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. Teachers read student papers with both eager and
anxious expectancy about discourse they have caused but not written.
Whatever the teachers may have said about what they will look for as
they read, they stjll measure each paper against their ideas about
appropriate performances in each of the categories of textual
analysis. They are not reacting to the.texts as would a reader who
had not instigated them. This reading process is also a physical act,
insofar as the teacher both matks and writes on the text at hand
while continuing to read. During tHis many-faceted experience,
teachers who.are reading are taken by many moods. Reading student
writing more closely resembles the careful reaging of criticism than
it does reading for most other purposes. The essential difference,
.however, is the teacher's supratexg¢ual relation to studQ:t texts.

» ' Teachers should recognize their dualism, Seeing that an internal

‘divorce between their roles as composition teachers and literature
teachers is perhaps caused by dgnble visions they have about the
proper status of 'a text. Such a” recognition--that teachers

rindividually e ience tension and frustration when they read

" student writingBecause they hold conflicting but unarticulated
values that would have them both construct and deconstruct any
text--can liberate them from those very tensions, (HOD)
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The activity that gharacterizes the difficulty, the professional status,

~

and, perhaps, the perceived "pre-intellectuality" of teabhing coﬁéosition is
reading sfudent essays. This aistingu‘ hikg feature of writing instruction,
the one thing tﬁét beginning tea;hers 1nd most difficult to -think they do

‘ well and exper1enced facu]ty justify av95d1ng when they justify "scho]ar3h1p"
’ to the detrimnt of teacthg compos1t1on, has (perhaps for those very reasons)

remained largely unexam1ned _ But that activity, especially in view of ‘- -
s »

the messagés of contemporary literary pheory,'deserves exp]oraiion* Recent

concefns_nggut the status of a text and the natuyrerof reading , suggest

that a phenomenology of reading studenit writing has something to tell both 2

A

‘o : . . . - ) ..
compos1t1on volunteers and conscnent1ous obYectors. Practice--the ordinary

experience of the student text by the composition- tea erdhmakes current the— L
‘ " ory more vivid to itself and powarfu}ly relevant to 5.1 - ‘

.
)

The 11terary theory I'm referring to is decidedly not the New Criticism

& "t . that sepqrqted "us" from "them" until recently. The imp]ibatibns, if ﬁdt,the ‘ |

stated premises, of that theory were thét: 1) texts aresartifacts that con-

tain meaning; 2) readers discover the meaning of the te{{; and 3) authors' )
5

and readers’ particular sftuations (e.g., in history or in personal linguistic
]

) ¥
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//;assuming that written language--apart from writer or reader--is a stable sys-
t

L}

o

[ R °
’ e - ) N

‘student writing. In all of the d1sc1p11nes concerned with written 1anguage,

. t1ve abiltty to decipher written symbols, ahd pr1mar11y on making predictions,

. perceiving patterns, and playing hunches about what is to come in the text
. ( . .

"as we read; our short-term memories would not hold the implication of each sym-

‘ity," the re]étﬁ&e ease with which a text is understood, depends on‘Ehat text's.
.

. . ' Miller &

experience) make thgm more @r less able to expose the text's meaning.2 But

. N - N
contemporary literary theory>is informed by less certainty about meanings

"contained" in words on a page, and thus conflicts with traditional views

em of ‘meaning. Literary theory and ph11050ph1ca1 hermeneut1CS
current]y quest1on the status of the text that resu]ts from wr1t1ng 3 These

f1e]ds oppose subjective 1nterpretat1ons("reader-response criticism") to the

premises of positivistic-new criticism. They suggest that "strong mis-read-,

‘ings" are as valuable as discoveries, if possib]e, of the text's one, privi-

leged {intended) meaning. In suT/,rhe re]at1onsh1p between the marks on "the

page (the text) and the reader is an insoluble but a1ways st1mu1at1ng problem-

atic, no longer a neat "problem" with.a "solution."
ang parallel

I would be hard put- to do more hére than summarize newAtheoret1ca1 prop-
ositions about read1ﬁ§ before holding them aga1nsththe exper1%§£é of read1ng
»
it is how commonp]ace to assert that read1ng is an act of construot1on—-an
active, engaged, creative process. Psycho11ngu1st1c and psycho]og1ca1 des~

criptions of the process show that it depends on]y secondar11y on the cogn1-
S

being read.4 The eipectations'about ang pasttexperiehces of texts that we ,

bring to, reading allow us to take away a sense of coherent meaning. We could
- } 3 .

v - . 3
not, in fact, undérstand written langtrage if we looked at each letter or word

bol long enpugh for long~term memory to comprehend sentences. Thus "readabil-

N .
predic:;ETE, redundant nature.  Reading is'a supra-textual, active construc-

5
4 *

tion of the marks on a page. -
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But a]though the reader must make (rather than make out) thehﬂeaning of

>

the text the text is also a fact, if not an art1fact that "makesW the .

»

readd% S mean1ng We are always, in regard to descr1b7ng texts, both B1shop

> ?

Berke?ey and Johnson k1ck1ng the stone of refutation, both 1dea11st and mater-

L} rd

1a11st. While reading depends on the process of making accurate, Tnaccurate,

or, possibly accurate‘prediétions within the cohtexts of the reader's past - . *
* \ .
Tinguistic experiences, and present expectat1ons, texts also exist. By writ-
inextricaply - -
“ing, we A 11nk an 1na1terab1e “content” to the marks on aé’art1cu1arv

page, as. we]] as to our 1ntent1ons (which are based on our own 11nguﬂ§t1c ex-

[3

perience and expectations about what wewi]l be thought to mean), and to a

, L cultural consensus about what we meant. So read1ng is both mak1ng and receiv-

il

in'g the marks on the .page; texté both "make meaning" and are made out by.
© readers. 3
It is no wohoer, then,\that\at thislstage o$§ihquiry‘bsycholo§y, critt-
cism, or philosophy offe?.g]oba]rrather than particu]arized'defihitions of ~

v ‘ '"reading:" The. act that both causeé’and results from a teit is rarely under=

he)

stood-as.a situationa11y specific,'intentiona] process whose entire gestalt :

' ‘ may vary, even for the same reader, from t1me to time and sett1ng to sett1ng
A]though “reading for znformat1on," "finding ‘main ideas," "word.attack," and
"critical read1ng" are taughtﬂsepafately, few acknow]edge that readlng flu- o

ently For a part1cu1ar feature of the bext is on]y ha]f of the read1ng story.
)‘ L]
"Qead1ng" is- as gqed to the reader's situation as "wr1t1ng" is to purpose, 7
audience, mode of discourse, the,developmehtal 1eve1‘of,the wrjter, the physical -
N * . o . < /
‘ . . — /
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media, or tehporal constraints. But, lacking cata]ogues of the varieties of
reading experience, the fo]1ow1ng descr1pt1on of what happens when we read
student papers is 1 rge]y on its own 5 What 1s c]ear is that espec1a11y for

a literary schol nd teacher whose professtona] life is devoted tg texts,

. e ’ .
the studentis writing for a writing c]ass will present a special instance of

7
/ -
H

"reading."f oL, | o g
An account of what‘wg usually do demonstrates this. Teachers do not

- choose to. read student papers as they m1ght se]ect a novel or magaz1ne, nor

are’ they mot1vated to do so by a desire for enterta1nment, information, or

even the same sense of profess1ona1 responsibility that might br1ng them either

to the Faerie Queene or a well-received cr1t1ca1 essay. They approach tblS

‘reading, nonetheless (and however cynically) with some sense of ‘excitement.

~ ' ' M ~
* They are reading writing that they themselves-caused to be written; approach-

ing the task is for that reason if no other compe111ng Typ1ca11y, a teacher .
ant1c1pates seeing "what they did" with the assignment, with the newly taught :
technique, or with individual-writing styles. At the same t1me that the .
teacher has imagined intentions for the text, phe teacher a]so‘has rea?istic | (-
' doubts that these intentions will be fulfilled and often has asense of daring

‘the students to have met or transcended his or her expectat1ons %he secrét
w1sh to be pleasantly surpr1sed is a des1re to be ”taken" or "made" by- the.
text-~to have -the usual, construct1ve reading exper1ence'much like the ohé you
are hav1ng now, where1n,you generally know what to expect but are concentrat1ng,
,nonethe1ess, on what I w1]1 say next. ,The teacher who is read1ng begins, then,
with a semi-P]atonic‘quel' Each text to be read is conceived of as onty a’

- Shadow of the Idea] text, but any emb\gdment ofEhIedea] in pract1ce would be a

¢ surprise to the teacher who was ‘the or1g1nator or f1rst cause, of this wr:t1ng

-
+
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hs\ﬂith both eager and anxious expectancy about discourse they have caused

but not written, teacheig%begin to read. Depending'on their particgjar
n‘ .

LY

:
= -

methods, they actiVelyflook for explicit answers to questions readers in
i

ively await answers to. They check the formal features

_ of each piece® format, medium, and Tength: They "look at" the way the

T Lo ey - , ' .
tion, if only. peripherdlly, of most educated readers.’ But the teacher's read-

writer has treated the dssigned subject or inventive problem, mentally assessing

, rather . _than assenting to a.chosen text4,’As they read on, the prpceés of

assessment increases. Whatever they may have aaid (and honorably intend to
hold to) about what they will 1opk for as they read, they noneth2less measure y
each paper against “their 1deas about appropr1ate perforMances 1n each of the
categories of textual ana1y51s They separate the writer's content from the

writer's pr:or information about th1S part1cu1ar g%igect (whlch they usua]]y

‘have themse]ves either supp]ied or e11c1ted in d1scuss1on) They separate

each paragraph from the whole, each sentence from each paragraph, and each

»

of the many surface features of the text from all others.: At once they notice

and attend to each-category a text comprises: the elements-of editing (e.g.,

typos), revisions (e.q., spe]]ind/rpunctuation, granmar) of writing 1tse1f .
, . . -
(word choice, syntax, transitions) and of conceptuallzat1on (form, voice, tone,

content, thesis)."
.

" Now "mistakes" or s1%ps in any of these categories would catch the'atten-
' "o

4

ing'process awaits, if not actively seeks, such deviations from fluency. Thdse ;

who~3xpect the best from student writing, who may‘explicitly tell studegts

\they Jook forward to a normal, p]easant read%nd experience and have one until

a paper demands that they acknow]edge flaws, as*well assthose who role-play a
N

sfmulated aud1ence of the a551gned piece with great success, nonetheless are
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actiVely reading to notice success and failure in each of the categories of
textual analysis. They are not reacting to thektexts as would a reader who

had not'instigated them. (ConseqUent]y, most f£eachers are willing to "read" .

°

"and eva]uate writing they are, in ordinary tenns unable to understénd They .

[y

have, as profess1ona]s a ready at-hand reading process that expresses

\
Aristotle's principle that rhetoric has no content. They wi]]’address any
text w1th a sense that they could make suggestions or discover errors desp1te

-0 only m1n1ma] understand1ng of-the text's content or specific,conventions.,)

This reading process is for most a]so a physical act, 1nsofar as the
'teacher both marks and wr1tes on the text at hand while cont1nu1ng to read
This physical activity, which differs from the under11n1ng or note-taking -

x we do as we ll'study"" a text because it requires the téacher'to maintain a pre-

fessional persona in relation to the student writer, makes the.student's V. oo

reader also, at the same time-, a writer.. The teacher "thought up" t .dis-

(S

course the student wrote but did not write it; similarly, this "reader" is

¢ - -
3 > -

¢ " a writer who must assume the professional rhetorical stance.toward the student

‘w H

~ that allows meta-communicatibn on the margins. The teacher cannot edit .in the

way he or she mightif the writing were actually the teacher's own. Doing so

would be appropriating the'student S text,'not teach1ng. Teachers may POt
inon, jh fact, what the student "meant” to say, or if they do’they still hope

. . the‘student will discover that meaning ar ]oputionlindependently.

. In addition, readjng'student writihg is'eva]hative; it results in a grade
or.some other re]ative juagment Consequent]y, the'teacher reading is also- '
‘measur1ng the text aga1nst an 1dea] resppnse to~¢he assignment, aga1nst the.

average performance w1th1n the groyp of responses, against ail the s1m1]ar

papers this teacher has read previously, against the adequacy of the prepara--
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tion for .this particular ass1gnment that the teacher provided, aga¥nst the
teacher's standards, stated or tacit departmenta] and schog%'standards, -’
aga1nst one or another of a var1ety of ana]yt1c or ho]1st1c rat1ng methods ,
_and, at times, the teacher's own ab111ty to write in response to this very
assignment. (Some teachers are also meésuring this text against the partic-
ular sFudent‘s other writing, best possible or worst writing, cufrent_per-ﬁ
sonal situation{ and'state& expectations abbut grades, Some, who read
. anonymous pgﬁers, are not--until they.reveal \the writer's identity to fhem—; -
se]?es and then, imaginatively or in fact:,rejread pérté of the whole against
what they know about the person who wrote.7)
During this q9ny-facetea experience, teacherg?gggging ére taken.by many’
moods, ranging from disaffected boredom‘to intense p]easuré or dhger. Exper-
iemcing anger or extreme frustration is particularly interesting. This may
occgr in response'to the whole text, withQut'reference to its errors Sr other

. | flaws: ’ ;This is not what I assigned," or "this.is plagiarized." More often,

* such eméﬁion‘appears to reépond to parts of the text, especially to errors.8
Considering that the teqphey is teaching a course’Qésigned‘to promote (rather
than certify) the student's better writfng and that the teacher, unlike an ath-
letic coach,expresse; such emdtions privgtely, extreme responses to flaws in
student writing appearsératuitods and at war with the teacher's pedagogical
s%tuation. Such private expressions cannot benefit the student nor direcply
relieve the £eacher.. .

But showing emétion rarely depends on its having a predictable effect.

. Teachers who find theTsetves furious (or perhaps "breai up" with 1aughter-'

at a student's naivete) are; to use'sociologist Erving Gof%map{; term,

"flooding out."? This sort of reaction occurs when the role a werson has
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assumed--in this case the role of a student's "normal" reader--is finally

insupportable because it is too much at odds with the teacher's serise . of
reality. From the point of view of the ieacher, the plagiarism, the spelling
> * error, the miscalculation o% whatever sort is a last straw, breaking the back.
p \ of‘the teadﬁer's'abi]ity to at once read and not ﬁgég the student writing!
IFor‘thi§ reading experiencg is neither ordinary fluent reading nor a,

professional ¢ritic'sy or student's, reading of a "difficult" text. The lat-

. [ .
ter, it might be %rgued, is equally "close," equally analytital, equally in-

. “ ? ’ '

' ' . tended to "make out" a‘'text rather than be receptively made by its "meaning."

.o And certainly reading.student writing is, on a spectrum of ;eading exper- ~
) ' iences, more like the C]O§F reading of criticism than 1ike reading for most )

other purposes. The essential difference, however, is‘the teacher's supra-

_textual relation to student’texts. =~ &

r
L3

Skilled readers have always acknowledged the difficufty of reading some
) . . %
texts; trans]atoﬁg, for example, must read under special stresses. Textual
- ! " a

” scholars andbﬁiterary critics have generally assumed that the.text is an arti- .

-

-

fact and have, at least in new criticism, ;et aside authorial intention,and
reader reaction to construe "the 1ex£%1tsé1f" 1ﬁ the beét possible light. Un-
til recently, the questions of cr{iiéism might all be seen to have one pur~ .. -
pose: making the text "better." Such reading triesto understand how and why
s the téxt‘is "gbod“--who]e,.unified, patterned, allusive, cbmp]ex, coherent,
powerful, .

o Thi$ traditional assumption about the nature of difficult but worthy

v

£
texts sharply marks the difference between their reading and the reading of

student writing. We may no£ "understand” Fﬁnnegaﬁ's Wake and may need to be

°

K
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taugﬁt the rules for construing As I Lay Dying or The Sound and the Fury,

but we do not begrudge these texts special conditions for intérpretation. P

L

~—

The reading project is to place ourselves in relation to 1iterature so that

it will "make" us--to be or to have been prepared. to real it well. We meet

ﬁ

it, or any d1ff1cu1t text, on its own terms But we only assume this posture
¢

toward student writing in order to help the writer meet other readers' ex-
’pectations about conventional eodes, forms, and voices. We learn to read stdg<
dent textsﬂin\order to normalize them. We understand their special logi¢ in

A
. 1, . .. . .
relation to various measures we assume to be above, rather than 'off, their ///

mark(s). . .
N ‘ , / ‘

-

{ In sum, reading ifudent writing is not construct1ve but destruct1ve We
do what they say we do: tear the papers apart This is not+to say that we
are i11-willed, .that we do not enjoy reading student papers, or that we are

not interested;-in the ordinary and the scholarly senses gf the word-~in
4 .

-
L]

what they say. Even those who first réad without a pen in hand to avoid_ be-

1ng only error hunters and those whose honors' classes regularly write rela-

tively delightful prose are encompassed by a phenomena.that requires them to

A

be anti-readers. Teachers s1mu1taneous]y and consc1ous]y keep in play all

T the layers of anp]y51s ‘they know, even wh11e they may attempt assent to the :
text. Th1s particular k1ng of read1ng neither assumes the ofganLc unity “of ‘
4 “
the discourse nor seeks to produce only one best account of it. E £t

Throughout this description, the tension between "normal " reading and

" this particufar kind of anti-reading recurs. ApnrOaching; beginning, carry-

ing through and completing this project all demand that we not-read while

reading. Every work, each pattern of development, each allusion and point

.. . . : ‘ e ~
made is in some meagure in quotation marks, as are each error and deviation .
- & .

'
»
. ot
s

., ‘% . '
* ]
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from normal patterns. We hold each student utterance up to so many prigr,

possible, or “"better" expressions that we are, within mb]tip]e‘frames of per- -
. . sonal responsibility, curipsity, and evaluation, unavoidably exhausted by

this reading. No‘matter how diligently we work to reduce the artifjcja]ity

s

s - . . r . ’ ' -
of the c]assroom/s1tuat1on, how adamantly we seek assignments whose responses

.

will surprise or inform our genuine curiosfty, or how rigorous]y we play the

role of an intended audience, the student's "reader" is a]ways a fiction, °’

-» ] @
[nn%1y if not s1mp1y no reader at all, but a teacher. '%nd the'student is no

i

Author, but instead a "writer," a person whose author1a1 ‘character revea]ed .
~ by the text must a]ways, in this classroom context, remain only -caricature.

. constrained
We are always /A by rhetor1c S Tron law of context, and therefore al-

: ways doomed to attend dress rehearsals, to be always ithe reading bridesmaid.
-

&
If we have then, an “answer to “what is rgadlng? " we also have one to

gthe question "what 1s a text?" It is commonplace to call, student writing. |

, *

art1f1c1a1", 1t is 1in mpst of its aspects a staged perfonnance,or usua]]y,

) itself a dress rehearsa] * We may read student wr1t1ng as this week's set of -
themes, as the f1na1 "treatment" of some asnect of course content (e.g., a ¢
" seminar paper), as a potent1a11y pub11shab1e essay, or as, rarely, the pub-
+ .. “.lighed version of a paper. written for our or someone else's course.?(Reading a
b]agjartzed paper otcasions a special experiencelof student writing in re]a} o

>4 .
tion to "publication.") But once we know it.as "student writing," perspec-

.

tives come into play that prevent it from being “reai" writing, excepf/;;thin‘

its own school context. ’ - _ - >

In additjon, the student text is, if we define it by its reading, never

: _ the last word, the produpt that reifies an Author s understapding of a sub-

ject. It is always, -as it is known by its readers, wr1t1ng 1n—prOCess,

.~ N . &

2 M «
Y . a - ~
A e ! ) A
i . -
.

11
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v ., writing to be changed or bettered by another attempt. ™ The text re-

mains open; its undecidability is a giveh“condition of its occurrence, neither

\
. -

[ ‘the product of flaws rior naivete. Writing by studentf is neither certaih nor

/

able to be, for ideally this writiﬁg has sought its teacher's reading, not
what would be utterly artificial, a "rea]“ reader. Students instinctively

move toward‘the1r own kind of best read:ng, th'e one that accepts their writ;

N

ing as a practice. " T ) 2
Thus each student text is an attempt, an essay, an instance’of writihg ;-
rather thad?writing itself.¢ Student texts do not have the same .status that

non- student texts assume even when written by unsk111ed wr1ters who may be

i -

fcred1ted with "folk writing." They are exerc1ses, as the teachers knpew who
. and -
__established the classical sequence of "school progymnasmata/ ser1ous]y4asked

\

students from Roman to Milton's time "whether day or night is more, beaut1fu1?"’

Ar

R The student text is op]y an imitation of academic, personal, ‘brofess1ona1,.

technqcal, or "creat1veﬂ writing. "As we read 1t, student -writing is a]ways

>

-"Wr1tten on a mirror that both shows the 1nscr1pt1dn and something e]se, a

suggested other, beh1nd ity

* . The answer to "what is a student text?" is an opefl wihdow on contempor- !

'ary 1iterafx theory. - What I have said about the ope undeéidab]e nature of 7

the student text is what post-struttura]ist é}?tics,are now saying about
‘5_ -

T 1iterature'and written 1anguage.]O The core doctrine’of this school is that
] .

\

texts partacipate in "textuality." Anything written is so embedded in the
hisfbry‘of.wr1'ten utterances that to claim either that it{ has a fised (de-

cidable)' "best" 1nterpretaf1on or that it is itself a "work of art, i e1the5///ﬁ\\

or1glna] bn~un1que is impossible.

T \ . . .
Jacques Derrida, whose Writing and Difference and Of Grammatology are
"
t T C ) ‘ ~ .
o o ' 12 My
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primary squrces for various- applications of this View«of'the text, points
.. R h .. i ° A <o .

out that writers' texts "signify" according to,their differance from other .
) - s . T -

°.tekts{;;ot on1y aécording to their representation of mimetic or symbolic

¢

. . ' - -
¢ congruenfes wx;hwaxper1ence or reality. 1 Thus "absence," ne1ther author- .

L
“jal nér art S presence creates meaning. We seek as readers or as, aud1tors,

- " s

the author or art that has 1nev1tab1y d1sappeared when 1anguage is uttered

the van1sh1ng statement that is (perhaps) everyth1ng but what has Just been
- . With

- said in writing. -As soon as language comb1nes4and,re1f1es history and the

-

m3ment;of its utterance, "truth" disappears into contekt,-taking with it the
‘ L3 A LY .
author, content, and meaning. . N S '

- -

"Deconstruction” .s %ﬁ this view all we can do with\writfng--we may on]y -
"search out the elements of, a]]usidns to, and layers of probaéﬁehintention
. to destroy or exolode the text. verzth1ng is in quo!!l1o% marks, or w111
be misundergtood. The play of meanings, of 1anguage,ansj{: etc‘h_e‘author. ﬁ?

. ‘cannot juxtapose images, or a]]ude,to escape the freeb]ay of:prior meanings,
’ A et

it ~-only.to transform them Whatever we write Juxtaposes us aga1nst all other

uses of the same forms, words, even 1e ters; language alludes to usyand be-

o~

P ccomes the.black box we can’ ne1ther break out of nor into.
-

. Obyfous]y such a doctrine may upstt those who depend on wr1tten lan-
"guage.]? A1l of the pngmises fhat have guided the study of literature are \
) \ca]led into question. And ai] of the promisas we thought we had‘to keep. (to
ir art, to history, to- students) become "promises" Wﬁen‘only the road not taken
is on the page (and itself unavai]ahlgf-absent). Reading is mtse]f a fiction..

But unf?ke critics who argue on the one hand that accepting the fluid,
S , .

‘ﬁ .uncertain nature of writing will 1605e anarchy on the world (by making it

. N Ty
Nb . . . : N
¥ .
.
'

.

)

impossible to, e.g., state a thesis and support it) and those on the other

-
.y . »

*
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who 1mp1y that the text's uncerta1n natyre 1s a good s]1ght}y naughty joke
on 1nsuff1c1ent ph1]osoph1es o? abso]utwsm, h1erarch1ca] Structures of va]ue,

dF’Meyer Abrams, HB teachers of writing students can comfortably accept the
> !

play of Order aga1nst acc1den¢, of thes1s against only traces of other peop]e S

’ theses We are, able to ho]d the tension betwéen so h1erarch1ca1 a system as
~~

A, B, C D F grading and the individual wrjEer s deve]opment we can decide

to fail a paper even wh1le te]]rng a student™ that 1t s an effort-super1on to

'all earlier attemptst (We can a]so give .A's for "efforb;" but 1 am arguing, .
of course, that we do not teach éffort but instead part{cipation Jn the his-
tery of texts, in textuality itself.) | ’

The student text is and has always been, at least in the teacher's read-
1ngi1;t5fact1t1ous“ embodiment of the new]y recognized undec1dab1e and uncer-
tain wr1t1ng (ecr1tune that is the obJect of post- structura]1st poetics.

The student, 1ike the disappearing Author whose death and dismemberment were
. broc]aimed by RqTand Barthes,]3 is written by writing." A student writer's
identity is.inscnibed b( e ﬁan1fo1d 1ayers of evaluation,, by the teacher's
pﬁdfessiona] experience and‘ro]e-re]afed anxieties, by the assigned problem's
solutions, and By all of the other stﬁdents' writing that the teacher unavoid-

ably brinds to bear on the text.

248 A

In sum, teachers are neitfier betrayed nor startled by texts whose un1que;
‘orlg1na] congruence with persona] meaning we never expected. Nor are we un-
'ablg'to hear the innocence of the first time this writer has dared use (what

we must ca]]) the world's most t1resome c11che. Let mot juste swings, fqr

us, both ways - .

14 *
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N Recogn1zing this offerggmore than an opeh window on our co]]eague S
theoretical -proposals and arguments, a]though what we see through that |

window might en11g{ten us about the tension fe\t between teachers of

\ compssition and their colleagyes. Understanding the activity that

defines that difference for them, reading student papers, shows us how
essentigl‘noiding a vieion of a stable text ig to unreconstructed new(
critics and fermalists. It suggests that participating in our prinar& *
activity'would not only take, but also-waste and§in fact threaten‘thgo
time of a co]]eagne committed, to tekt as artifact and therefore to

reading to make the text "better " Through ‘this w1ndow of understanding

~
we also see that student writing-is a source for test1ng current 1deas
»
about the nature of the text and textuality. Theories of the text may - R

. 7
be tested against our experjences with and knowledge of the nature of

obvioﬁsTy uncertain and fluid Writing Within the 11m1ts of the c]ass—

room,]4 the complexity of read1ng other texts may be ]a1d _bare, acted out, ’

' empxrica]1y exper1enced Those who would find the 11m1ts of Derrida's

rd
or Barthe!s,op Foucau]t S notions of the textuality within which no text

“may be unique or or1g1na] would volunteer to teach compos1tion, 1f not
’

" fight for the chance. They would, of course, learn from us, who know

both how to read student writing and that this reading is profe y ezhausting'

-

because it is much less comfortable than reading writing that| is Ycertain,"-

or "art," or "expert." » )

—-—

But while we wait for such inevitable participation, disclosing the

nature of reading student writing and “spelling out its relation to reading.

-

theories also serves us as composition teachers. We may recognize our own

dualism, for instance, seeing that anrinternal_divorce between our roles as?

15

= = .
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composition teachers and 11tereture teacﬁers is perhap; caused oy,doub1e
visions<ye~have aboot the "proper" status of a tgxt Such a reoognition-- :
t we 1nd1v1dua1;;\experience tension and frustrat1on when we read student
’ zgzatﬁng because we hold to conf11ct1ng but unart1cu1ated va]ues that would
have us both construct and deconstruct any text--can 11berate us from the§
very'tens1ons Once we spell out the troublesome »but essent1a1 oppositions
we mus%?encompass while reading. student wr1t1ng--of art versus nature,
ach1evemgnt versus apprenticeshig> freshneSS’versus c]iche, risk versuys
error--ve mqy%font1nue without frustration, and with a curiosity that may
7overcome exh;ust1on . o
,At the same time, we may as teechers become at once gbre eupportive
and more demanding of studefts. If we accept their writing as proper]yf—\\xa‘.
1m1tat1ve as an 1nstance of the practice in a peve]opmental sequence that
has touched each fully independent writer Jin Western h1story, we may become
. wrlting coaches who are as understanding of‘ach1evement and failure as any
" of the great ath]et1c coaches We' can make ass1gnments that a]fow the
studéot to be written by conventions, rhetorical stances, and 1nvent1ve \“\}
prob1ems that are necessary stages in a npormal progression toward
1ndepen3ence and the student's own chance .to "writg " We can aeknow]edge
the art1f1c1a]1ty of class writing and own up to ourselves as readers in

perhaps mu1t1p1e roﬁéé but nonethe]ess a]ways the teacher for whom students

'\

wri te,.
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Primarily, .of course, the business of the writing course and its

*teacher,is, as the busipess of'rhetdric Eas always been, presceriptive.

Unlike poetics, which is descriptive, rhetoric assumes that composition
may be 1E§?neg'when‘its rules are explained and incrementally difficult
practice ?ol]ows. It is one thing to worry only over the status of a

literary text and another to assent to both-literature and a student. text

. that is éiways_Becoming and will, for us, never-Be. If we argue (or

collapse) on one side or another of the positions now opposed in discussions

L

of -the nature of texts, we mistake our special opportunities to unite

. Nﬁ, i3
- languadg, understanding, and 1ea§%ﬁng. The vBry difficu]ty.of.reaging

‘student writing is also its necessary condition; we can say about student

writing neither "this is not perfect" nor "this is perfect.” And we_can,

-

with both rhetoric and poetics in hénd, say both.

-

. N
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{
1Tjns essay is_ about _reading studentsL expos1tory writing, but 1ts descrxp-

t1on would apply as we]]'(1f not, more accurate]y) to read1ng tqi1r "cre~
B

€ . i

at1ve" writing. ‘

Zror ?nstancet the text would "contain™ a pup if‘twg meanings of a word Qére

"in the language" at the time, whether or hot the w?ité[ intended or the

s . ~
v \

reader "got" it. ‘ . e
. L

3. . : . ' '
See E.D. Hirsch, The Philosophy of Composition (Chicago: U. of Chicago Press,

1972), pp.. 82-5, 92-137 for a discussion of‘"reédability."

.

[,

¢geé, e.g., Frank Smith, Understanding_Réading, 2nd ed, (N.Y.: Hold, Reinhart,

Winston, 197); R. T%erney,_P. éﬁders, J.~Mifche]1, eds., Understanding
Reader's Understanding (London Longman, 1980); E. Gi?son and H. Levin, The

Psycho]ogy.of Read1ng (Cambr1dge MA: MIT Press, 1975); R. Spird, B. Bruce,

W. Brewer, eds , Théoret1cé{ Issues in Reading Comprehension (Hillsdale, N.d.:
¥

Erlbaum, 1980). .

9See Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?:The Autherity of Interpretive

|
Communities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1980) anffgyaﬂﬁ/g;?eiman and |

Inge Ordsman, eds., The Reader” in the Text: Essays on Audience and Interpre-

tation YPrinceton: Pr1nceton Univ. Press,.1980) for an overv1ew of 11terary
‘reader-response cr1t1c1sm See also Richard E Palmer, Hermeneutics (Evanston:

Ngrthwegter U. Press, 1969).

'
+

61t wou]d be ‘possible, of course “to conduct emper1ca1 research about this

! read1ng process I am at present only read1ng "the text" of exper1ence.
t‘ ¥
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71 have assumed that reading gﬁzh paper is like reading the others and have thus °
A ' .

- q .
omitted describind the continuity or order of reading and the inévitable
effects of duratioh and ‘sequence. See, e.q., Menukhem Perry, "Literary

AN . .

Dynamics: How Ehe Order of A Text -Greates its Meanings,"Poetics Today, 1,

|
(Autumn, 1979), 35-64. {
/ -

/
85ee Joseph\{illiams, "The Phenomenology of Error," CCC (May, 1981), pp.

(

York: Harper Colophon Books, 1974), pp. 350-59. P

9Frame Analysis (N

4

10This view of writing is that of the by now/notorious "Yale Critics" (J.
Hillis Miller, Harold Bloom, and Geoffrey”Hartfan) and the French school of

"Roland Barthes,_Michae]‘Foucau1t‘and Jacques Derrida.
e
L

Mpavid Bartholomae, in "Derrida:-erting, Underwriting, and Unwriting," un-
pubaished paper, MLA, 1979, Tays out Derrida's views (e.g., in Writing and . )
Differance: tréns. Alan Bass (Chicago: Univ. of Chiéago Press, 1978))1n re- l
lation to. teaching composition and raises ny of the same issues this essay’

relates to reading student writing. , ' - , - f

12 éood summary of the’debate thig anxiety has caused is by George Levine,

in a reyiew essay of Gera]d Graff Literature Aga1nst Itse]f and Frank

Lentricchia, After the New Cr1t1c1sm, in College En911sh 43 (February, 1981),146-80.
\ ~ .

13"The Deatﬁ of the AuEhor," Image -Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (NY: H111

~ and Wang, 1977), pp. 142-48. ) ’ ¢

e , . ‘1
Ve, pavid Bieisch;."The Identity of Pe&ago;g and Rssearch in the Study of

Responge to Literature,” College Englishy 42 (December, 1980), 350-67.
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