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ABSTRACT

A writing course structured on the principle that

rersonal experience essays sheculd te written as arguments that -draw
cut a conflict or opposing view can help student writers avoid
producing prcse that is either tooc abstract or too concrete. Students
can be taught to ‘approach the personal essay as a special type of
arqument on 8 particular ccntrcversy tc a significant audience. First
emfhazizing the importance of audience, defined as the specific
crinion, attitude, or ignorance that a piece of prose attempts to
affect or change, and tten leading students to =ee what they have
learned cr hcw their attitudes have changed ahout a subiect,
compositicn teachers can help students define their own previous
attitudes as the audience for their arquments. A course designed
arcund a sequence of assignments dealing with cenflict progreesively
mcre @xternal to the student might be managed in three phases first,
papere based on personal experience frcm which ghe student learned
scmething significant: second, papers arguinq with someone the
student kncwe personally: and finally, papers based on readings in
vhich the student argues’ with an urkpcwn other, a professiopal writer
or essayist. '‘Such a course shculd enatle students to make the
connection tetween their cwn private experiences and issues
eignificanrt to the society outside their private world. (AEA) .
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Decentering and Identificatjon: . *

Making Argument the Core of the Compoesition Course

' .
"They can't yandle abstractions . . .and therefore

I always give them %Fpics like 'describe your fayorite

. room."'" -Ir'l a@ecent College English article (41, p. 397)

Richard Ohmann cited qremarks such as thi$ he had heard

of colleagues making.ﬂjHe w@rns us‘thatdiverting students

away from abstraction and into definite, specific, concrete
language uliimat$1Y'ériP£1es our students. When we focus
primarily on teachlng/étudents skills that make prose g
"readable" (1n lesgﬁ s phrase) or ”1nteresting,"_we may

be urglng students only toward detail--toward the surface,
the-1mm§d1ate, the self-centered, and the acceptable--and -
away from ﬁrit%ﬁél énélxé&s, ;wéy from confropting conflict,rﬂ

away'from;chalienging the reader out of comfortable assump-

tions. For when the principles of readability and interest
’ . - . .": ’ . : ' : n . - '
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are mechanically applied, to quote Ohmann, "The reader's

most casual values, interests, and capacities become an

\

inflexible measure of what to write apd how to write it,

f

_ ‘a Nielsen rating for proqe”(CF 41, p. 397).
' ‘. .
Ohmann somewhat distorts his image of theawriting ” P

- teaéher staunchly turning students away trom Lonfronting
st/p1f1cant issues, but he distorts to ‘good purpose. For
he fashions a useful gargoyle to warn us away from an

. extreme we may be sorely tempted to morc toward. Having

students write only about concrete experiences and readily
identifiable subjects feels safer than ihvit}ng them' to
- speculate on‘controversial“issuesj |
The temptation to move toward the extreme of the
<) concrete comes, of toursey quickly.on the heels of an

attempt equally dangerous--that is, the attempt to push

students, 1nexper1enced ané unprepared into socially sig-.
nificant abstractid%s. Abstract papers on a@aftion, busing,
gun control, or civil disobedience can easily lead to °
papérs just as trdivial and evasive as any deséription of

a room. Such.papers are only more scary‘and seem more
1rremediab1e because they say thlng; that make ill-con-
sidered judgments about peOple"s lives. That is why we

want to retreat

to the concrete and immediate details
of personal exper\ience.
But regardless of which extreme feels safer, both

of these extremeSs-papefs.thét are only contrete detail
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and papers that are only unsupported generaliltics- result

from a similar ditficulty which I would like to spend my
time here briefly examining and suggesting a solution for.
To antfcipate a little, I want to suggest that both problems

arise from a trivialized conception of audience; and 1 want

to suggest that the solution lies$ in structuring the com-

position course around argument.

Before I launch into thiﬁfquestion of audience and
argument, [ need to say what I mean by the term audience,
The audience is, on one level, obviously, the reader. But

‘1 will be referring to a more specific notion of audience,

-

the audience Walter Ong refers to when he says that '"the

writer's audience is always a fiction" (PMLA 90, 1975).

-~

»'. - - . . - -
N am going to assume with Ong that the most well-defined }

audience of any essay is the specific opinion or attitude
7

or ignorance which the paper is attempting to affect or

. 5

.change.

Take, for example, a student's paper proving that
v &

baseball is really a more dramatic sport than football.
The audience for such a paper, is anyone who is able to
_enteft%in: at least while régding the péber,-the'opinion
%hat football 'is the more dramatic épbr;.. Oor cogsider-a

student's classification paper arguing that a student

leader. should have at least three &ifferent aébroaches
‘to working with students, depending on whether the students

‘are mainly .intellectually oriented, socially oriented, or
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interested im action. The audience for. such an essay is
Ve anyone who had nbt thought very explicitly about what

-sort of talent and art is involved in being a leader, in
6
getting people to do something. '

Of course, the reader who reads these student essays
- may or may not hold the opinion or attitude the writer 1s

trying to inform or change. Chances are the reader hadn'

-,

: much thought about it one way or.the other. But for the
. .
sake of the essay, the reader takes on that opinion or
attitude as the essay defines it, in order to participate

in the world which .the writer has created, and in order to

- . - .

test that world against what the reader knows,

‘ With my assumption about the audience made explicit,;

-

I would like to return-to my argument. I an arguing that

.

both papers that are too abstract and papers that are too

concrete suffer because of a trivialized conceptlon of

-
3

the audience. : ' . -

7

Let me consider the problem with papers that are too
abstract first, because I think we are most' familiar with

ways to solve this problem. We all know the usual

-

problem with essays that make unsuppdrted abstractions--
frequently these are essays on significant social issues,
. '~ *  essays on'abortipon, or busingj or civil disobedience. The

. usual problem is that the writer is not coﬂcerned with the
LT
two 31de5 of the issue, or is perhaps not, ‘even aware that '
- VAR ™

the issue~has_at least two sides. A one-sided approach

L




5 L DM

‘raise, and then enabling them to deal with those objections,

‘teacher is that .o

to a controversial issue naturally causes even the modt

-

moderately informed reader to dismiss whatever valid

-

abstraction the writer might end up maKing. And we know

that if the writer would only define clearly the point

-~

of controversy, and understand the reasons’it exists, the
: . b

paper -would begin to sound more reasongble. Making
. 4 A ol
students aware of the opposition, or in other words making

»

them aware of the objections their audience is likely to
- /
is what we spend most of our time doing when we teach
argument and persuasion.
. ’ : ’ ‘ .

This process of trying to understand the other person's

position has been called by psychgiogists decentefingv

and by rhetoricians 1dehtification. In teaching a?guﬁent
and persuasion we try to bring students through the process

of decentering, or going outside of one's own frame of W4

.reference; and of identifying with that of the other. In

teaching persuasion, I'thihk;wé have always been clear on

\ .
that. Decentering and identifitatien help students to see

! - & L3 > 3 .
‘the genu1ne significance.of controversy and to take a

p051t1on in relat?on to it. "The. only questlon for the

the most effec1ent way to enable Qtudents
r
N 3

to understand the opposition. I will have.more to say on
-

that 1ater.

~ We know that bad papers on'ubstract or soc1a1 1ssues

triyialize the audience by assuming or pregend1ng there~1s'

no 51gnif1cant o%p051t10n.. But we may not realize that

bad papers on more personal subjects, papers based on

I 3 ?% ; ' Y

A
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personal experience and familiar detail, soften suffer

from the same malady. As Ohmann has suggested, cssyys
T > \ A .
that only inform us of the writer's own sensory perceptions,

-

no matter how concrete, informative, and interesting

~

those details may be, triyvialize the audience by denying
»

they ﬂ;ght'be challenged, and”ﬁ} giving them instead only

what they expect. In such céses, Ohmann wonders, ''What

>
happens to the possibility of challenging or even changing

the reader? If keeping the reader's attention (with concrete

/

/
detail) is elevated to the prime goal of .our téaching, the’
strategie$ we teach may well lead toward triviality and

evasion' (p. 397).

\ ' T VU
-This is serious criticism of our‘pr;or;ﬁqes, though
. ' B
I think noone would realy argue with his conclusions. But.

once we acknbwledge that excessive concentration on detail,

-on the dbncre{g/ is daqierous, what doswe do? Fer we are
Y ¥

equally certain that concéntrqting solely?on significant
abstractions can also lead to mQE;ingleis essays. If we

are not willing to abandon the personal experience’essay

_1n\favor of ph1losophica1 or social arguments, the quest1on

v

be;omes: How do we move students beyond 51ﬁp1e accounts

of personal experlence to more significant 1ssues° How

.do we draw out the. abstractlons»-the conflict, the con- \\
" troversy, and the argument-—from the bersonal experience,
. \ 1
without abandoning that expeqﬁence altogether” é
L :

I would suggest that Wﬁﬂ%eutﬁ'students to approach

personhl essays as a spec1a1 type of argument, and T would
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like to explain. Now, to make every essav an;argument .

15 the strategy suggested to‘students by a few of our

more popular texnbooks XI 1'th1nk1ng paltltularly of Sheridan

Baker s and David SkW1)Q~s; ‘But gs it is presented in

' N R
those texts, the advicerseems to Idlbﬁvmolc questiors , '

thay it answers. 3Fir5t=offpll, argument consi&ered as
'persuasion.is tréditionally assumed to be a mode of dis-¢
_course separage from the othel modes-—tromjhdlldtlon,
detTnfklon causeietfect classxtlcatlon etaG. We.are
used to\)goking at\thE demands\of argument papgrs as.
Qiﬁtinct frog the-demands of other modes (and in fact

-Skwire's textbook embraces this contradiction Ry claiming
fl . , . . L\'.\‘ ] __.
every essay is an an argument but then having a separate

section}on argument esséfE;, We expect argument papers

{
to arise from issues which' are q)Larly at léast two-

sided. With .personad experience papers, on the other

\
hand, issues f%& controvérsy and debate do not readily

) S ? &
present themselves from the material. W don't.see any

w ‘ .
need to look for argument or ask for it. Wheae,'after all,
. : .. o >~
is the signifioang conclict in a description of a «oom?

in arclassification of diets? 'in a cause-and—effe?t on’

-

.

how sports builds leadership? : , '

We have probably all come across Baker's or Skwire's

.
advice ta\Btudents.to glve essays that "argumentat1Ve edge,
I') . e :

»that "per7A851ve_pr1nc1p1e But .I think the advice they ~
.g1Ve forﬂbu11d1ng argument out oﬂgpersonal ekpetjéi;e '

.n N o . . : ‘¢ 4

N
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seems false. In their examples the argument seems | :)
“forced onto the subject and removgd from the writer's (
intentions! For example, in ex}laining how to put the
‘grgumentative‘edge on a subject, Béker says that the process

goes-like this: once you've got a subject, say "cats," /)
. LY .

you must get. an *idea about it--to quote Baker, "nqt jusé\~//
N A )

A

'cats,' but 'The cat is really a person's best friend.'
. Now," Baker goes on to say, 'the hackles on a1l dog people

are rising, and you‘'have an argument on your hands. You
' Y

have something to prove. You have a thesysﬂ (The Practical . )

Stzlist. pPp..2-3). At 1e#5t such'a paper/doeé maké a

L]

E) . -
generalization. It is better than a paper lost ifl the

détﬂil of "what I like about cats." But how much does
Co ] {

such a thesis have to do with why the writer chose to write

aboéut cats? And how did the writer choose, from the multi-

<

tude& of possible controversy, to focus on a conflict with
v \

dog lovers. « If the subject arises from ﬁersongl experience,
how doe$ the writer make the 1eap'from detail to a general-

ization that defines a significant controversy. Baker and
»

"Skwire tell students to make every essay an argument, but

they don't say how.

- .

N I\zould_iike'to suggest that for essays based on personal

experience, the best way to help the writer discover con-

treversy, and hence tgq define a significant audience, is

| GEs

: v N
to first askthe writer to think about why he or she chose

"the subject in the fiTst place. (Note that I am assuming

. . a .;{. ;' .,.; S) 

*



the writer aireédy has a'subject. Compositidn~teacher5
havc'awmyriad of suitnﬁlo'ways for bolping studgﬁts with
‘this first phase of finding a subject. And of éourse
the subject becomes Befter definea as it is shaped into
'  J .

an argument. ) Chances are the subject the writer has
chosen is a subject he or she hds learned something about,

. » ' ‘ N
something he or she hadn't realized before, perhaps doesn't
even fully realize-yet, and perhaps believes a s{ghificgnt
grodp of other people have not yet realized either. .When
. | the~fact that the writer himself has learned somefhing :

* \

and changedvﬁh some way becomes clear, then the source
]

of the debate, the source of the conflict, the sdurce of

- the argument,also becomes /élear. - For the pe§s the writer
- : : o -
is arguing with is himself. The audience,. or opposition, \

~

which the writer must define is the writer.himself two,

-

"hours ago, or two week$ ago, or two years ago--the wriféa'
N

before he or she learned what he knows now.

L 3

.In Rhetoric: Discovery and Changé, Young,. Becker,

and Pike argué-fhat much good rhetoric beging with a problem,
, - \
a difficulty. We experiencé something new that.conflicts //

-

o g = . -
with our conception of the world, so we try to-adjust our
old conteption of the world to accomodate the 'new. In

the process, of course, we change, we learn something.
SO . . . -
Also speaking of the function of rhetoric, Kenneth Burke -
has said that rhetoric has as much to do with communica-

: - o el : . ‘

tion between parts of our ‘inner self as it.does with com-

P . _ . _ : i
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a e munication among people. What I am suggesting here, then,
is simply an application of their insight to teaching

the .personal experlente essay. Students can be urged to

choose to write ab&ht subJects they have learned something

about. If we urge them to try to retrieve their image of
the subject before they learned what they did, in otherl)/\‘
= words, before'thgy changed to atcomodate that new insight;,
we help them defipe a significant audience. They direct
their argument to themselves before they changed, and th@;
;'erader vicarjously participates in the'réie of the unen—

' ¥ lightened.self who gradually, in the course of thévpaper,_
¢ . :

gets.enlightened too. - oo .
What I am saying,,then,is~that just as much as the

wrlter who is writing on an abstract or soc1a1 controversy *
MR
. must know the audience's position, so must the’ wrlter who

is writing about personal experience.

If it is true, then,that the way to éVoid students '

produc1ng papers that are too abatract or too concrete
is to draw out the confllct or the opposlng view on the
} . , subJect, 1f this 1is true, what COﬂClUblonS mlght we draw

about the-way a wr1t1ng course could,be structured on that

~principle? ~ "

»

Thé_first thing we notice is that argument is not
a'sepajate mode of discourse, but‘sometuing that gets
~ taken up fromvthe'beginning of the course. Assignméhts
~~ would not,;tuen;jneéessarily progress from one mode to”

{

11

O T RSP, T P e NE g 2 ]
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. . , ,
ahother--from dev¢ription to comparison/contrast to cause/ ' Y
3, . * i . . . . 2

effect, etc.--though it is - Certain]ly useful to introduce

~t‘hese modes. lnstead,'nﬁsignmohts would progress according
"fo theﬁdegree of,distang@~between {ﬁe writer.;nd.the sbprpe
pf‘cbnf}ibt,-Bctweénighé writer and theusoufcq qf.the jdéa

" he or she is argaing with. In other wards they would pro-}

-

gress accpiding to how difficult: it is for the writer to

decéhter‘énd.ﬁo identify with fhé.audjénce,' This suggestioi :
] 'is‘re@iniscent of‘James;Moffétt's and jémes_ﬁritton's_ .
theorfbs that writing develops %hrbuéﬁ ﬁhases frbm ghe:
self-expressive to the tranéactionél;._ | -
(This is not to sugéest th;f writing well about con-
flict whose source is intérnal‘is any easier.thah writing
.Qely about anmgxternal_Controye;sy. It is only to sa;‘thap
i . when the conflict is.more personal, the information about zf
the conflict is usuaily richer and more intiméfely known . <%
For some wri;eré, no doubt, drawing out that information
and composing it inté a meaningful,form can, in fact,
be much more_diffidult than intihg 6n subjects mbre re-
~moved from pérsonal‘involJ%Eent:j
oo - A course designed around a sequence of assignments
dealing with conflict progressively more'external to the o B
student might work somethigﬁ-like this. It might be managed-
P, in three phases: first papers based on personal experience,
- _ _‘ ' -exbé}ience'from whiéh the students learned Something sig-
nifiéant'to them. Second, papers arguing with someone they
knowqpersonally;; And finally, papers based on readings,

_ . . . . . ‘.
papers arguing with an unknown other. . S

N . .
! . I - N
~ ) - . " .-
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As for the first phase, assignments asking students. -

¢t

to draw on personal experience would not be much different
from any of the assignments based on personal experience
"

we already ask student to write. But Such assignments

- would, In some way or another;'get students to emphasize

something-they've learned; it would ask them to try'to

explain in what way they have changed ot grown, in what

| D . i
way they have become enlightened. They would have to

describe what their opinion or attitude was before they N
¢ - y . : : ) .
-changed and then describe how .experience made them realize
- . . M'\ _ . v‘
something new. , . ., =,

\ -

I have, for example, asked students to write on whether
sports really builds character, given some of the characters

we see in the mellia 1ate1y: I asked them to emphasize what

bl

they learned. Here is what an introductory paragraph

sounded like. While the paragraph itself may seem rather
' Lo '
mechanical, it does manage to control a difficult argument:

Before swimming competitively, I used to feel
that swimming was just somethlng fun to-do, something
that would be good physical ‘exercise, nothing else. .¢
I never realized how much more there was to being
on a team. Swimming teaches good sportsmanship,

t

responsibility, and self-confidence. . ./

For each topic the wrlter went on to explain how sw%pming

'changed his m1nd and in so doing, the writer created a

2

very convincing argument for ways sports do indeed bu11d
character--an argUmenx that used personal- etperlence

to develop a sign1f1cant abstraction.

F

~
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At another point, I asked students what they got
\
out of their summer. jobs other than dollars and cents.

One sthden;*s opening paragraph read like this:

I went to woxk the first day with the attitude
that I would never end up in a full-time blue collar
job because I was going to college. .. .My summer job
rudely awakened me to the real world. I learned
that if I don't challenge myself and set personals

+ goals, I could easily become a blue collar worker.
If T want to be successful, I can't expect anything
to come easy; I've got to go out and make my own
breaks. )

In both of these cases of what turned out to be very suc-

“cessful and absorbing essays, what draws the reader into

the essays is the students' abilitywto depict the internal
conflict they experienced and.eventually resolved. We
pariicipate in fhat experience with them.

So in_the first phase of the-cpurse based on arguments,
the students are arguing with a very familiar audience, i.e.,
themselves. In the second phase of Such a course, students

would argue with a known other. Young, Becker, and Pike's

diicription of Rogerian argument in Rhetoric: Discovery

an Change makes so clear what it means to argue with a

known other, that I can do no better than to suggest that this
phase of the course should be Rogerian argument and then

refer you to theip-text'(esp. chapter 12).

) Finally, the third phasé\of such a course asks

“students to confront what professional essayists or other

'writers have said. - For students to. be able to argue with

professionals, of course, requires-that they have access

‘.h
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to information on the two sides of the controversy. If

L V4

they are learning research techniques, this is a great
opnortunity to get students to practice those techniques
by having them find out for themselves what the twn sides
of the issue aré. Otherwise, essays might be presented
in nairs; so that both sides of an issue are.clear. Oor,
essays might be chosen because they deal with subjects
students ‘can evaluate authoritatively based on their own
experience. They can decide, for example, whether a par-
ticular historical essay approaches its subject in a way
appealing and suitable for college students. They can
deéide whether a particulat analysis of college experience
seems valid. Or they can decide whether a particular

\ralysis of our culture seems valid, at least on the basis
N A
. _ N
of their exposure to our culture.

I have just outlined a sequence of essay assignments
wh1ch contlnually asksstudents to decenter, to focus on
argument first w1th1n themselves, then with a known other,
and finally with an unkown other. Such'a course can help
students realize two things. First, that within their
‘own experience--the concrete, the.immediate;‘the selfz‘

centered--they can'find and shape useful generalizations about

thingé they have struggled to learn, things others are

finterested in because of that very Struggle. And' secondly,‘

such a sequence helps students reallze that when others

*

wrlte, they too create geneng}lzatlon based on their own

3o
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knowledge and experience, generalizations whose validity

“the readers must measure against their own. Such a

seqpence of assignments should enable students to avoid

both the extremes of the toq.ceucrete and.of the too abstract.
Or, more precisgely, it should enablé‘them to make the con-
»nection between their own private experience und'issues
eignificant to the society outside their private world.

I would ijke to close by reading from one of my own
student's papers because I tHink it illustrates very well -
the enabling powers such assignments develop--powers both
"in reading and writing. I asked my class o ahalyze an. *

‘essay by Ericb Fromm, '"The Illusiou of Ihdividuality“

‘(Cohtexts for Composition, 4th ed.). Fromm argues that

oUr society fosters conformity. . With wonderfully descr1bed

-~

efamples, he shows tht society suppresses spontaneous

ﬁeelings and original thinking, and that the results'are

et

ihsidious. I*asked studgpts to decidef baeed on what they

know about our culture, whether thl‘ is indeed so. Mé'st
L

students, when they f1rst read the essay, were very. much

L

!impressed by Fromm's commandlng view of our culture. In.

N

_their analys1s they simply repeated hat Fromm argued .'But' .
¥

T

when I 1n31sted they really look at their “own experience "

-

-and decide just how much of Fromm's conclusions they can
gccqyt, they began to sbe that even the well supported e

opin1ons of the expert must be exaTined——even here there

-

is room for controversy Here is the way my student con-
v " .

cluded h1s gﬁsay N .



When I first read the Fromm essay, 1 was in total
agreement with everything he said. I tound Fromm a
very persuasive writer, a writer who could convince
many people to change to<his point of view. However,
% the more I read the essay, the more I am able to -
see where I differ with Fromm in some areas.. I sum
., up Fromm's essay in a way which he might find very
gratifying. Fromm is at first so convincing that
after the first réading, T found my opinions suppressed
by the powerful argument. However, the more I thought
about it, the more my original thinking surfaced--my
originality. I would guess that Mr. Fromm would like
' t that way. -

’ I think any composition teacher would like it that way too.

Kathleen A. Kelly ‘

Babson College
R ' March, 1980
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