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ABSTRACT

The two current approaches to teaching academic
discourse are conventional and collaborative; in practice, they
overlap because both are based on a "conversational model" of
learning to write in college. Taxonomists and collaborationists
disagree on the relative emphasis that should be placed or the
various pedajogical methods: collaborationists fear that taxonomists
adhere too rigidly to conventions and taxonomists fear that
collaborationists ignore the problem of how much--or little--students
know about these conventions in the first place. The conversational
moael emphasizes the social context for writing which helps teachers
to diagnose student writing problems as systemic conditions,
involving the whole academic community, and not as local deficiencies
in the students themselves. Students can be motivated to participate
in academic discourse by pointing out that if they do not, they lose
access to academic knowledge, and hence limit their future social,
economic, and political options. Both taxonomists and
collaborationists take the conversational model too literally; in
order for a conversation-as-dialogue to foster initiation into a
particular conversation-as-discourse, the participants in the
dialogue must have some knowledge of the discursive practices of the
larger conversation. In recognition of this inherent conflict, an
in-depth, comparative, ethnological study of discursive practices in
and out of school needs to be performed. (SRT)
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Academic Discourse:
Taxonomy of Conventions or Collaborative Fractice?

Currently academic discourse may be taught as a ta: onomy of
conventions or as a collaborative practice. Taronomy-minded
teachers may ashk students to analyze the stylistic features of
various academic genres:t collaboration-minded teachers may wgs
students to i1mitate the constructive give-and—-take of academic
debate in classroom worl on their own writing. These two
approaches "o teaching academic discourse are by no means
mutwall ; exclusive. Most teachers of academic discourse use

techni ques from both.

ED270806
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The overlap of the approaches iIs not surprising in view of
the fact that they share to a considerable degree a theoretical
basis in what has been called a "conversatioral model" of
learning to write in college. Elaine Maimon speaks of "talking to
strangers" (see also Bazerman, "Conversational Model": Bruffee,
“'Conversation®"). According to this model, it’s as if the student
attempting to master academic discourse were the new neighbor who
steps.up to a gossiping group at the church picnic, listens for a
while to get the hang of the conversation, and then tentatively

joins in.

Althougt the model is shared by taronomists and
collaborationists, howsver, they have been at odds aver the
rel ative emphasis that should be placed on the variaus
pedagugical methods. Collaborationists fear that taxonomists
eract too much confarmity to academic discourse conventionsi
tavonomists fear that colleborationists ignore the problem of how
much-—nor little-—students tnow about these conventions in the

first place.

Eut in spite of these guibbles. both the taronomists and the
collanorationists agree. obviously, that it is a good thing for
students to master academic discourse. And both are inclined,
ultimately, to give the same justificetion for the goal of
mastery, namely, that it will foster a sort of constructive self-
consciousness, or in the terms of Faulo Freire, a "critical
consciousness, " that will enable students not only to succeesd in
echool but also to take a more active and powerful role in the
life of the larger society.

In the past I have identified myself wich the tarxonomisis,
and I have been emphatic about the possibility of achieving
critical coneciousness through mastery of academic discourse (zee
"Initiation"). Now, however, something 1s trcubling me about my
own past positions. I am no longer convinced that we can deliver
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on the promise of critical consciousness for all. In arn attempt
to get at what is troubling me, I would like in this paper to re-
examine the conversational model, which is the basis for all this
academic discourse work. I now suspect that we advocates of
teaching academic discourse, whether taxonomy- or collaboration-
minded, have been led into some errors by an overly literal
interpretation of the conversational model. At the same time 1
think the model has a heretofor hidden strength, one that may
enable me to put my finger on the sore place, in its implicit
acknowl 2cgement of the conflict inheresnt in any writing

gituation.
11

Let me begin by summarizing what 1 take to be the ccnsensus
on important features of the conversational model. Ferhaps its
most important feature is that it foregrounds the socizl conte:xt
for writing. It reminds us that one is enabled to write anything
only through participating in a way of writing elaborated by a
social group. comprising shared knowledge. hierarchical ralations
among writers, conventional stylistic practices. and so on. In
other words, all writing is writing within and for some discourse
community. And as a writer participates in a discourse community,
she may in turn influence its practices. This focus on the
inevitable social context of writing leads to the conclusion that
all writing is in some sense collaborative (Reither). '

dy implication. then, the conversational model of writing
debunks both the notion that writing can embody pure self-
expression, and the notion that writing can adhere slavishly to
pre-set standards. No one can rexally join a conversation either
by taking the floor and doing all the talking, or by simply
murmuring, "Very true . . . ." Rather, learning to write-—indeed,
every writing process--must be seen as a process of negotiation
botween the socially established practices of a given discoursa2
community, and whatever practices firom other discourse
cammunities the new participant brings with her.

The idea cf negotiation in turn implies the mediation of &
conflict. The writer experiences stress in attempting to realice
her intentions thraough participation in a given discourse
communi ty: and the community also e;periences stress in changing
to accommodate the contribution of a new participant. Similarly,
there is a sort of social "jnhertial barrier" between & graup of
people who are already telking and a newcomer. The newcomer wants
company, but is shy of intruding . - . the group doesn't want to
be interrupted, but does want new blood. Depending on who is
entering what group. bearing what new ideas, this inertial
barrier varies in penetrability.

The conversational model of writing thus helps us to
di agnose student writing problehs as systemic conditions,
involving the whole academic discourse community, and not as
local deficiencies in the students themselves. We have a
“nroblem" when the process of negotiation and collaboration.
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normal to writing, breaks daown. Perhaps students can’t
collaborate because they are too unfamiliar with the discursive
practices of the academic community; or professors won®t
negotiate because they have forgotten that the community needs to
accommodate newcomers if it is to remain viably responsive to
change in the world.

Not too surprisingly, the conversational model is often .sed
to justify a writing-across—-the-curriculum pedagogy. For 1n
writing-across—-the-curriculum work, students are encour2ged to
find out what the academic community’s discursive practices are.
and faculty are urged to recognize the part such practices play
in their own work. Students and faculty alike are led to examine
their discursive practices, with the «vowed purpose of initiating
the beginners into the academic discourse community.

Also not surprisingly, the conversational model is often
linted with a theoretical argument that moves from the
ronversational model’'s social account of what people do when thay
write to an spistemological account of how people know through
their writing. If all writing, all conversation, ail language is
socially constructed in discourse communities, then there is no
way we can get "outside" language to measure the accuracy of
these constructions over against external reality. All knowledge,
that is, is socially constructeds or, in the "harder" form of
this argument, reality itself is socially constructed (Scotts but
see Cherwitz). Either way, disputes over the "truth" of knowledge
become like disputes over any other language-using practice:
subject not to testing against external reality, but to
negotiation and collaborative investigation by the partizipants
in the disccurse community that shares the knowledge. Di sputes
zre roncluded in the achievement of community consensus—-—what we
might =all rhetorical closure-—-rather than in the presentation of

zz] f-evident tecst results (Kuhn?.

It follows. then. that if one wants access to knowl =2dge =and
to debates over the value of knowledge, or the "truth" of some
"facts," one must {irst gain access to the discourse community in
which this bnowledge 1s generated, dissaminated, and changad.
This provides the strongest possible inducement for students and
profzesors alike to overcome the conflict inherent in the writing
situation. If students are not willing ta enter the academic
discourse community, they lose access to academic knowledge, and
hence limit their future social, economic and political options.

1f professors are not willing tc help students enter, they lose
the coming genesration of zo-workersi without these students. the
knowledge the professors have generated and maintained would die
with them. Conversely, if all collaborate to initiate the
beginners, not only is the cultural heritage of academic
lnowledge preserved and extended, but also--or so the argument
has run--students gain the power to escape or at least to modify
limiting social circumstances, to achieve personal aspirations,
and wltimately to become powerful advocates for their home folls

within the larger society.
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I1:

How is the conversational model interpreted too literally by
academic discourse teachers? Let me get at this problem by
summarizing the preferred pedagogies of taxonomists and
collaborationists and analyzing their di sputes over pedagogy.

In teaching academic discourse, taxonomists tend to
@mphasize the 2xtent to which beginners are indeed "talk:ing to
stranjers." Hence they advocate college-wide writing-across—the-
curriculum programs that take faculty development as their main
goal, helping faculty to seem less forbiddingly foreign to
incoming students. Often the hidden agenda of such faculty
d=velopment is to loosen up professaors’ overly rigid adherenca to
scademic discourse conventions, to persuade them to admit more
variation within the category of "acceptable” academic discourse.
which would both aid beginners and change the discourse
permanently in the direction of more flexibility. To bolster the
college—wide program, tayonomists in the writing—across—the-
curriculum composition class teach beginners about academic
discourse conventions, so that they will of fend less frequently
against the professors’ discursive sensibilities (Maimon et al.s

Baczerman, Infornmed).

In contrast, collaborationists fear that if some conformity
+o academic discoursze conventions is admitted even as a limited
goal for writing instruction, students will be at a serious
disadvantage in preserving anything of their non-academic
discursive practices. The weight of authority attached to
arademic community practices, an authority enfarced by the
sanction of grades, will be just too great. Hence,
ccllaborationists work hard to disestablish the authority of
academic discourse in all classrooms in which writing takes
place=; and to replace this traditional authority with a classroom
consensus on what constitutes “"good” discursive practice, or good
writing. This consensus is to be achieved through collabocration
among students and teacher-as-older-frisend: the assumption is
tha*+ such collaboration will be essentially egalitarian.

For the collaborationists, like the ta;ionamists, colleg=2-—-
wide writing—acrcss~the—curricu1um programs also focus an faculty
develnpment, end also seel: to educate faculty about how to teach
writing in a way thet does not enforce rigid standards. Eut the
rollaborationists have an even more leveling motive. For erample,
whereas taxonomists might teach professors how to use prewriting
techniques to help students develop the kinds of essays
appropriate to their academic disciplines, collaborationists
might encourage profassors and students to share personal
journals about their experiences in a course (Fulwiler). As I
noted earlier, there is overlap of technigues: taionomists are
not averse to using journals. But they are likely to place
journals in a much less prcmlneht~position in the curriculum.

In the compaosition class. collaborationcsists tale as their
main task not inculcating academic discourse conventions but
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ollaborative work. The class is set up like
in which the main fecus of discussion is
Such a c assroom format, of

e important
ovide ample opportunities for student talk. Face-
to-fece conversation becomes the principal means of initiation
into the discursive conversation (Bruffee, Short Course!
Knoblauch and Brannon). The same kind of actual cenver=zation is
emphasized in work with peer tutors, which takes place in a
warkshop that operates independently of coursea requiremants
(Bruffeze, "Brooklyn Flan"). Collaborationists often advocate such
tutorial workshops as an essential part cf writing-across-the-
curriculum programs.

practicing academic c
a writers’ workshop,

self-assigned student writing.
course, reduces the teacher’s authority, but its mor

purpocse is to pr

Yet, both the taronomists and the collaborz2tionists fail
adequatély to recognize the severity of the conflict involved in
the academic writing situation, for some, if not for all,
beginners. All writing-across—the—curriculum work relies too
heavily on the good will of the participants—--the faculty’s
willingness to be more tolerant and more vulnerable to criticism
and self-criticism, the students® willingness to be more trusting
of faculty’s good intentions for their futures and hence more
conforming to faculty erpectations that may initially seem
arbitrary or even threatsning.

We fall into this error because we have a tendency to
literalize the conversational model of discourze. I agree with
the argument that oral, face-to-face conversation--what I might
call conversation-as—dialogue-—fosters initiation into a larger
conversation-as—discourse (which is carri=d on in print, etc.,
well as aloud). Fut for & conversation-as—dialogue to foster
i'nitiation into & particular conversation-as-discourse, the
participants in the dialogue must have some knaowledge of the
discursive practices of the larger conversation. For example. no
di1alogue betwe=sn students is going to initiatz anyon2 into the
larger conversation of the academic discourse community if the
participants know little or nothing about the discursive
practices of this community (Myers).

as

Typically, callabarationist pedagogy does not address the
problem of what the students knows it concerns itself much mare
with what they do, for example helping them learn how to manage
small-group discussion politely and productively. But such
methods cannot of themselves ensure that what is produced is
understanding of the academic discourse czommunity.
Collaborationist advocates of writing across the curriculum
describe the collaborative writing class as initiating students
into academic discourse. But there is theoretically no way far
the collaborative class to find out if its notion of good writing
matches that of %“he academy, unless a class member nhappens to be

familiar with it.

There is also no way for collaborationists to l:now whether
al11 their students actually assent to the clessroom consensus, ar
whether some have just given up. A student who wishes to defend




the discw »ive practices of a community at a great remove from
the academic, but who finds herself alone in this desire and
aided only by her own discursive resources, may be reluctant to
speak. Similarly, a student who happens to be familiar with
academic discourse conventions may feel that to advocate them in
the collaborative class would be to defy its anti—authoritarian
spirit, and so may prefer to keep silent.

The taxonomists also fail to realize that caonversation-as—
dialecgue alone is not sufficient to initiate anyone into a
conversation—-as—-discourse. 0f course, tarxonomists want students
to write as well as to talk. But +ayoncmists tend to assume that
the success of the whole initiation process is linked to the
compatibility of personalities in dialoguec. Male faculty memnbers
nor= friendly, more willing to evplain what they do when they
write and what they expec.t students to do, and success will
fnllow. I do not wish to dispute that more friendly, or mentorly,
behavior would make the university a better place. But there
often may be entra-personal reasons far the failure of dialogues.
For instance, faculty members may be experientially unqualified
to imagine what social relations some students will have to give
up if they allow themselves to be assimilated into the academic
discourse community (Holzman). In other words, writing problems
really are profoundly systemic—-involving social, cultural and
political systems beyond the university. The individual professor
and student, even if they wish to do so., cannot make & separate

peace.

Iv

1f we refine the conversational model so thet we are clearer
on the difference between conversation—as—dialogue and
canversation-as-discourse, then we will be better able to
understand the nature of the conflict inherent in the writing
situation. As I noted earlier, our current version aof the
converzational model doss implicitly actnowledge the presence of
conflict. But because of our tendency to literalize the notion of
coanversation, to conflate conversation—-as—dialogue and
conversation—as—discourse, we tend to see this conflict primerily
in personal terms. That is, we expect that the stresses
e:perianced by writer and discourse community can be eased by
incrzased faculty willingness to explain standards and to be
flexible about them, increased student uncerstanding of haow to
canduct a discussion without excluding anyane, and so on. It
soems to me that the conflict goes deeper than this.

Mot enough work has been done on what I might cell the
social-systemic sources of conflict in the writing situation,
particularly as it pertains to adults entering college. Mike Rose
has shown how prior schooling can leave a writer with
dysfunctionally rigid rules and inflexible plans for composing.
David Eartholomae has analy=zed the competing influences an
academic beginners of other discourse communities, on which they
drzw as they try to enter the academic. But no one, as far as I
tnow, has performed far college writers an in-depth, comparative,

6 ‘e
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ethnological study of discursive practices in and out of school,
such as we find in the work of Shirley Brice Heath, David 0Olson,
and other researchers into the development of literacy in young

children.

Given the paucity of such descriptive research, it is
difficult to proceed to what is, I think, the next essential
step, namely an analysis of ithe politics of the writing
classroom. Such analysis would have to recognize that every
process of entry into & discourse community involves both gains
and locses for the initiate. I am not speaking now only of gains
and losses in terms of languagz rescurces—-mastering Standard
English, for examplez, and herce losing one’s creative touch with
the street speech of one s home neighborhood. Much excellent work
on basic writing pedagogy has fucussed on the issues involved in
such language changes. But the focus on, for erzample, whethzr or
not all students should have to learn Standard English has tendad
to obscure what I take to be more serious changes, the cultural
gains and losses that go along with such language changes,
whether or not we see them as logically entsiled--mastering the
scientific method, for erample, and hence coming to see one’s
pious father’s way of thinking as hopelessly unreasonable.

I do not mean to suggest with these examples that I see
every process of entry into a discourse community as enacting a
bipolar choice between deracination and exclusion. We all know
people who are comfortably bilingual, bicultural, bi-discursive
as it were. But I am increasingly uncomfortable with the
reluctance of composition studies as a discipline to acknowledge
the social —osts of initiation into the academic discourse
community. For some students, at least, no meliorist pedagogy can
ebrogate the conflict they face between allegiance to home
culture and aspiration to academic culture. Ferhaps we never can
mediate such choices for our students. But we should at least
acknowledge that somez of our "successes" ars deracinated, scme of
our "failures" alresdy possessed of critical consciousness and
hence unwilling to submit to any of our discursive constraints.

We need, therefore, in addition to ethnographic research, a
lot meore reading in critical-Mariist educational theory (Anyonsi
Apple: Girow:). This will help us to‘-understand the ideologicsal
content of what we tale to be liberatory methods. I'm not sure
that we will learn to abandon our methods, to discard any or all
of our tazonomic or collaborative ways of teaching academic
discourse. But I'm pretty sure that we will discover that no
method is ideologically neutral. If we really do want to foster
critical consciousness--especially in the Freirean sense, which
is erplicitly tied to an anti-capitalist, pro-Christian—-Marxist
political agenda--we are going to have to examine the political
content of our classroom materials, our attitudes toward our
students, all our prrafessional activities.! We are going to have
to reconceive ourselves as political beings.




Notes

1. In a recent paper, Fatrick Hartwell describes a set of
classroom methods that he characterites as conducive to
literacy. It occurs to me that these methods might also foster

. the kind of political consciousness for which I am calling,
although obviously mare wark is needed on this. It°s warth
pointing out that Hartw=2ll sees his methods as appropriate to
students from widely varied social origins--that is, they are not
intended to be only "remedial." I would like to seize on this
implication for my own work. That is. although it should be
apparent from the tenor of my argument above that I am primarily
concerned about the praoblems of students from cultural
minorities., I thinl the issues I raise pertain to all students.

Works Cited

Anyon, Jean. "Socizl Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work."
Journal of E£iucation 1462 (Winter 1980):@ &7-92.

Apple, Michael. ldeology and Curriculum. Boston: FRoutl=adge and
t.2agan Faul, 197%.

Eacerman, Charles. The Informed Hriter. 24 ed. Boston: Houghton
Miflin, 1983.

"A Felationship between Rzading and Writing: The
Conversational Model." College English 41 (February 1980) 1 &S6-
s1.

Bartholomae., David. "Inventing the University." in Nher 8 Nraiter
Can’t Wr2te. =d. Mik2 Rose. New York: Guilford, 1985, 142-4S.

Bi=z=ll, Fatricia. "Caollege Composition: Initiatiorn into the
A-ademic Discourse Tommunity." Curriculum Inquary 12 (Summer
1782): 191-207.

Bruffesz, Fenneth. "The EBrooklyn Flan: Attaining Intellectual
Growth through Feer—Group Tutoring.” Liberal Education &4
(December 1973): 447-43.

"Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of
Mantind.'" Callege English 46 (November 1984): &675-32

el Tl

A Short Courss in Writing. Zrd. ed. Boston: Little.
Brown, 198BS.

Cherwit=, Richard A. "Rhetoric as Epistemic: A Conversation with
Richard A. Cherwitz." PRE/TEXT S (Fall/Winter 1984): 197-273.

Freire, Faulo. Pedagoqgy of the Oppr 1948. trans. Myra

Bergmarn Ramos, New Yort: Seabury,

BEST COPY AVAILABLE




Toby. "“The Fersonal Connection: Journal Writing across
the Curriculum." in Language Connections. eds. Toby Fulwiler and
Art Young. Urbana, Illinois: National Council of Teachers of

English, 1982, 15-31.

Fulwiler,

Giroux, Henry. Theory anuv RPesisctance in Education. South Hadleay,

Massachusetts: Bergin and BGarvey, 1987.

Hartwell, Patrichk. "Creating a Literate Environment in Freshman
English: Why and How." Faper presented at the Conference on
College Composition and Communication, New Crleans, March 1985.

Heath, Shirley Brice. Nays With Nords. Cambridge, Great Eritain:

Cambridge University Fress, 1983.

Holzman, Michael. "The Social Context of Literacy Educatior.”
Collsge English 48 (January 1986): 27-37.

Fnoblauch., C. H. and Lil Brannon. Rhetorical Traditions and the
Teachiny of KWriting. Upper Montclair, New Jersey: Boynton/Cook,

1984.

¥uhn, Thomas. The Structure of Scientific Revo. utions. 2d. ed.,.
revised and enlarged. Chicago: University of Chicago Fress, 1970.

Maimon, Elaine F. "Talking to.ftrangers." follsge Compositiob and
fommunication 0 (December 197%): 264-569.

Maimon, Elaine F., Gerald L. Eelcher, Gail W. Hearn, Barbarz F.
Nodine, and Finbarr W. 0°Connor. #riting in the Arts and
S-iepces. Boston: Winthrop/Little, Brown, 1981.

Mvers, Greg. "Reality., Consensus, and Reform in the Rhetoric of
Composition Teaching." College £nglish 48 (February 1986&6): 134-

73.

Olson, David. "Fraom Utterance to Text: The Bias of Language in

LaaT —ond

Speech and Writing." Harvard Educational Reiiew 47 (1977)@ Lo7-
ar.

Fe1ther, James A. "Academic Discourse Communities, Invention., and
Learning to Write." Faper presented at the Conference on College
Composition and Communication, MNew Orl=ans, March 1986.

Rose, Mike. Writer®s Block: The Cognitive Dimension. Carbondale,
Il1linois: Southern Illinois University Fress, 1934.

Scott, Robert L. "On Viewing Rhetoric as Epistemic." Centiral
States ZSpeech Jourrnal 18 (February 1967): F-15.

7 BEST COPY AVAILABLE
10




