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David Bartholomae

THE TIDY HOUSE: BASIC
WRITING IN THE

AMERICAN CURRICULUM

ABSTRACT: I want to use this paper to think about basic writi
; - ; writing as a way o
ﬁltlz‘mz’:zg (;thii ¢éttw;'odut:mg) a cumcu{u.m, an area of study, a type ff writing }c:m{
worldgrg resent—das' a way of organizing (an.d producing) that version of the social
wor'd, “}: ed in our colleges and universities, Hence my two epigraphs: I
ike, for the moment, to be a nominalist; as best as I can, I would like to

think about the history of the term “basic writi
] 'm “basic writing” and t ]
(and the culture and jts institutions) in its prodﬂgction. o rale of the Intellectual

The unrecognized contradiction within a position that valo-
rizes the concrete experience of the oppressed, while being

$0 uncritical about the historical role of i i
uncr the intellectual, is
maintained by a verbal slippage.

—Gayatri Spivak
“Can the Subaltern Speak?”

liex'lf‘ember, In Foucault’s passage in his History of Sexual-
1ty: “One must be a nominalist.” Power is not this, power is
not that. Power is the name one must lend to a’ complex
structure of relationships. To that extent, the subaltern is
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the name of the place which is so displaced from what

made me and the organized resister, that to have it speak is

like Godot arriving on a bus. We want it to disappear as a
name so that we can all speak.

~—Gayatri Spivak, in an interview with

Howard Winant, “Gayatri Spivak on the

Politics of the Subaltern.”

1.

I found my career in basic writing. I got my start there and, to
a degree, helped to construct and protect a way of speaking about
the undergraduate curriculum that has made “basic writing” an
important and necessary, even an inevitable, term. This is a story
I love to tell.

I went to graduate school in 1969 under an NDEA fellowship
(NDEA stands for National Defense Education Act). The country
had been panicked by Sputnik; the Congress had voted funds to
help America’s schools and children become more competitive.
The money was directed toward math and science, but NCTE
wisely got its foot in the door and saw that at least a token sum
was directed toward the humanities, and English in particular,
and so NDEA helped send me to Rutgers to graduate school. You
could think of it this way—I went to graduate school to save the
world from communism.

Because I was an NDEA fellow, I went to graduate school but I
never had to teach, at least not until I was well into my disserta-
tion. And so, in 1973, when the money ran out and in order to see
what the job might be like, I asked my chair if I could teach a
course. He agreed and I found myself teaching Freshman English
for the first time.

I did what I was prepared to do. I taught a course where”we
asked students, all lumped into a single group, “Freshmep, to
read an essay by Jean Paul Sartre, and I gave them a question tg
prompt their writing: “If existence precedes essence, what is man.
This was my opening move. By some poor luck of the draw,“abm.n
half of my students were students who we would now cal} basic
writers.” I knew from the first week that I was going to fail them;
in fact, I knew that I was going to preside over a curnc.ulur‘n that
spent 14 weeks slowly and inevitably demonstrating th(?ll‘ f’allures.
This is what I (and my school) were prepared (by “English”) to do.
I want to cast this moment, in other words, as more than an
isolated incident. I want it to be representative. o

One student wrote the following essay (you can visualize Fhe
page—the handwriting is labored and there is much scratching



out). The writer’s name is Quentin Pierce:

If existence precedes essence main is responsible for what
he is.

This is what stinger is trying to explain to us that man is a
bastard without conscience I don’t believe in good or evil

they or meanless words or phase. Survive is the words for
today and survive is the essence of man.

To elaborate on the subject matter. the principle of existen-
tialism is logic, but stupid in it self,

Then there is a string of scratched out sentences, and the
words “stop” and “lose” written in caps.
Then there is this:

Let go back to survive, to survive it is neccessary to kill or
be kill, this what existentialism is all about.

Man will not survive, he is a asshole.
STOP

The stories in the books or meanless stories and I will not
elaborate on them This paper is meanless, just like the
book, But, I know the paper will not make it.

STOP.

Then there are crossed out sentences, At the end, in what now
b}elagms to look like a page from Leaves of Grass or Howl, there is
this:

I don’t care.

I don’t care.

about man and good and evil I don’t care about this shit
f}liCk this shit, trash and should be put in the trash can with
this shit

Thank you very much
I lose again.

I was not prepared for this paper. In a sense, I did not know
how to read it. I could only ignore it. I didn’t know what to write
on it, how to bring it into the class I was teaching, although, in a
sense, it was the only memorable paper I received from that class
and I have kept it in my file drawer for 18 years, long after I've
thrown away all my other papers from graduate school.

I knew enough to know that the paper was, in a sense, a very
skillful performance in words. I knew that it was written for me; I

hat it was probably wrong to read it as simply gxpressive
g::gc;ression of £ho Qut}a’ntin Pierce “really was”); I th'mk I knew
that it was not sufficient to read the essay simply as evidence that
I had made the man a loser—since the docurr}ent was also a
dramatic and skillful way of saying “Fuck' you—-‘-‘I m not t:he_ lose_r,
you are.” I saw that the essay had an idea, ex1stent1a11smh1s
logical but stupid,” and that the writer called forth the mt.)ves"t le:t
could enable its elaboration: “To elaborate on the subject,” he

id, “let’ ack to survive.”
salc’iI:he} e“tlfu%?( 1zfou” paper was a written document of some }::oni
siderable skill and force—more skill and force, for exampl'e‘:It ?1111
saw in many of the “normal” and acceptaple papers I read: fn . r:s
fast-paced modern world, when one con31.ders :che problfgm_s hac;i1 agt
mankind....” I know you know how to imagine and lI}lS a
essay. It has none of the surprises of the fuck you essay.l”t wx(‘)itler'
still, I think, be used to clasgify its stfltdent as a “normal” writer;
uld identify a “basic” writer. .
theloégflll‘dws(:ae features }i,n the fuck you essay that spoke to réxe.tn;
my classroom. I did not, as I said earlier, know how to reIaf ill(;d
didn’t know how to make it part of the yvork of my class. tta e
the “basic writers” in my Freshman English F:lass andII wend Iotol?;ll
chairman, Dan Howard, a man whom I admired great y,han tod
him I would never do this agz;int. Idwczulcll(n r;exetxil :a:omi c;;)oum
where I would meet a group of stuaents, D ey and iy
fail, watch those students work to the best of t!nelr ability
preparation and then fail them. It was pot thq lib'f?rtg:i i }I/;O;I‘S
rather be a lawyer. (This is true, not just a Joxe;
boaII:Iisgaid “Why don’t you set up a basic writing pr(.)gram”. artg
gave me m;r first full-time job. A year later I went to P;tt, :(glzu‘}v to
work with a basic writing program. The one demsmnI zanted o
that I was not going to get rid of Jean Pau} Sat;tre. el
imagine a course where students worked with l(: Those el
ued in the college curriculum. I did not want to tlzi eb 0% vy, of
als away from them. I wanted, rather, to th;ln k'an gs e
preparing unprepared students to work with the 1rs ofmater”
als that I (and the profession) would say wege Xud e o
materials that were inappropriate, too advanced. tn O tht
a seminar, with readings and a subject or themf(.a (t)hs e ywith o
basic writing students, we said, could vxforich. irs t lfer e ek
values and methods of the academy); we dl‘fi 113 ra ho
a “skills” course that could lead, later, to “rea w?he'course that
I felt then, as I feel now, that the skills course,



postponed “real” reading and writing, was a way of enforcing the
very cultural divisions that stood as the defining markers of the
problem education and its teachers, like me, had to address. In its
later versions, and with my friend and colleague Tony Petrosky,
the course became the course reported in Facts, Artifacts and
Counterfacts. I am thrilled to see that there will be talk about this
kind of course here at the conference today. There are versions of
the course being taught in the most remarkable variety of set-
tings—city schools, rural schools, Indian reservations, high schools,
colleges for the deaf. The course is still being taught at Pitt, with
wonderful revisions. The two features of the course that have
remained constant are these: difficulty is confronted and negoti-
ated, not erased (the Jean Paul Sartre siot remains); students’ work
is turned into a book (the fuck you paper becomes an authored
work, a text in the course).

Now—as I said, this is a story I love to tell. It is convenient. It
is easy to understand. Like basic writing, it (the story) and I are
produced by the grand narrative of liberal sympathy and liberal
reform. The story is inscribed in a master narrative of outreach, of
equal rights, of empowerment, of new alliances and new under-
standings, of the transformation of the social text, the American
university, the English department. I would like, in the remainder
of my talk, to.read against the grain of that narrative—to think
about how and why and where it might profitably be questioned.
I am not, let me say quickly, interested in critique for the sake of
critique; I think we have begun to rest too comfortably on terms
that should make us nervous, terms like “basic writing.” Basic
writing has begun to seem like something naturally, inevitably,
transparently there in the curriculum, in the stories we tell our-
selves about English in America. It was once a provisional, con-
tested term, marking an uneasy accommodation between the insti-
tution and its desires and a student body that did not or would not
fit. T think it should continue to mark an area of contest, of
struggle, including a struggle against its stability or inevitability.

Let me put this more strongly. I think basic writing programs
have become expressions of our desire to produce 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” cur-

riculum but to insure, at the same time, that there are basic
writers.

2,

Nothing has been more surprising to a liberal (to me) than. the
vehement (and convincing) critique of the discourse of liberalism,
a discourse that, as I've said, shaped my sense of mys'elf as a
professional. I have been trying to think about. how to 'fhmk out-
side the terms of my own professional fOI‘IpathI'l,. outside of Fhe
story of Quentin Pierce and my work in basic writing. I am trying
to think outside of the ways of thinking tha? have. g9verned my
understanding of basic writers,l lof their i.dexlmty as it is produced

ork and within the college curriculum. . .
>y %?)rc;‘c; this counterintuitive thinking, the critique of liberalism
has been useful to me. Let me provide two examples as a form of
tion.

den;IC;Ill‘Ztlié; Shelby Steele, in the preface to The Content. of Our
Character, talking about how he writes. I 11ke. to read this a'sr an
account of the composing process, the composing process NOT as
an internal psychological drama (issue trees, short-'term tr‘nielm(c)lr.:y_,
problem-solving, satisficing) but as an acg:ommodatlon 0 tde is

cursive positions (the roles or ident1f1catlon§) that can produce a
writer and writing. It is also a program for a 11bx_aral rhetonfcl,.% wal}j
of writing designed to produce or enfqrce the ideology o & elraS :
ism (in this case, the argument that differences of race and cla

don’t matter):
In the writing, I have had to both remember and forget thellt
I am black. The forgetting was to see the human universals
within the memory of the racial specifics. (?ne of the least
noted facts in this era when racial, et.hmc, anc'l gendeli
differences are often embraced as sacred is that being glac
in no way spares one from being human. Wpatever I do (111'
think as a black can never be more than a variant of what ala)
people do and think. Some of my lifebexpflenc.es n:tl}};inz
t there 1s n
different from those of other races, bu .
d;fferent or special in the psychologm?l processes that dr:Ke
my mind. So in this book I have trlet.i to sea.rcfh out the
hlfman universals that explain the rlellcmlhsllaemflcs. { 21(1)?1-
i § no -

this was a sort of technlque,. though I wa )

S(?iscﬁls of it as I worked. Only in hlnds(;g::t c;;n I seeptéllall:nlé
i e com
tected me from being overwh.elme? y
S;Zc??i:s—and the politics—or racial d1ffl(:-irerlx(ce'.t Now Iiknr:lc));/;
iting this book, it was s
t if there was a secret to writing this !

:lolast:lrt from the painfully obvious premise that all races are
composed of human beings. (xi)



It is a remarkable statement and enacts, in the paragraph, the
link between an attitude (a recognition of common humanity,
looking beneath surfaces) and the discursive trick, the “sleight of
word,” to steal a phrase from Gayatri Spivak, the displacement
this position requires/enables in the act of writing. The attitude
that all men are equal produces a text where the overwhelming
specifics—and the politics of racial difference—disappear. It is a
figuration that enables a certain kind of writing. It is, I think, a
writing we teach in basic writing (the control of the overwhelming
details, the specifics; the erasure or oversight of the problems—
personal, social, historic—that produce basic writing), just as it is
a writing we perform, in a sense, in the administration of basic
writing programs, making certain “overwhelming specifics” dis-
appear.

When 1 first came upon this book, I knew that I was supposed
to be critical of Steele (that he was a conservative, an old-fash-
ioned humanist); I knew I was supposed to be critical before I
could perform or feel the critique. Actually, I'll confess, I loved
his book and what it stood for. It evokes sympathies and identifi-
cations I have learned to mistrust.

Here is a different statement about writing, one that is harder to
read (or it was for me), this time by Patricia Williams, from her
remarkable book, The Alchemy of Race and Rights. It is not,
directly, a critique of Steele, but it speaks a version of writing and
the writer that stands opposed to his. It is not, I should say
quickly, what we would have once called a “Black power” state-
ment on race and writing—that is, it does not simply reverse
Steele’s position (Steele argues that he must forget he is Black) to
argue that a writer must remember, discover her Blackness, to let
race define who, as a writer, she essentially is, Williams’ argu-
ment is not produced by the same discourse.

Williams’ position is different; it sees subject positions as
produced, not essential, and as strategic. Williams’ book thinks
through what it is like to write, think, live, and practice law as a
Black woman—that is, to occupy positions that are White and
Black, male and female, all at once.

She recalls a time when, back to back, a White man and a Black
woman wondered aloud if she “really identified as black.” She

says:
I heard the same-different words addressed to me, a per-
ceived white-male-socialized black woman, as a challenge
to mutually exclusive categorization, as an overlapping of
black and female and right and male and private and wrong
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and white and public, and so on and so forth.

That life is complicated is a fact of great analytic impor-
tance. Law too often seeks to avoid this truth by making up
its own breed of narrower, simpler, but hypnotically power-
ful rhetorical truths.

Acknowledging, challenging, playing with these as rhet(?ri-
cal gestures is, it seems to me, necessary for any conception
of justice. Such acknowledgment complicat(:?ss the supposed
purity of gender, race, voice, boundary; it allows us to
acknowledge the utility of such categorizations for certain
purposes and the necessity of their brqakdoyvn on other
occasions. It complicates definitions in its shift, in its ex-
pansion and contraction according to circumstance: in its
room for the possibility of creatively mated taxonomies and
their wildly unpredictable offspring. (10-11)

And over and over again in her book, she offers this as the
figure of the writer:

But I haven’t been able to straighten things out for them [l}er
students] because I'm confused too. I have ar}"ived at a point
where everything I have ever learned is running arot.md and
around in my head; and little bits of lgw and pieces of
everyday life fly out of my mouth in weird combinations.
(14)

There is a double edge to this comparison. OI} the one hand,
Williams represents the critique of liberalism and. its easy assurﬁl.;t)-
tions, say, about the identify of African Americans and W. (; e
Americans, or Workers and Owners, or Men and Women. .It e-
fines sympathy as something other than the easy understandmg oIf
someone else’s position; it makes that syn}pathy, rath.er, a ;rersm :
of imperial occupation, the act of the taking possession o sc.):{le
one else’s subjectivity. The pairing also repr.esents howhwn ing
and the writer might be said to be figu.re:d differently w len czﬁe
reconfigures the relationship of the indlyldual to conventmn,t le
writer to writing, including the conventions of t:)rde_r anc{ c;m rot.
Williams’ writing is disunified; it mixes genres; it w.lllful y qrge; s
the distinction between formal and colloquial, public and priva }:a,
it makes unseemly comparisons. In many ways, her prose has ft e
features we associate with basic writing, although 'here those fea-
tures mark her achievement as a writer, not her failure. houghs

Here is a simple equation, but one that will sum up the Xug s
this leads me to: to the degree to which the rhetoric of the Ameri

11



can classroom has been dominated by the topic sentence, the
controlling idea, gathering together ideas that fit while excluding,
outlawing those that don’t (the overwhelming, compelling specif-
ics); to the degree that the American classroom has been a place
where we cannot talk about race or class or the history of the
American classroom, it has taught both the formal properties and
the controlling ideas that produce, justify, and value the human-
ism of Shelby Steele, that produce Patricia Williams’ text as con-
fusing, unreadable (which, in a classroom sense, it is—our stu-
dents are prepared to find her writing hard to read and his easy),
and it produces basic writing as the necessary institutional re-
sponse to the (again) overwhelming politics and specifics of dif-
ference. It is a way of preserving the terms of difference rooted in,
justified by the liberal project, one that has learned to rest easy
with the tidy distinction between basic and mainstream. In this
sense, basic writers are produced by our desires to be liberals—to
enforce a commonness among our students by making the differ-
ences superficial, surface-level, and by designing a currlculum to
both insure them and erase them in 14 weeks.

In her recent work, Mary Louise Pratt has argued against the
easy, utopian versions of community that have governed the ways

we think about language and the classroom. In linguistics, for
example:

The prototypical manifestation of language is generally taken
to be the speech of individual adult native speakers face-to-
face (as in Saussure’s famous diagram) in monolingual,
even monodialectal situations—in short, the most homoge-
neous case linguistically and socially. The same goes for
written communication. Now one could certainly imagine a
theory that assumed different things—that argued, for in-
stance, that the most revealing speech situation for under-
standing language was one involving a gathering of people
each of whom spoke two languages and understood a third
and held only one language in common with any of the
others. It depends on what working of language you want to

see or want to see first, on what you choose to define as
normative. (38)

If you want to eliminate difference, there are programs avail-
able to think this through. In the classroom, similarly, she argues,
teachers are prepared to feel most successful when they have
eliminated “unsolicited oppositional discourse”—that is, the writ-
ing they are not prepared to read—along with parody, resistance,
and critique, when they have unified the social world in the image
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of community offered by the professions. Who wins when we do
that, she asks? and who loses? Or, to put it another way, if our
programs produce a top and bottom that reproduces the top and
bottom in the social text, insiders and outsiders, haves and have
nots, who wins and who loses?

This is not abstract politics, not in the classroom. P.ratt ac-
knowledges this. In place of a utopian figure of. community, she
poses what she calls the “contact zone.” I use this term, she says,

to refer to social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and
grapple with each other, often in contexts qf highly asym-
metrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or
their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the

world today. (34)

She extends this term to classrooms and proposes a list of both
the compositional and pedagogical arts of the c9ntact zone. Ir;lx.af-
ine, in other words, a curricular program designed not to hide
differences (by sorting bodies) but to hi.ghhght them, to make thfe‘rtI;
not only the subject of the writing curncul}lm, but tht? source of i
goals and values (at least one of the versions of writing one ::ar;
learn at the university). Pratt lists the various arts of the con al::
zone. These are wonderful lists to hear as lists, since they ma 3
surprising sense and come out oflno order we have been prepare

imagi r that matter, value.
tO l'li‘n}?egsl: ea:;,’ ﬁ(():cording to Pratt, some of .the lite’ratg arts of thg
contact zone: autoethnography (representing one's identity anof
experience in the terms of a dominant other, w1'th th;a plgp:)nsem_
engaging the other), transculturation (the selectxon.o an 1lt fre)
visation on the materials derived from t.he' domlnalet mcll nun:
critique, collaboration, bilingualism, medlqtlo'n, paIro yrneethese
ciation, imaginary dialogue, vernacular expression. ( mz;gtil 0 these
as the stated goals of a course.) And these are sonllfe 0 wit}i)l o
gogical arts: exercises in storytelling and in identi ying th the
ideas, interests, histories, and attitudes of others; exper;me.t' ~
transculturation and collaborative work and in the arts of crl ;qbe:
parody, and comparison (including unseemly compatr.xsonOf her
tween elite and vernacular cultural forms); the redem{) mfnhistory
oral; ways for people to engage with suppressed as'pfc (s; I?d s
(including their own histories); ways to move Inio and out of
rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for commumcell. t1 across
lines of difference and hierarchy th.at go beyond [;ﬁ i :ﬁ-eim out
maintain mutual respect; a systematic approach to exerCis ep; )
tant concept of cultural mediation. (Imagine these as e'ters areil’t

Now—the voice of common sense says, basic wrl

13



ready for this, they can’t handle it, they need a place to begin. But
this sense makes sense only under the sway of a developmental
view of language use and language growth (and “develop-
mentalism”—cherishing and preserving an interested version of
the “child” and the “adult”—this, too, is inscribed in the dis-
course of liberalism). Thinking of development allows one to
reproduce existing hierarchies but as evidence of natural pat-
terns—basic writers are just like other writers, but not quite so
mature. One could imagine that oppositional discourse, parody,
unseemly comparisons, if defined as “skills,” are the equal pos-
session of students in both basic writing and mainstream compo-
sition courses. In fact, one could argue that “basic writers” are
better prepared to produce and think through unseemly compari-
sons than their counterparts in the “mainstream” class. Pratt re-
jects the utopian notion of a classroom where everyone speaks the
same language to the same ends; she imagines, rather, a classroom
where difference is both the subject and the environment. She
gives us a way of seeing existing programs as designed to hide or
suppress “contact” between cultural groups rather than to organ-
ize and highlight that contact.

Now of course education needs to be staged, and of course
tracking makes strategic sense; of course one needs a place to
begin and a place to end or to mark beginnings and endings, but it
is not impossible to think beyond our current sense of beginnings
and endings (of basic writing and the courses that follow), beyond
placement exams that measure the ability to produce or recognize
the conventionally correct and unified text.

There is caricature here, I know, but one could imagine the
current proportion of students in basic writing courses and main-
stream courses redistributed by an exam that looked for willing-
ness to work, for a commitment to language and its uses, for an
ability to produce a text that commands notice, or (in Pratt’s
terms) for the ability to produce opposition, parody, unseemly
comparisons, to work outside of the rhetoric of authenticity, to
produce the autoethnographic text. Or we could imagine not track-
ing students at all. We could offer classes with a variety of sup-
ports for those who need them. These might be composition courses
where the differences in students’ writing becomes the subject of
the course. The differences would be what the course investigates.
We would have, then, a course in “multiculturalism” that worked
with the various cultures represented in the practice of its stu-
dents. There would be no need to buy an anthology to find evi-
dence of the cultural mix in America, no need to import “multiple
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cultures.” They are there, in the classroor.n, once the inst1t.1tl.t10n
becomes willing to pay that kind of attention to studel}t writing.

There is caricature here, but so is there caricature In our ctur-
rent accounts of the basic writer and his or her essential character-
istics. There is a great danger in losing a sense of our namesfi;lsl
names—in Patricia Williams’ terms, as ?hetoncal. ges:lures, ufethe
for certain purposes but :lS}? necessarily breaking down a

at we need them.

ver}(,)lr'xl(?trzx1 e;lltltﬂ;t another way. Basic write;§ may be .rt?ady. tf?/:i ﬁ
different curriculum, for the contact zone a.nd the ertlrig i il
produce, but the institution is not. And.1t is 'nf)t, I wlgu a;grvé
because of those of us who work in basic writing, who pre
rather than question the existing order of things.

3. _
Developmentalism. Certainly the most inﬂuentla} cond;lut 1{2:
this discourse in American compositi.on is ]e}mes Br1tt;)1n. se as
been given the kind of saintly status fg1velrrll Mtlﬁa S&arucghirlxg:ez. o
in hi thy for the other, , fo
seems to represent (in his sympa T, for ¢ ron, ot
i t) a position beyond p
diversity, for growth and empowermen -
is i i d, and a problem, one w
jons. This is, of course, a sleight of 1.1an ,
:lltl)arllrse in producing when we read Britton generously. (And letin}xle:
be quick to say, I understand all the good reasons why we mig
i enerously.) N
I‘Baigl :amwiy of thianing outside of Britton, bloth aiout (xl/vr%gii atrlllc;
i rk and a
t children, but also about professional wo t
zgglsleqielnces of such thinking, I want to turn to a comp}e::at;\;eslz
unknown book, The Tidy House, one th.a.t coulq be thc)Iug v:r)ritten
countertext to The Development of Writing Ab111t11es.0t.1:1 wmihon
in a similar time and place, in the late 6(()13 arllld ele{r g 70s i
j iti ng.
t the same subject: writing and schooll . :
§ l?rczk;t:edman’s words, this is what The Tidy House 18 about

In the summer of 1976, three working-cl?ss eigglt;gf:;c;ﬁ
i i d Lindie, wrote a story a

P — G lations, the desire of mothers

tic love, marriage and sexual relations,

for children and their resentment of them, a?dht};ﬁtm:asr; ;bayi

which those children are brought up to innabi

world. . ’ -
This book, which takes its titlfa from the ghlldregsfsn;rll;gt
tive, offers an account of their story, anf iurgrgh o tony.
interpretations we, as adults, can make 0 1'.ews o
which is structured around two opposing ‘t’;rs b g
care held by their two central female characters,
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children as an investigati i

. gation of the ideas and bel;
which they themselves were being brought up a(iltliefti b'y
text can serve us too in this way. (1) , .

The book begins with the girls’
. . ins w girls’ story, called “The Tj ”
It is written all in dialogue. Here, for example, iseth;dghgg?:g’s

account of what adults . )
are making babies; %3y 10 each other in bed at night when they

What time is it?
Eleven o’clock at night,
Oh no! Let’s get to bed.
Ok.

‘Night, sweetheart, See you in the morning
Turn the light off, Mark, |
I'm going to,
Sorry.
All right,
I want to get asleep.
Don’t worry, you'll get to sleep in time.
Don't let us, really, this time of the night
Shall I wait ti]} the morning? o
Oh stop it.
Morning,
Don’t speak,
No, you.
No. Why don’t you?
Look, it’s all over.
Thank you, Mark.

of children’s writing. And, in Steedman’s career, it has led to
interests in history and autobiography, in the production of “the
child” in England.

Steedman saw in the student’s story a history of social prac-
tices, practices that not only argue about educability and appro-
priateness but about how girls become women and what it means
to live within one’s class. Teachers are not prepared, she argues,
to see history and culture in the classroom or in the work of its
children.

It is almost impossible for a teacher to look at a room full of
children and not see them in some way as being stretched
out along some curve of ability, some measuring up to and
exceeding the average, some falling behind. This is the
historical inheritance we operate with, whether we do so
consciously or not, and it has been a matter of “common
sense” and common observation rather than a matter of
theory to know as a teacher that children of class IV and V
parents are going to perform relatively badly compared with
children of higher socioeconomic groups. (5)

And, “What teachers know as a result of this history, and as a
matter of ‘common sense,’ is that, in general, ability groupings
turn out in practice to make rough and comprehensible matches
with social class divisions.”

For Steedman, as both a teacher and a social historian, the
fundamental question is how these young writers, given their
positions as girls and as working-class girls, can negotiate, under-
stand, and critically confront those versions of themselves that are
written into the social text. An uncritical schooling, an education
in language divorced from its social and political contexts, WOl:lld
effectively preserve the narratives of class and gender within whlf:h
these children find themselves (within which they write “their”
story). For Steedman, the writing done in school gives both the
professional and the student access to a history and attitudes apd
feelings shaping their particular moment. Writing is the way his-
tory, class, and culture become manifest in the classroom, in an
environment that pretends to stand outside of time.

What Steedman suggests is not just a direction for research but
a different version of professional responsibility, where as.profes-
sionals who manage writing in institutional settings we m:_ght see
that writing as material for an ongoing study of American life and
culture. It is a telling irony that on my campus, wh‘?rfz young
working-class women write, scholars go to archives to “discover

working-class writing by women.
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To learn to read her students’ story, Steedman went to a record
of children’s voices from the eighteenth century to the twentieth,
To learn to read her students’ stories, Mina Shaughnessy went to
her heart—to the remarkable sympathy which would allow her to
understand the work of students distinctly different from her in
culture and sensibility, Shaughnessy’s text, in a sense, is the
quintessential liberal reflex; it demonstrates that beneath the sur-
face we are all the same person; it writes her students’ lives,
needs, desires into a master text that she commands. Basic writ-
ing, as an extension of that moment, preserves that project: fitting
students into a version of who they are as writers that we tend to
take for granted, that seems to stand beyond our powers of revi-
sion and inquiry, because it is an expression of our founding
desires to find, know, and help (to construct, theorize, and pre-
serve) basic writers,

4,

So what in the world have I done here. I find myself character-
izing basic writing as a reiteration of the liberal project of the late
60s early 70s, where in the name of sympathy and empowerment,
we have once again produced the “other” who is the incomplete
version of ourselves, confirming existing patterns of power and
authority, reproducing the hierarchies we had meant to question
and overthrow, way back then in the 1970s.

We have constructed a course to teach and enact a rhetoric of
exclusion and made it the center of a curriculum designed to hide
or erase cultural difference, all the while carving out and preserv-

ing an “area” in English within which we can do our work.
Goodness.

Now, at the end of my
believe what I have said?”
against the grain of the dis
(and, I said, my work as a
unyielding rereading?

The answer is yes and no, and som
Same moment. Let me conclude,
thoughts (or “third thoughts” as th

If you look back over the issues
(or at programs and courses)
work. I couldn't begin to tur
as inconsequential. We can
who have been helped, of ¢
basic writing course. Good
basic writing by both stu

talk, it seems important to ask, “Do I
If this has been an exercise in reading
course that has produced basic writing
professional), do I believe this negative,

etimes yes and no at the
then, with a series of second
e case may be).

of the Journal of Basic Writing
, there is a record of good and careful
1. my back on all that or to dismiss it
all think immediately of the students
ollege careers that have begun with a
work has been done under the name of
dents and professionals. [ cannot get
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over, however, my sense I?f the e.lrbitrfaritmjlsesr,1 tt:?nsggzzlllir:s,izf atrlllg
choices represented by the sorting of stu x a) basic and
mainstream classes. Looking at the fag:es, working wi he writ
ing— ivision never makes anything but institutional sense.
}Il‘llgereﬂ:iied::‘gses to prove that tille idea is a good one. There are
i is all wrong.
casi&sntc(l) tll)lr;";eai‘za;t)rt:lfl;iesac:f error—ofgc:ontrollipg the If)eatltlrs:s(i)(f
a written text—that stand outside of any thef?n:lllngstau 1?11(11 o
writing as a form of resistance. It seems t?i mt:’sm mze P ien of
that every nonstandard feature' o.f a student’s p ose I8 a S
sition, can stand as “unsolicited opposmonz‘a‘ urse.
?l‘?irl)l(l)( back to Quentin Peirce’s essay, some of the ﬁarri?:'}sle I(rzlo;(l)llflt}bi:
read as oppositione}lll, but nott.all ofﬁl;e;r;;g;ls ;(;t zlal aSonot om for tho
same reasons. At the same time, : s e onte dis.
ink beyond an either/or formulatloq—elt. er a
E%lfll'lslél kor t¥1e discourse of the comm}lmty; ettht;rtizglgilﬁgte ’011'
narrative; either imitation or expression. Part o R AL
think, is rooted in our inability to imagine protoco 5 o o
for example, that would negotiate rather than (})res:t e o,
ing interests of students and the academy. Wt_a do I\t\l ‘fliams’ Sy
read “basic writing” the way we read Patrlcga ) ; liams' prose.
where the surprising texture of the prose stan sIaWant lence o an
attempt to negotiate the problems of languaget. L s o
about this. Williams is a skillful, well-educ]? e o ar; Tho un-
conventional nature of her prose can be spo ’etnbe e onally
t. She is trying to do something that can't G O
glerrlle. To say that our basic writers are less intentiona \ ;s}f < the:»
isoto'say the obvious. But we w;):l;i ;izx'ti}rlgats:;n:hat 10 fgshelby
“mainSfIl“?laf_n" xglt:e:cs)o‘:vigoli‘z:spglgilled?less intentional than hlSI; I;
'Steele. ibl eli‘tzeem,s to me, to develop a theory of error th.at ma st
;;s ?:f)s:tagt, between conventional and uncortv;eolit;oxsve;lit(iisg(rng s
i i omen k
the‘ I'nOSt interesﬁnigs a;odssri)f)(l)c:1 I:St?:entlhe Steele/Willi'ar'ns pali' tcs>
wmmghcours}‘fe'n we define Williams-like student wr}t}ng as eie
?lrgvlgiot :<ti :)A;‘ less finished than Steele-like studexlllt' gm‘t,l;i'eﬁ ;en
leitingpmetaphors of development or Processd tlh eesocial oy
tions about thought, form, the writer, and the £ e
aSSlllgltpn:g think back to Quentin Pierce. Do Ibecllle\;ebl(gieve ourse
reprasented I R Arﬁf%(i;s;ﬂgglggiegfggfd; z;Jnd writer? Yes. I
le way to manage Il : svery time
g:isgx?: lcjleeplyyin that course. At my sc{)h(:tOl; lvtv fllzfx?ggzss sigm}rlxents.
it is taught—with different readings, bette
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But in pr%nciple, I'believe in the course. Someone else will have to
p.roc_iuce its critique. I can’t. At the same time, I should add that a
similar course is being taught at a variety of levels of our curricu-
lum at .tl.le University of Pittsburgh. It is also the mainstream
composition course and an introductory course for majors. There
are differences that could be called differences of “level” ffor the
stufients more accustomed to reading and writing, we choose
assigned readings differently; the course moves at a di’fferent ace;
sentence level error is treated differently). It is, however, the Is)ame;
course, And the students who are well-prepared could’ easily be
said to need extra time and guidance in learning to see the limits
of the Rrocedures, protocols, and formats they take for granted—
tl.le topic sentence, reading for gist, the authority of the conclu-
sion. The. point is that while I believe in the course, I am not sure
I b.eheve in its institutional position as a course that is necessaril
prior to or lesser than the mainstream course. Do I believe Quentil}:
is served by being called a basic writer and positioned in the
curflcclzulutm hin lt{hese terms. I'm not sure I do.
op’ thin we can ignore the role of the introductor iti
::i?)llllrsc? in }I:repal:mg s.tudents. to negotiate the full range ofyegelatc:tl:ﬁ
to $ in the university (as‘lt reproduces the expectations of the
minant cu.lture), including linguistic convention, correction
fatc. I_)oes this mean a separate course? No. Does 'it mean ’
1dex'11‘iify and sort students in useful, even thoughtful ways? Nc:N ’
ishinge{)zs‘;;af/v ;rlltlilsg ;:lcl; fz:)tl (til'le I\./Itarytlalc}d conference about abol-
: ing Ing its students into the mainstrea
curriculum, providing other forms of su i tional
time, 3 di.fferel}t form of final evaluatioglg).ollga(::xioélrzlgx’labgggltalltr)lrcllai
?ﬁ%ﬁ?oftth}:: é);)slir;(ta :1(‘2 ;Essce)pen“]sjess.ion. .I am suspicious, as I said
because it is the one we h:/ee leZi:e‘c/iv?:?}%inas a.key b
: k with or because i
g:suzlifolr{e;if us lour jobs or prqfessional identities. I think it woulc;
o0 st the’ e on“}{) as an e.xserm’sg, to imagine a way of talking that
o troat 1t o 18‘11111S ailc writing” into question (even, as an exercise,
et as wﬁf‘c ).”Would I'advocate the elimination of courses
AP ; ing” for all postsecondary curricula beginning
protecteci Se;‘ c;aa.r V\.rhat would happen to the students who are
instituti01’1 ” \t/ek Hil .1ts namq. I don't, in other words, trust the
padon waa e ; ll(s as an intellectual exercise, a challenge to
quick to vel ys. I know that.the institution would be equally
qoaoe to X ”yo fu“;;on an established and corrupt discourse (of
allowenead ’t rue college material,” of “remediation”); it would
. eturn of a way of speaking that was made suspéct by the
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hard work and diligence of those associated with basic writing. As
Shaughnessy told us, the first thing we would need to do to
change the curriculum would be to change the way the profession
talked about the students who didn’t fit. Will I begin to formally
question the status of basic writing at my own institution? Yes. In
a sense, this was already begun several years ago by graduate
students in our department, and by my colleague, Joe Harris.

I suppose what concerns me most is the degree to which a
provisional position has become fixed, naturalized. “Basic writ-
ing,” the term, once served a strategic function. It was part of an
attempt to change the way we talked about students and the
curriculum. We have lost our sense of its strategic value. “Basic
writing,” it seems to me, can best name a contested area in the
university community, a contact zone, a place of competing posi-
tions and interests. I don’t want to stand in support of a course
designed to make those differences disappear or to hide contesta-
tion or to enforce divisions between high and low. It seems to me
that the introductory curriculum can profitably be a place where
professionals and students think through their differences in pro-
ductive ways. I'm not sure more talk about basic writing will make

that happen.
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