio (Fall 1992) both we and our instructors perceived needs for 
help that often went beyond mechanics, beyond (while still including) 
such material needs. By the second and third years we had read enough 
student writing histories to begin to hear the relationships described in 
those stories, relationships which speak to us of the ways in which student 
writers' lives and work, indeed their very ideas about writing, have been 
organized by the academy's nostalgic view of student writing. 

Familial Unmooring 
Just as we believe that some of our colleagues lack the language (and the 
corresponding ways) to understand student writing processes as activities 
of "thought" and work like that of traditionally-valued authors, many stu- 
dent writers face the same lack. Without language to express their strug- 
gles as part of the intellectual scene of the academy, students express these 
struggles often as isolated feelings and emotions: anger, frustration, the de- 
sire for success. Those students who are referred or who volunteer for the 
Studio tend to be either those whose stories evidence the more negative 
emotions-anger or frustration-or those who maintain silence about 
their writing history and abilities. 

In addition to these emotions/silences concerning their writing, there are 
other often repeated narrative-patterns in these writing histories, patterns 
we believe to be connected to the effects of the academic ideology of writing 
on student writing. Some students produce the "I'm creative and imagina- 
tive, though weak in mechanics" argument. Here students are rhetorically 
savvy enough to know that English teachers generally devalue poor me- 
chanics but that they also either explicitly or implicitly value the kind of 
imagination and creativity which they evidence regularly to students by 
their love of literature. Students have learned about the quality identified 
vaguely as "creativity" or "imagination" as a kind of rule-breaking which is 
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valued by English teachers. Perhaps, then, their teachers will see the prob- 
lems they are having with mechanics as a similar kind of "creative" rule- 
breaking? It's worth a shot! 

Other students produce the "I have good ideas but can't write or ex- 
press them well" argument. This line of thought is also tied to students' 
perception of the teacher's valuing of the creativity and imagination of lit- 
erature, of the ways which literary authors found to express themselves. 
The vaguely defined value terms students use for praising their writing/ 
self-expression-"well," "right," or "good"-defer to the judgment of the 
teacher as unquestioned representative of the unexamined institutional 
standards for academic discourse and as lover of literature, and indicate 
how heavily students may still rely on writing teachers for validation of 
their basic being and worth in the academy. 

Many writing histories raise the "I need some special person/teacher" 
argument. Or, "I had a bad teacher who didn't like me," or "I had a good 
teacher who went beyond her usual role to help me." These lines of argu- 
ment powerfully indicate the way in which some students identify learn- 
ing with the personal involvement of their teachers and with the presence 
of psychic connection between student and teacher. Many of us can iden- 
tify with this sentiment through our own stories about a particularly influ- 
ential teacher in our past. However, as long as the historical and political 
positionings of writing teachers and student writers remain invisible or in- 
significant to the institution which formulates writing assessment and cur- 
riculums, then the health and growth of those psychic connections rests 
on the "merely personal" and is seriously vulnerable to a college or uni- 
versity's more rapid semester-by-semester (or term-by-term) changing of 
teachers and peers in these thus more depersonalized college writing 
courses. 

Generally, we note fewer references in the writing histories to "aca- 
demic discourse" or academic writing as a separate goal, and we believe 
that this is because their English courses and teachers (largely with back- 
grounds in literature) have constructed literature as a body of valued texts 
into a monolith that is coherent for them in ways that academic writing 
and discourse is not. From the student standpoint, the value and assess- 
ment of academic writing apparently seems less systematic and more de- 
pendent on individual teachers and assignments; academic writing doesn't 
have the same coherent informing vision as does literature; in fact, aca- 
demic writing may have been subordinated to (perhaps even defined as) 
writing about literature. 

These lines of argument are not simply or merely concocted by individ- 
ual students hoping to snow their prospective teachers; they are powerful 
indication of the frameworks within which students have organized the 
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relevance of their own writing history, patching their narrative-arguments 
together out of their observations and experiences with English class- 
rooms, assignments, and the behavior of their teachers. By thus insisting 
on connecting the work of student writers to issues of institutional posi- 
tion and history within our field of study and work, we engage in a process 
analogous to that which Patricia Mann terms "familial unmooring." Social 
philosopher, post-modern, post-Marxist, post-feminist, Mann's contention 
is that gendered roles in society at large are more and more in a kind of 
flux as women enter the workforce and renegotiate the services that they 
can and will provide: "The second stage of engaged individualism, and the 
end of modernism, begins with the economic unmooring of women from 
the incorporated male family" (21). 

"Familial unmooring" for compositionists goes beyond just a process 
whereby previously silent services acquire voice within our descriptions of 
ourselves as professionals and intellectuals, within our pedagogies, and 
hopefully within the curriculums and other official interactions that we 
engage in with our academic institutions and (where applicable) home 
English departments. Our "silent service," after all, is that labor which 
deals with the "personal and interpersonal" mental processes, with that 
which seems equivalent to what Patricia Mann would define, at least in 
part, as "psychic relational forms of neediness": 

In addition to the material needs of women and children that are loosed 
from the patriarchal family of liberalism, however, a great many personal 
and psychic forms of neediness of men, women, and children have also be- 
come unmoored. I will refer to these as psychic relational forms of neediness: 
they comprise a broad set of basic psychic requirements, from childhood 
needs for nurture to adult needs for various forms of personal and psycho- 
logical connectedness. (22) 

Mann sees a systematic contrast between psychic and material needs in 
terms of the social organization which each constructs, a contrast which 
parallels the feminization of composition and the professionalization of ba- 
sic writing by the academic institutionalization of our work: "Psychic 
needs and the interpersonal agency we exercise in responding to them 
generate more direct forms of relationship between individuals, contrast- 
ing with the relatively indirect contractual relationships that arise in the 
context of satisfying material needs" (23). 

Indeed, Mann's conception of psychic and material needs provides a 
provocative reformulation of the rubrics "emotion" and "thinking," per- 
haps one which can help compositionists understand some of the ways in 
which students think and talk about writing and aid in "breaking down the 
sexual division of labor" embodied in composition (Holbrook 211) by 
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helping us recognize how these rubrics manifest themselves within com- 
position's work. In the writing histories that students produce as part of 
our writing assessment program, we have noted that many students tell of 
beginning to dislike "English" and "writing" as a school subject just at the 
point in their educational careers when teachers begin focusing more on 
the material needs of student writing (the linguistic forms, mechanics, etc.) 
and less on their psychic need for connection to others through their writ- 
ing. Though basic writing teachers often work to fulfill the psychic needs 
of their students, those needs are not addressed by (basic) writing text- 
books, pedagogies, curriculums, or assessments; thus they remain silently 
and naturally provided for by teachers of writing even though the profes- 
sionalization of college compositionists remains largely if not wholly based 
on our perceived attendance to the material needs of student writing. 

Loosening our familial ties seems necessary for a renegotiation of col- 
lege composition's position; yet, paradoxically, it is the success of basic 
writing programs in attending to the material needs of student writing and 
silently providing for the psychic needs of student writers that has gained 
us any "position" at all. And, of course, we (generally) would not, as wom- 
en (generally) do not, simply leave home altogether. Concern over recent 
moves to cut basic writing programs is, again, driven not by our own ma- 
terial needs but by our fear that, without us, the needs of student writers 
will not be heard by anyone (particularly within four-year state university 
systems like our own). 

Mann argues for the development of "a theory of interpersonal agency": 
"A theory of interpersonal agency suggests strategies for rearticulating indi- 
vidual agency within particular institutional frameworks. It also allows us 
to speculate upon how forms of interpersonal agency may augment or 
even come to displace materially based forms of agency" (23). Our alterna- 
tive approach to writing assessment for the Studio program-the way in 
which we look at what students say about their writing history and help in- 
structors make use of that information-fosters one form of interpersonal 
agency, one which certainly augments more traditional, materially based 
measures for writing assessment. Overall we see students working hard in 
these writing histories to remember themselves as whole people (not just a 
number or a grade); we see them opening up to speak hopefully to us as 
teachers and instructors who are a part of a new institutional environment 
for them, college. We see students struggling to break nostalgia's hold. 

Breaking Nostalgia's Hold 

How can we help them? It would be a start to treat both student writing 
and what students say about their writing with a rhetorical and ethical re- 
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spect for the different intelligences which they represent. But as Gail Styg- 
all has shown, treating student writing in this way is not made easy by 
current traditional positionings and ideologies of writing. Nostalgic views 
of student writing would rather hold on to ways of assessing and teaching 
students writing which make the institution's job predictable and contain- 
able, neat and tidy. To do otherwise is to get pretty messy, to engage in the 
struggle to make sense of the complexities of student writing not "orga- 
nized" by the traditional assessments and curriculum of a particular aca- 
demic site. 

Or, to speak of our jobs more positively: "If we assume the conjuncture 
of multiple dimensions of both oppression and agency within concrete in- 
stitutional settings, we can seek to construct a fluid micro-politics embrac- 
ing diverse forms of intersectional agency and struggle" (Mann 160). With 
this mindset, the Studio program seeks to recognize institutionally- 
promoted (though perhaps unconscious) forms of oppression-evidenced 
here by our initial exploration of composition's feminized position and its 
effects on student writers. But within our growing understanding of insti- 
tutional contexts for student and teacher behaviors grows also our under- 
standing of agency-of how both compositionists and student writers do 
act and might act within our multi-dimensional academic environments. 
In an essential way, working with student and Studio staff leader groups as 
well as communicating with 101 teachers each week places us in a unique 
institutional position from which vantage point we are beginning to better 
understand what Mann terms the "intersectional" quality and complexity 
of our everyday world and work. 

Each week our work continues as groups of four to five students from 
different English 101 classes meet (at differently scheduled times) in the 
Writing Studio, a special room set apart from regular classrooms, not only 
spatially but in appearance as well. A large table and chairs occupy the 
center of the room; one wall is covered with a mural painting of a local 
pond out in the woods; long tables with Macintosh computers sit along 
each of two parallel walls. Early in each meeting time, students check in at 
a white board where they identify what writing assignment they are 
working on for their 101 class, its due date, and the status of their work on 
that assignment. Initially we had intended that each student would bring a 
rough draft of his or her current 101 assignment with photocopies for each 
group member; we have since realized that students benefit in other 
equally important ways from discussing the wider range of possible texts 
that they ended up actually bringing: initial freewriting and other inven- 
tion activity notes, writing assignment sheets from their classes, drafts or 
papers with teacher and/or peer comments, graded papers, revisions, even 
research materials. Whatever texts students bring, they share and discuss 
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them with their Studio group members, including the experienced Studio 
staff member, sitting around the conference table. The Studio staff mem- 
ber acts initially as a leader, working to bring out comments from all group 
members, then reports each week on each student's activities in the Studio 
session to the student's 101 instructor using what we call Dialogue Sheets. 
These sheets include observations from the Staff leader along with a blank 
space and an open invitation for instructors to respond back to the Studio 
staff leader. This sets up an ongoing conversation about the student writer 
and his/her writing and work. Staff student-group leaders (including the 
two of us) meet each week, also in the Studio, bringing to the table our 
own concerns, problems, successes, and strategies for discussion. 

Our job is to engage students in the writing/revising process initially 
through the comfort of being with familiars, other students whose com- 
ments about their writing and that of others in the group may seem un- 
derdeveloped, dramatic, or lacking in specifics to us, but which make sense 
to the other group members who seem to possess a similar "bank" or back- 
ground of experiences from which they make better sense than we can of 
the student's point of view,- of "where the writer is coming from." As we 
work with these students, however, we begin to try to articulate for our- 
selves (in Studio staff meetings), for the 101 teacher (in Dialogue Sheets), 
for other students in the groups, and for the student writer, the rationale, 
the "sense" behind the compilation of experiences and interpretations 
which guides different student writers' work. We ask questions to "get be- 
hind" seemingly innocuous student comments or questions or ideas and 
language constructions that we find in their paper drafts or which emerge 
during group discussion. We may try rephrasing what the student has said 
back to them, using writing process language instead of their colloquial 
expressions (coming to understand thereby the failings of our professional 
terminologies). We may pose questions in the guise of their teacher, or 
some other teacher, or reader, or fellow writer. We listen actively, say back, 
and articulate, trying to incorporate what we hear in our next attempt. 

Repositioning our program outside the classroom, inside writing groups 
allows Staff leaders, 101 teachers, and students as well to see the larger 
cross-section of activities going on in the different 101 classes represented 
by the different students who sign into each group. Examining different 
101 courses in this way lets students see their commonalities and differ- 
ences as those are embodied in the daily social relations between actual 
people (students and teachers), places (composition classrooms), and 
events (writing assignments). Through the implicit and explicit compari- 
son of kinds of assignments, topics taught, readings, textbooks, kinds of 
comments, grades given, teacher attitudes, different modes of writing, and 
through the willingness of the Studio staff leader to speculate about con- 
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nections between these and both general academic culture and specific 
pedagogies-through opening up all these intersections within the lives of 
student writers, Studio staff and student group members construct a sense 
of the territory of college/academic writing, of the boundaries and limits of 
its languages for talking about writing. 

As students see the limits of the different 101 instructors entrusted with 
organizing the everyday world of their college composition class, they can 
see the kind of questions that can be asked about writing assignments, atti- 
tudes, and comments. Asking questions not only helps clarify assignments 
but helps students develop a broader and richer vocabulary for talking about 
writing processes and products, and with more words come more ways of 
seeing the assignment and envisioning the writing processes and what the 
products might look like, more ways to imagine possibilities. No particular 
instructor's actions or attitudes are ever questioned by Studio staff members 
in the student-group sessions; rather, instructors are discussed generally as 
their actions and attitudes evidence the system within which they teach 
(and learn as graduate students). In fact, it is important for our graduate stu- 
dents, as developing teachers, to get questions from students which get them 
thinking about the underlying "organization" of their assignments, actions, 
and attitudes by the institutional ruling apparatus. 

We have here outlined our belief that the nostalgic institutional view of 
student-writing which typically supports writing programs, textbooks, and 
teachers' ways of talking about the student writing, readings, and writing 
assignments in their classes is "abstracted and universalized," that this ter- 
minology ignores or turns away from the "personal and interpersonal" re- 
lationships which are, nonetheless, a part of the everyday world of 
composition classrooms. In the classroom, teachers may have a sense of the 
interconnections and intersections not addressed by official or familiar 
ways of talking about writing given them by assessments, textbooks, 
handbooks, training sessions, etc. We have all experienced times when we 
felt very good about an unusually productive class discussion where both 
we and students had the sense that "real" questions were being explored. 
Likewise, we have all left a class where there were big "silences" in re- 
sponse to teacherly talk about writing. As classroom teachers, we learn to 
respond to these situations in a variety of ways: modeling writing process- 
es, using small group work, conducting teacher-research. But, finally (and 
particularly) in moments of commenting on and grading student papers 
we are left with the inadequacies of the language we have inherited- 
language which often serves institutional goals and ends, language which 
must be "opened up" to better discern the various agencies and oppres- 
sions which "intersect" within. As Studio staff members, we explore such 
difficulties experienced by teachers and students, regarding these mo- 
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ments as opportunities to explore complexly historied dilemmas and con- 
flicts in the present, to see them perhaps as intersections of interests which 
have been regarded as problematic because all parties involved in the "in- 
tersectional quality" of student writing and the teaching of writing have 
not received equitable consideration. 

For example, in both Studio student sessions and in staff meetings we 
have probed a comment frequently used by our English 101 teachers in 
the margin or end comment on student papers: "more details." As we 
worked with different student writers in various Studio sessions to inter- 
pret this comment on their work, Studio staff began to compile a list of the 
many things that could be meant by it. Here are some of the possible 
meanings suggested during one Studio staff meeting, taken from Rhonda's 
notes: 

"More details": Add this to the list that includes "AWK."... The range of 
meanings that this little phrase potentially contains in it: 

"You passed over these events too quickly. Slow down and tell more." 

"I don't understand what your point is. Maybe more details would show me 
that point more clearly?" 

"Your description is boring (I've heard/seen all this before) and doesn't sur- 
prise me or tell me anything new. Maybe some more details would catch my 
interest or you might stumble on something interesting to me." 

"I got really interested in this particular event or character. I'd like to know 
more about it/him/her!" 

And what strikes me about all these is that each possibility would call for a 
different re-vision/revision approach on the part of a writer! Helping stu- 
dents figure out which of these possibilities is meant by the 101 instructor is 
a real challenge! I find myself asking questions about "other things" the 
teacher said about both the piece of writing and the assignment, trying to re- 
construct the context of the comment and use what I know about the teach- 
er so that I can help the student "interpret" it properly. (If there is any 
"proper" way; I often get the impression that the instructor hasn't quite fig- 
ured out, or might not be willing to be honest about, which of the possibili- 
ties is meant!) 

Our staff meeting discussion that day ranged from these initial ideas about 
what different teachers mean when they use this comment, to the intellec- 
tual/disciplinary significance of this comment for the primarily literature 
graduate students who teach freshman composition, to the institution's 
blindness to the interaction of these factors, a blindness which perpetuates 
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the uncritical use of narrative and description assignments (which typical- 
ly engender this comment) to begin a freshman composition class (moving 
later to the persuasive and/or research writing which is considered to be 
"more complex"). Time and time again we find ourselves in Studio staff 
meetings moving back and forth between the details of our nitty gritty 
work with student writers on the nitty gritty of their writing and our spe- 
cific institutional context with its multiple dimensions (including the his- 
tory of composition and literature relationships therein)-and then 
struggling within the intersections which we thus discover. The insights 
which we gain by collaborative struggles of this sort cycle back into our 
next week's student Studio sessions (which we approach with ever-growing 
insights and possibilities) and into overall freshman program planning and 
teacher training. 

Why is this process beneficial to Studio students? Our Studio experi- 
ences have led us to believe that student writers with traditional academic 
backgrounds are often successful students simply because they generalize 
situations where they don't understand or agree with a teacher's comment 
as just "the way things are"; because they feel less of a sense of conflict, 
they (and their professors) are enabled to ignore the (nonetheless present) 
mental processes which deal with the personal and interpersonal. Or per- 
haps the more a student is "like" his or her instructor, the more he or she 
is able, in a sense, to appropriate the instructor's persona in order to "read" 
the comment and "fix" the text to satisfy the instructor (or to judge at 
what level they can just ignore the comment altogether). Either way, stu- 
dent writers and their teachers are allowed to construct their sense of 
what constitutes "real" or "valid" intellectual work in the academy as if 
those "other" mental processes do not matter to-in fact, are separate 
from-the work of an educated academic. Either way, the opportunity to 
articulate the "intersectional quality" of learning about and teaching writ- 
ing is lost. Either way, critical consciousness in our educational system los- 
es ground to the lure of pat successes. 

The non-traditional student's job is thus made all the harder when the 
academy consistently pretends that the mental processes which deal with 
the personal and interpersonal have little to do with student learning and 
performance, and the academy's evaluation of that performance. Over 
time these students may give up trying to find a "match" between what 
their experience of writing is and how the results of that experience are 
responded to by their educational environments. We have also seen in- 
stances where students who write well and who are institutionally labeled 
"bright" feel a sense of conflict between their experience of writing and in- 
stitutional treatment of writing: from our writing history assessments, we 
have seen that where institutionally-labeled "basic" writers may conclude, 
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on the basis of this disjuncture, that they simply have no writing ability, 
these "bright" student writers may feel betrayed, that classroom languages 
for discussing and understanding written products and writing acts are 
empty and useless (or just plain authoritarian falsehoods). 

In the weekly Dialogue Sheets, Studio staff members continue the ex- 
ploratory process engaged in through Studio student and staff meetings; 
they convey details, observations, and attitudes about Studio writers to the 
English 101 instructors, making visible the student-writing process, ex- 
ploring the experiences-both social and academic-which inform the as- 
sumptions that students bring to their writing and coursework, positing 
connections between their previous backgrounds and the particulars of 
their interaction with academic culture in their specific 101 course as insti- 
tutional site. Thus the Dialogue Sheets invite 101 teachers to share in the 
kind of emerging critical consciousness of the complexities of student writ- 
ers and their work which is cultivated by case study and ethnographic re- 
search on writing. The Studio attempts to provide a mechanism for this 
emergence and continual development which brings such work out of the 
realm of research publication formats and right into the workaday world 
of college composition teaching (and the training of teachers of writing). 

Over the past four years (five, counting the 1991-1992 planning year), 
the two of us as Studio administrators have learned about and called upon 
alternative research frameworks and methodologies as we have struggled 
to concretize and articulate our own felt-sense of the relationships that, as 
one Studio Staff member, Randy Smith, has said, "run the Studio." One 
such framework is called variously "action inquiry," "human inquiry," 
"participatory research," or "collaborative inquiry"-we refer to it as "in- 
teractional-inquiry" for our work in the Studio. Drawing on both phenom- 
enological and organizational research methodologies and ideologies, this 
type of inquiry uses small-group dynamics and a cycle of action and reflec- 
tion-an agenda decided upon by the combined group of research leaders 
and subjects (who thus become co-researchers)-to promote change in the 
everyday work of the city halls, prisons, hospitals, and other social and civ- 
ic institutions where this research is conducted (see Reason). The feminist 
methodology called "memory-work," initiated by German sociologist Frig- 
ga Haug and put to work by Crawford et al. in Emotion and Gender, also uses 
small-group co-researcher groups and a cycle of writing/reflective activities 
in order to supply modern psychological theories with better understand- 
ings of the social nature and construction of "emotion." What both these 
methods have in common is an openness about the ways in which current 
theory in a field of study is deficient; rather than attributing these deficien- 
cies to some information or corollary that has yet to be "filled in," they see 
the inabilities of current theories arising from that which the institution 
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supporting the discipline has allowed (or encouraged) to remain invisible, 
from that which feminists call nostalgia. 

Ideally, we intend the Dialogue Sheets as well as our alternative writing 
assessment program and our weekly work with Studio student and staff 
group meetings to help break nostalgia's hold, to deny institutionalized 
stereotypes about student writers, their writing, and teachers of writing. 
Through active listening and negotiation of meanings and knowledges 
with students and teachers, the Studio program gives body and voice to a 
part of the academic institution which is working to see the personal and 
interpersonal aspects of learning as part of the "thinking" that constitutes 
academic discourse. The Studio thus denies that our professionalization as 
teachers of writing lies in textbooks and mass writing assessments, and in- 
stead places the relationship between words, institutions, and people at 
the heart of English studies. As we continue our Studio work, we seek to 
learn more about how to take the details of day-to-day learning with stu- 
dent writers that are not satisfactorily organized by our theories and to ar- 
ticulate their alternative sense and relevance. In thus opening up and 
articulating the psychic needs of teachers and students, in thus bringing 
the teaching of writing and basic writing into a more direct form of rela- 
tionship in our freshman composition program, the Studio fosters what 
Patricia Mann calls "interpersonal agency." 

Housework 

Like Sylvie in Marilynne Robinson's Housekeeping, we have opened up our 
composition program's windows and doors to the rain, the wind, the 
leaves, to birds and bats and other creatures; in other words, the descrip- 
tion we have offered here of our other world, leaving behind traditional 
cues of professionalization, might suggest that we have given up house- 
keeping altogether. "Keeping" the alternative Studio house has certainly 
meant that we live and look at writing differently. 

The Studio project has involved us in examining the layers of practices, 
pedagogies, traditions, and assumptions which have played a role in erect- 
ing the "professionalization" of the teaching of basic writing (and in some 
sense of composition itself) around a systemic blindness to the ways that 
the academic institution organizes and thus directs the interpersonal rela- 
tionships between those people that the institution brings together every 
day on campuses and in classrooms. This is what institutions do-they cre- 
ate functional roles for organizing participants' life and work therein. But 
the farther removed that the lives of current participants are from those of 
the originating participants and formulators of the ruling apparatus, the 
more diverse the participant population becomes, and the more the roles 
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originally created and maintained by the institution become less support- 
ive and more alienating, even exclusionary. Composition can, we would 
argue, be a vital force within modern institutions of higher education for 
keeping these institutions moving positively and productively with the 
times, and with their ever-changing student populations, into the twenty- 
first century. 

The Writing Studio model is what Smith terms "an exploration and not 
a description of a destination" (106). The Studio is not a destination which 
we urge others to pursue simply as some latest trend. For us, the Studio is 
a site which has opened up our eyes to the ways in which higher educa- 
tion's institutional culture uses the abstracted and universal modes of aca- 
demic discourse/Literature to organize (in the past and in the present) the 
silences which still in most places permeate the work of composition with- 
in the academy. As long as the basic writing "slot" exists, compositionists 
thus privilege narrow institutional languages for describing and under- 
standing student-writing-and we disengage our colleagues (and at times 
ourselves) from understanding composition as an area of intellectual/aca- 
demic work (not just a service organized by academic institutions). It may 
well be that basic writing courses with their complimentary assessment 
practices have ascribed a false coherence to the everyday academic world 
of students, teachers, and success rates. Thus basic writing provides the in- 
stitutional means for positioning remediation as the gatekeeper for com- 
positionists' feminized work in the academy. 

Patricia Mann observes that "It required several hundred years for lib- 
eral economic and political structures to develop... and our notions of 
agency remain deeply embedded in their practices, despite their increasing 
ineffectiveness" (23). What are compositionists to do? As we have worked 
to understand and express the significance of what we have seen in and 
through our Studio experiences, we have come to appreciate more fully 
the intellectual (and spiritual) nature of the interpersonal agency and en- 
gagement fostered by working with student writers in small groups where 
they are treated as writers, where writers are defined as those who navi- 
gate and negotiate the relationship between their languages and their 
worlds on a daily basis (through both written and spoken language forms) 
and, very importantly, where the mental processes that deal with the per- 
sonal and interpersonal are understood as the socially and institutionally- 
constructed background for that negotiation. 

Acknowledgments: The spirited interactions and discourse of our Studio staffers-Mary Alm, Jen- 
nie Ariail, Eddy Ball, Hayes Hampton, Chris Helms, Bill McSweeney, Randy Smith, and Sid 
Watson-and Studio ethnographer, Anita Guynn, have certainly contributed to the ways in 
which we have applied and adapted these alternative approaches. Their enthusiams and cour- 
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age as graduate students working in composition within a traditional literature department has 
made us vitally aware of composition's need to articulate new forms of interpersonal agency. 

Notes 
1. Out of 80 Studio students in Fall 1992, 

94% passed English 101 with grades ranging 
from C to B+. Out of 70 Studio students in 
Fall 1993, 100% passed English 101. Of 83 
Studio students in Fall 1994, 96% passed En- 
glish 101. (One of our goals in the 1995-96 
year is to work to allow the few Studio stu- 
dents who do fail English 101 to be allowed 
to retake the course without academic penal- 
ty.) A Studio model program is also used in 
our university's Opportunity Scholars Pro- 
gram for first-generation college students 
whose SAT scores are below the average for 
general admission and has operated with 
success there as well. 

2. There are a growing number of scholars 
whose work sheds light on the complex na- 
ture of emotion and feelings; scholars in 
fields such as social psychology, cultural an- 
thropology, and philosophy as well as com- 
position have made recent contributions to 
this area. See, for example, the Lutz and 
Abu-Lughod edited collection, Language and 
the Politics of Emotion, Harre and Gillett's The 
Discursive Mind, de Sousa's The Rationality of 

Emotions, Antonio Damasio's Descartes' Error: 
Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain, and Al- 
ice G. Brand's The Psychology of Writing. 

3. Connors' and Holbrook's articles outline 
the ways in which social and disciplinary pol- 
itics have affected institutional relationships 
within the academy between composition 
and literary studies. Research on written com- 
position which uses the accounts of student 
writers or teachers of writing needs to consid- 
er carefully how it is that the history and pol- 
itics of both the general and specific higher 
education institutional environments within 
which students and teachers have lived might 
directly or indirectly influence student writing 
processes and products, their assessment, and 
their assessors. Failing to do so, and then ex- 
trapolating the findings of such research into 
classroom or assessment practices results in 
the uncritical-even unconscious-reification 
of those biases, allowing the academic institu- 
tion to remain an invisible cultural force, the 
ruling apparatus which thus continues to or- 
ganize the contact zone of composition's work 
in the modern academy. 
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