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Note

All of the names in this book except mine have been changed to protect
the privacy of the research participants

Aot of the quoted passages i this manuscript are drawn from
trans nipts of recorded imerviews with the five graduate students in
my study Although [ have not tried to capture every nuance of these
cony ersations--every pause, faise start, interruption—I have tried to
maintain the flavor of the spoken votces In some cases, passages have
been edited to delete irrelevant or repetitious matenal, such places are
marked by ellipses Except tor isolated instances where a word s
talicized tor emphasis, ttahes indicate passages excerpted from wrt-
ten toexts
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Preface

Spring

[ am teaching the “Seminar on Teaching College English” to a class of
twelve first-year graduate teaching assistants. This year, | have deter-
mined to do it ditferently, to put more emphasis on the writing they
do, to let them take control of the class. Nevertheless, | have chosen
readings, and 1 have asked the class to respond to them, in writing, in
clans discussions, and once while 1 am out of town, in small groups. At
tirst | am surprised by their reactions. They resist almost everything—
even cach other. While I am out of town, they become a dysfunctional
tamily, competing tor authornty in the small groups, going silent, refus-
ing the tasks [ have left for them. Whenlcome back, I am disappointed
and angry—-but I am also tired. It is sixteen years now that [ have been
teaching, half that time as a temporary nstructor, half as a regular
faculty member. [he year has been an exhausting one for me, tighting
battles with my colleagues over hiring, interviewing for jobs else-
where, myselt 1 have a vear of leave coming up, and I don’t feel like
fighting this TA senunar Somewhere | stumble across Jane Tompkins's
“Pedagogy ot the Ihstressed” (1990), and it gives me permussion to let
go llet go

It's tunny what happens when a person like me lets o For one
thing, not evervone notices Months ater, I find myselt talking with
one ot these TAs about letting go, and she laughs at my concern.
"People ke us,” she savs, “don’t have to worry about being srrespon-
wible People ke us couldn’t be irresponsible it we tried ” Maybe she's
nght But at the ime, Tean’t seeat Tompkins or no Tompkins, | feel like
I'm not doing; my job :

At midterm, the TAs turn in dratts of their teaching narratives- os-
save designed to evoke and reflect on some aspect of their fall teachung
experience Mike Rose's Lives on the Botendary (1989) has been a model
ot sorts, here--but given their reaction to Rose (one person excoriated
his writing stvle), | don’t know what to expect | take the dratts with
me to Minneapolis over spring break and begin reading them in the
car on the way home At first, Fam simply relieved the assignment has

1%
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“worked” as | hoped it would The stories they tell are rich with
remembered experiences—the gut-wrenching fear when you meet that
first class, the betraval of trust when a student plagiarizes, the frustra-
tion at a student who rejects your best efforts to reach him, the anger
at a peer who openly criticizes your work. And in nearly ali of these
drafts is an element of reflection, a sense that the writer has grown
beyond the narrated experience, that the process of writing stself has
assisted that growth

Then, 1 reahize that something else is going on here. Two of the
narratives are more than good—they are stunning! In onc piece, a
young woman TA takes her class outside to watch freight trains from
the overpass. Interwoven through her essay—a complex personal
meditation on freedom, authority, and resistance—are fragments of
her students’ writing, writing so powerful that I can hardly believe it
comes from eighteen-year-olds. Another narrative takes off in a Joy-
cean mode—a portrait of the teacher as a young man in love with
language- -but turns Kafkaesque when the young TA1s called'in by the
campus police Apparently, a chance remark he made in class has
frightened one of his students, a young woman recently raped by an
unknown attacker. The narrative ends with the TA’s frustrated at-
tempts to tell the story to his father, whose well-meaning but nervous
response sounds familiar |recognize it as my own response when he
reported the incident to me, his teaching supervisor, last semester

Intrigued by what I have seen in the narrative essays, | find myself
looking past unfocused seminar discussions te the other writing these
TA=are doing. I have mixed responses to the reading journals: It's clear
that some people just aren’t doing the reading,. Or they’ic reading only
enough to spark a response tor the journal. Still, [ have to admat that i
share some of their impatience with the academic tenor of some of our
readings. What they have to say of their own teaching expericnce is
often just as pertinent, and it speaks to me with an immediacy that |
don’t find in the academic work

Bv the time we reach the end of the sernester, and | am reading their
informal case studies, | reahze something important is going on here
In'tact, 1 am tempted to say that this rowdy, resistant group of TAs 1s
learming more, from reading their own teaching, than my more dutiful
groups in the past had learned from reading the experts But I can’t say
tor sure What 1 can say is that I am fearning. 1 am learning to listen |
am learming to think about teaching Tam learning, finally, that what |
have to offer these new teachers isbalanced equally by what they have
to otter me
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In July, | begin my year’s sabbatical | am suddenly free to pursue
my own research interests. But by now, | know that I won't be going
tar. | have determmed to spend my leave as | spent last semeste=
hsteming to new teachers struggle with what it means to teach writing,
and reflecting on what | can learn—what we all can learn; in the
process
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Introduction

Fall

It is the second week of classes and already Meredith has a story to tell.
it's one of those VCR horror stories: you've arranged to show a video
in your composition class, but you can’t get the machine to work. “l
know this story,” T tell her And I do. We all do. Firstthe TV won’t come
on, then the VCR won’t come on and the cassette won't go in. Mean-
while, ime’s wasting and you're getting more and more flustered. As
vou squat by the machine cart with your back to the students, you hear
them whispering and mumbling and calling out instructions, and vou
imagine the strks they re trading at vour expense. Finally, ten min-
utes into the class, vou get the thing going and retire to the back of the
room, where you can hide while they watch the movie. [know the next
part ot the story, too As Meredith tells it, [ can almost feel it in my gut

And | telt this old, really nasty teeting that 1 used to get when |
first started teaching [ mean, I don't know how to describe it 1t's
this really — guesa 1t's fear, but at’s also,at's fear of making a foo!
out of yourselt and this sense that thev're the enemy and that
thes ve turned on vou somehow And so b told myself, “If you
don t make this feeling go away when vou get up, vou're gonna
lose ™ It really seared me ‘cause when that used to happen |
would et tike angry at the <lass, I mean [ would, because Twas
wa tensed up [ would be very detached and know what I'm
talking about” So | sad, “Well, this t« what T've been atraid of
actually” “cause everything's been pomyg good 1o the meanthime
and maybe that was what 1 was atrad ot You know, what 1f that
old teehng comes back?

Ah ves, that old feeling T know it well, even after sixteen years of
teaching As | Listen to Meredith narrate her experience, I'm reminded
of certan anviety dreamas [atill have Me, bumbling and incompetent
at the blackboard, frantically trying to remember what class I'm teach-
ing, Behind me, the smickers, the giggles, the slamming of books and
wraping of chairs Tense and nervous, | turn to face the students, but
they e already out of their seats, out the daor. | call out, tell them to

1.
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take their seats, but they're already gone. They know [ have no control
here

But wait—whose story 1s this? 1s it Meredith's story, or mine? As |
Iisten, already the boundaries are blurred. On the one hand, 1t ts her
story -and she tells it well It has a beginning, which I've summmarized
above, a nuddle, where P've lett vou hanging, and an end. which 1'll
return to ina moment It also has a theme, and because Meredith s the
person she s, that theme has great personal sigruficance.

Onthe other hand, it's my story, too, as Meredith suggests wheri she
otters it to me. "1 have a story for vou,” she says Does she know that
I will recognize this story, that it echoes my own experience as a
teacher? Or does she simply think of it as a gift, something | can use in
the book Twill write from these interviews? And what do 1 mean when
{ tell her “I know this story™? Do | know it only because [ sce myself
in Meredith, or because | have seen so many new teachers go through
this experience? For me, the VUR story serves as a perfect beginning,
for it captures a sense of where so many new teachers begin with the
lears and the doubts, with the first pamnful etforts to see themselves as
teachers, to believe what the university implied when it hired them as
graduate teaching assistants that they are quahified, and competent,
and resourcetul, and smart, and that they know what they re doing in
the classroom.

For <ome teaching assistants, this role 18 not so hard to imagine
Thev are already experienced high school teachers. Or they come, at
least, with student-teaching or peer-tutoring experience, and that ex-
perience, however thin it might be, gives them confidence to believe
that in tact thev can teach college writing. Many TAs, however, have no
such resources to draw on They arrive on our campuses fresh out of
undergraduate programs 1 hterature or creative writing (or psychol-
vy, bology, education, or French), attend a one- or two-week fall
wockshop, and the next week assume sole responsibility for one or two
sections of the usuversity's required first-year writing course s it any
waonder they fear the judgment of students who may see right through
them? What's amazing, when 1 think about it, 1s how many survive it
how quickly they learn and how capably they manage.

lake Meredith, for instance Her story doesn't end where 1 inter-
rupted it As she sits in the back of the darkened room, watching the
last halt of the movie with her students, she uses this respite to collect
herselt and plan what to do nest. One thing she must do, she realizes,
15 to put herselfin charge again. With the tinal credits rolling across the
screen, and the movie's theme music playing in the background, she
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gets up and begins to hand back papers, teestablishing, 1n an almaost
phvsical sense, a teeling of authority and control.

Interestinglv, though, this 1s not the crucial moment for Meredith—
the crucial moment comes after she’s given back the papers, when she
returns to the front of the class to lead the discussion. She’s chosen this
movie, The Breakfast Club, because it's about teenagers struggling to
find out who they are and because she thinks her students will see
themselves m its characters. Now that they 've seen the movie, she will
ask them to write about similar experiences in their own lives, but first
she asks if they identity with any of the characters thev've just seen.
Here's how she tellsat:

And wo et a couple of people talk, and then | was sitting on the
desk, on top of the desk 1nstead of behund it and 1 said, “Well, I'll
tell you what [ was thinking when 1 was at the back of the room ”
1 said, "1 was thinking that | really  dentify with Brian” la
character who makes a lamp mn his shop class but then can’t get st
to work] So [ said, 7T hknow exactly what he teels like, because
that's the same way I felt when T couldn’t get this VUR started”
{laughs] And they started, you know, |1 could just teel the whole
room loosen then, and so then that just set me off, and I went on
talking about how that was something that | had trouble with,
cause T couldn’t tell direction, and 1 couldn't do the spatial rela-
tons things on aptitude tests, you hnow? And Isaid, 1t we had
to ~how a movie again  the same thing would happen to me
again 1 really got going then {laughs]  Tsaid thataf we did 1t
again | sttt couldn’t plug the thing in because for some reason it
dovsn't register in my brain—which s the truth, it doesn’t, and 1t
really does, it trustrates me But, it was hike thev—1 don't
know--1 mean it just diffused the whole thing. And { mean. | got
everything back When | felt that kind ot teeling | thought,
Well, I'my zooming backwards,  all the ground that I've cov-
eredd 1s totally gone.” But it just came back It renunded me of
what hell 1t was in the beginning, ‘cause [ was hike that all the ime

Ax 1 listen to Meredith tell her story, | feel happy with her She got
it all back— all that ground she had covered. And not accidentaliy,
aither It vou Jdon’t make this teeling go away,” she had told herselt
when it started, “you're gonna lose [all that ground] ” So <he made 1t
10 away She used strategics she had learned throu gh expertence, first
to claim tor reclaim) her authority, then to release it. And now here she
i telling me the story, even laughing at herself a ittle bit, and going
on about her business

In the pages that tollow, Ull have more to say about Meredith, and
Il ntroduce you to tour ot her colleagues, as well All five are voung
graduate students i their third semester of teaching writing at a
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medium-size state umiversity. Except for Meredith, who taught briefly
as a TA in another discipline, they had no teaching experience when
they began the graduate program last year. All were students in a
seminar on “Teaching College English” the previous spring, where
they wrote the narratives and informal case studies that inspired this
research project. And all agreed, shortly afterward, to take part in the
project, meeting with me weekly through the fall semester to talk
about their teaching, then reading through the transcripts of cur con-
versations and meeting again in the spring to reflect on the meaning
of their experience. )

Listening to the voices of these TAs, reading their words, you may
remember, as | did, what it's like to begin teaching: to negotiate the
complex and often conflicting roles of student and teacher, to develop
some strategies that feel comfortable, some theories that make sense.
Above all, you may remember how scary the whole experience was,
and how exhilarating. And perhaps you'll remember how important it
15 from time to time to step back and see yourself as a teacher.
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1 Taking It Personally

In the beginning, 1 ask them all the same question” “When you think
about last year, if vou close your eyes and look back on the whole year
of teaching, what images come to mind” What do you see””

Alex pauses, closes his eyes. “Hmmm .. Alot of faces. | see all the
faces of the students ™ When | press him for specifics, Alex recalls one
particular student, Glenn

A guy that sat against the wall, closest to the door He was always
the irst one out And he was just one of thase that Harley [another
TA] savs v aggressavely apathete He didn't care, you know. |
mean, the first time, [ sat down and talked to him outside, Tsaid,
THow come vou don't talk in class? Don't you like to talk?” “1
don't mund talkm 7 “You don't talk in class and when 1 call on
vou, one word responses ” “Yeah © You know, that's about as far
as 1t went. and he didnt—he was one ot those that vou notee s
not putting eifort into 1t and doesn't care to put cffort into 1t
doesn’t want to Fe in this room, perhaps doesn’t even want to be
1 college, and that was a real weird expenence. when | realized
that This person does not want to be here. This person would
tather be off m the park partying with his triends, and vou won-
der. why are vou, why s this person here?

Ot all the students Alex taught last year, this 1s the one he remembers
muost vividly Why T wonder, does Glenn stick in his mind?

L ater in the semester, | get a clue 1t's the fifth week of classes and
Alex mentions something a student has said in class

It was mteresting todav as one of the girls smd, "Well 1 finally
nypured out that Factually have to work here. while I'muin school,
Iactually have towork “ Tsad, “You se ahead of the game, it took
me a vear and a halt to figure that out” laughs] And it did, Twas
st banda doftmg. Twas just there tor a vear and a half --which 1
think was a good experience because then | figured out why, and
what [ wanted--{laughs]

When |ask it his experience gives him an advantage with his students,
enables him to empathize with them, Alex savs he thinks that's posai-
ble His memories, he savs, are stlf tresh enough that he can relate to
what the students are going, through
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! can remember the exact day, | was siting down n the {campus
publ. Twas having a beer, Fm like, “Well. what the hell am 1 doing;
here?” Twas looking at me architecture book that 1 was supposed
to be reading; and wasa't, and thinking, “What do 1 want o do°
Whatam Lhere tor? [don treally w2t to be an architect What Jdo
Iwanttodo® " And then [ deaided, “Well, if I'm here to be sn
school to learn something, I'd better do that instead of all the
partving, all the going out and that stuff * That was-=1 can sl
remember that

As he thinks about his own experience, Alex goes on to philosophize
ab wt his students

Eut [think evervbody has to come to that conclusion on their own
You can't sit ‘em down and sav n class, “Now vou better figure
out that this clasy, composition, 1s gonna matter.  ~ %o | just try
t help along the ones who have bigured fout] what they want,
right now [ think that « what we have to concentrate on, those few
students mavbe that have hzured out that. “Yes, [ want to be here,
ves. bwant to learn” Not to ignore the other ones but to recogmize
that 1f thev don't ta ¢ te wnting, then OK, thev're not taking to
their phvaics class, their chemistry class, and their business class,
either

Something in what Alex savs here reminds me of our carlier conver-
sation Is this why he remembers Glenn, | wonder® Is Glenn some
manifestation of his former selt? Then [ recall an tncident from my own
teaching career It was ten vears ago, at another university, and 1 was
having trouble with a student e one of my classes. As | told a col-
league about the situation, 1 tound | couldn’t explain’it sery well
somehow, an ugly tension had grown up betw een this student and me,
and 1t was spreading to the rest of the class “Do vou see any of
vaurseit in this student”” my colleague asked 1 must have hesitated.
“Iask because 've noticed that in myselt,” she went on. “The students
who give me the most trouble are ojten the students who are like me
i some way " Yes, | thought That makes sense This student does
remind me of myself as a student She has all my worst traits!

In my case, the identitication of student and teacher was a source of
tension For Alex, though, at least on the surface, its difterent. For him,
sceing, himself in his students 15 a wav ot empat'uzing —but at the
same time distancing himselt trom his students Because he has shared
their backgrounds, thewr uncertainty about who thev are and where
they're headed, he doesn’t take 1t personally when the students cut
cass, fall asleep, do less than stellar work. Or at feast he doesn't seem
to One could argue, [ suppose, that the mere tact that Alex remembers
Glenn, out ot all the students he had last vear, 1s evidence that he hasn't
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Tahing {t Pervonally 3

“chalked it up” as casily as he says he has 1t he had truly not been
bothered by Glenn's “aggressively apathetic” attitude, 1f he had truly
been concentrating on those students who had figured out why they
were in school, wouldn't he have remembered their faces more vividiy
than Glenn's®

Reviewing the tapes of our conversations now, | iind myself specu-
lating, about answers to this question—and to sinular questions that
come up in other mterviews, as well as i my retlections on my own
teaching Why do we remember particular taces? Why do certain stu-
dents manage to get our goat> What accounts for the intense interest
we develop 1n some of our students? Why do some teachers get more
involved with their students than others” Sometimes, the TAs them-
«elves speculate about such questions, calling my attention to patterns
in the hinely threaded webs that connect them to their students. Some-
times though, it 15 1, not they. who see patterns, sense connections, just
the way my'furmer colleague, hearing me complain about that trou-
bleome student, sensed a connection between the student and me

When | hind myselt in this situation, speculating about other peo-
ple’s meanimgs, writing about other people’™s hives, [ teel uncomtort-
able about mv researcher role. Who am | to sav what 1s going on 1n
these teacher/student relationships? Who am | to read into those
relationships complex, unacknowledged emotions and motives? One
answer, 1 suppose, hes in the language I've just used. | am a reader
And like any reader—ot fiction, of the world—1 bring to my reading
my own set of complea, sumetimes unacknowledged, intentions and
expectations As reader. T am more than just rescarcher. | am teacher,
woman, daughter, sister, lover, tniend, colleague--all my vanous
wlves What ©see in the TAs 16 always, inevitably, some reflection of
myv own expernience So | plunge ahead, reading the TAs, reading their
dtudents, reading talwavs) myself

Defining Terms

In common parlance, when we “take teactung personally,” 1t may
mean something positive = that we have integrated who we are as
teachers with who we are as human beings Or it may mean something
more negative  that we haven't learned to draw boundanes between
the vanous roles we play Ot course the notion that there even are such
boundaries - that we can or should separate the protessional and per-
conal domatns - 15 1n itseit highly problematic But most of us would
probably agree that the student/teacher relationship depends to some
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extent upon our betng able to negotiate some kind of balance between
the personal and the professional in our own lives, and upon our
ability to recognize and respect the boundaries cur students construct
between their academic and personal lives In this chapter, [ can't
begin to account tor all the wavs new teachers “take teaching person-
ally,” but I will consider how the personal infuses these TAs’ dealings
with their students, and thus how it influences what and how they
teach

Peer or Professor?

Negotiating a balance between the personal and the professional in
our hives 15 always difficult, but it can be especially tricky tor new
teachers who are not yet used to their teacher roles, and who often are
close to therr students 1n age and in personal background. For gradu-
ate teaching assistants, the situation is intensified by the fact that they
are still students, and thus share with their own students a similar
status and common experiences

Asit happens. all five TAs in my study are in their twenties. Though
many TAs in our program are older and have teaching experience of
one kind or another, 1n this group only Meredith has taught before,

and only briefly, as a graduate student in another discipline. What this
means is that all five TAs are very much new to therr roles as writing
teachers and still uncertain about how to define their relationships
with their students. In one conversation, Peter recalls a moment in his
first vear of teaching which captures the complevity of the TA's posi-

tion

{in] sitting 1n a room with an Enghish Department meeting going
on. vou know, with these prafessionals: And . 1t's ike I'm gt
on the door, you know  In the hallway are the kids, the students
running past. and the other part 1s me trving to histen to this
meeting, you know, and I'm diing both things at once . and 1
van’t help but think that that has to be pretty hard.

Peter’s language reveals the dilemma he finds himself in At 28, a new
TA. he s neither “hid” nor “pratessional,” neither fish nor fowl, and
he’s bewildered about how to behave in this strange world of graduate
school,

For Mike, 27, the wsue v how his students perceive him  This
semester, he's particularly aware of their perceptions because he has
volunteered to teach a 200-level “Business and Technical Wniting”
class, and his students tend to be older:
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1 get thus impresston that they're real conscious of the fact that
I'm--1 sort of teel that they think I'm too young to be teachung thus
course or probably too youny to really know what I'm doing as 2
teacher, which in a sense 1s true, but—whuch s true. Not too youny,
to do it 1 can do 1t bt there are some weak spots and | do run
into problems, and so they perceive, | teel that thev perceive this
as a weakness

Later 1n the semester he's a little embarrassed when the class finds out
it's hus birthday and wants to know his age:

My ape came upin class today, because Gretchen {the department
secretary] came in with a donut with 2 candle init, and everybody
had to know how old | was, su that felt strange 1 really didn’t
want them to know, 1in a wey I said, “Well, how old de you
think 1 am®” and they all [tried to guess] | said, "Nobody's
puessed 1t yet * Thurty and 29 and 28. Finally somebody said 27.
Somebody sard 22 laughs} 1 forget who that was

Neredith, 28, savs she used to share Mike's concerns:

] used to be atrad of that su much T rever was sure how to deal
with that, [with] being <o close to them in age in some ways, of
<haring so much of their culture And yet, I'm supposed to be the
person in control, or the authority figure, so how do I—1 mean,
‘cause 1 share so much with them, how do | become an authonity
tipure?

Now, though, with a little experience, Meredith says she’s more “com-
tortable” with the situation. Often, n fact, she sees the relative close-
nuss 1N age as a positive factor:

Somehow that becomes a way that [ deal with the class, by talking
about—l mean, I'm aware that there's thas age, there’s this ten-
vear lage difference], but. we share the same culture 1in some
way s [and] [ bring that out into the open.

As Meredith's experience suggests, it otten takes time for young
TAs to adapt te their new roles and establish comtortable relationships
with students For most, the cructal issue is authority-—or more pre-
crsely, thetr sense of thetr own authority In this respect, Peter and Mike
are tvpical of many new teachers—as was Meredith in the beginning
Lhes don't yet feel the authonity they've been given, so they try to act
it out i ways that teel talse even to them In the process, what they
lose 1 the chanee to relate easily with students, the chance to use their
vouth and shared culture to advantage in their teaching.

Not all TAs, of course, struggle equally with these problems. Alex,
for instance, seems to regard age as a non-ssue He never brings st up
in conversations with me, nor does he give the impression of feeling,
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at 27, uncomfortably close in age to his students. At one point, when
his students invite him to a drinking party, Alex gracefully dechines,
joking; that one thing he doesn’t need 1s to get arrested for contributing
to the dehinquency of 2 miner For the most part, he manages to
mamntain this friendly but distanced relationship with his students,
otten calling upon his own student experience, still fresh in his mind,
to help him understand their point of view.

Why s Alex apparently able to deal with this situation that hus peers
find so vexing? Frankly, | can’t explain—though the “apparently” I've
mserted tn that sentence hints at one possible perspective. Perhaps
Alex does feel the same tensions that Peter, Mike, and Meredith feel,
but he simply doesn’t talk about them openly. This would be in keep-
ing with what [ know of Alex--or rather, with what | don’t know. Of
the tive TAs | talked with, Alex 15 clearly the most private, the least
hkely to share confidences about his teaching or his personal hfe
When | speculate that he may feel tensions that he doesn’t acknow-
fedge, 1t's quite possible that I'm only projecting onto him the tensions
I myselt would teel. On the other hand, I'm aware that Alex has been
bothered by stomach problems this semester, and though he later tells
me he thinks they were caused by financial wornes, [ can’t help won-
denng 1t his teaching contributes to his stress 1f so, what does that say
about his “apparently” easy-going manner?

With Keith, who shares some of Alex’s self-assurance, I am much
less likely to speculate about hidden tet -lons. For one thing, Keith
himselt admits to such tensions from time to time. He may not worry
about student /teacher relationships as much as some of hus colleagues
do, but he clearly sees in them the potential for a certain awkwardness
This semester Keith, like Mike, s teaching the “Business and Technical
Writing” class, and he knows he will be dealing with a difterent cohort
ot students than in first-vear composition—but he could hardly have
anticipated the awkward situation that anses when he discovers that
one of his students. a setior English major, has just enrolled late in a
graduate class Keith himself 1s taking.

When Keith tells me about this situation, Ihimagine how intensely
uncomfortable Mike, or Meredith, or even Emight {cel in it. Amazingly,
though, Keith seems relatively nonplussed. Although he was a little
nervous when he first noticed that one of hus students was an English
major. his only reaction to finding the same student in his graduate
hterature class s to feel more pressure to perform as a student in that
class As he puts it
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Well my first reaction to ham w as interesting, | think, when i found
out that he was an Fnghsh major, because I thought, “Oh-oh,
here's somebody who might keep me honest, you know™ {laugh-
ing]  [But} he told me later he was more of an Enghish major by
detault, because he had been here long enough to get a degree,
and 1t just turned out that he happened to have enough credits in
Enghish to do it {laughing]. So 1 dunna, I relaxed a httle bit1n how
i viewed him as a student, but then T wee hum in the same class I'm
taking, for some reason suddenly | felt L had to perform better in
the class

When Keith talks to this student a hitle later, he realizes the student s
mere uncomfortable than he is After that, he never mentions the
situation again. .

Although I'm surpnised and impressed by Keith's equanimity in
this putentially awkward situation, in retrospect, | can see how his
experience has prepared hun tor it. First, as an athlete and weight
trainer, Keith 1s used to being perceived as a role model and authority
figure among younger peers Second, though he is only 26, he has
served as house advisor for two student groups—his undergraduate
tratermity brothers last year, and a group of international high school
exchange students this year-—and 1n both these situations he has
learned to draw boundanes, to negotiate a comfortable distance be-
tween himself and those he hves with. Now, in the classroom, Keith is
drawing on all this cxperience to both establish lus own authenty and
construct positive relationships with his students. Negotiations that
are ditficult for some of his peers come to him more easily as a result
of his past experience ’

The Gendered Teacher

Another aspect of Keith's experience that prepares him to draw clear
boundaries 1s the tact of his sexual onentation As a gav male in a
homophobic society, Keith has learned to keep his personal life pri-
vate [ust recently, though, he's come out more pubhcly, and in one of
our carliest interviews he talks with me about that experience. My
notes - there was no recorder present--summarize the conversation
this way

[Keith] tells me about sittorg at the table of the Gay and Leshun
Strdents Assoctation al the Activities Farr--how hard that was, how
scary Already, he says, one student has dropped his class because of that
A friend [ The student ] sad it woas becanse he dudn't want to take a class
with a friena. but Keith says somethimg {the fellow] had sad carlier,

™~
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months ago. made him realize it was really because Keth 1s gay. He taks
about the lovks he gets, siting at the table, how fraterity Erothers come
by. and one wrll stop and talk while the other skitters away as quickly as
pusstble

fask of this 15 the first tine he's “come out” o1 this communitv and
he <ays yes, and he's scared to death Couldn't sleep the might before
Corkin't eat breakfast Deb and Meredith came by to talk, he <ays Hr
had a~ked them to, afrand no one else would. And they were angry at the
looks and comments he was gettny from other students I ask if others
stopped at the table No---only ¢ few faculty he already knew People tell
s 1t s important, he says Leen of no one stops, it helps others to sce us
there And he beficves that You get all negative comments at first, he's
beent told. and the positive comes Iater 1Us not my problem, he says it s
thetrs That's trure. I sav. wid you know ' true, but 1t must be ternbly
hard anyroay. becaiese your feelings may be different He nods agreement

Actually, this early conversation is one of the few in which Keith ®
refers directly to any aspect of his personal life. Aside from one inter-
view late in the semester, when he evokas his experience as a gay male
to explain how he handles issues of cultural diversity in his teaching,
the only other ime he refers directly to this aspect of his personal hte
ts when | bring 1t up, asking him if he’ll be involved in Coming Out
Week activities For the most part, he won't, he says, because he's so
busy this semester But he did agree to be a guest speaker in a fellow
TA'S class

She was wornied about them attacking me, and 1 told her that Fye
heard every name in the book and it's better because :— What
waold be worse [is] of they all just sit there like this {folding arms
and leaning back] and not say a word It they don't like tt and they
want to complain, great, we have a discussion gong,

A~ we go on to talk about the subject, though, Keith admits he is not

always <o contident He was especially nervous, he says, about coming,
vut to his fraternity brothers—-the students for whom he served as
houase advisor last vear. And though the subject has not come up with
his “Business and Technical Writing” students,

m sure somedav that will, 1n one way or another, become an
sstie with my teaching, too That's probably inevitable. Somebody
will decide they don't want to have “some fucking fag” teaching
the class Haughs] But I doubt they would, anvone would ever
<oy that to my fave . The prople 1n the fratermity who 1 know
are the most upset—at worst they give me a cold shoulder and
hurry along their way. .. 1 try not to think too much about 1t,
‘cause some things about it really do buther me, get me upset

Although | never sense, 1n the course of our regular interviews, that
Ketth's seaual onentation aftects his relationships with students, Keith

L
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himself, [ realize later, may well feel otherwise. One thing he confides,
after the interviews have ended, is the fear he sometimes frels walking,
alone at might on campus. Working late in his TA office, a basement
room with large windows at ground level, he will draw the curtains,
aware that tor certain students—those fraternity brothers who would
aever say anything to his face, for instance—the opportunity te accost
him as he leaves the building alone might prove too great a temptation
to resist

Like ketth. Meredith s well aware of the aeced to draw clear tounda-
ries between herself and ber students Inthe past she says, she has had
a tendency to obscure such boundaries, to berome “enmeshed” in her
students’ iives. But gradually she 1s learming to keep a little distance.

One place Meredith feels that need for distance is in the physical
lavoni of the classroom Betore classes started this semesier, she had
gone to check out het vlassrooms, to claim the space in advance, as it
wore, atud see how it mught atfect her teaching. Last year, she had
disliked the setup of une room, seeing it as one source of problems she
evpenienced in the “power structure” of the class. This vear, she was
dismated to see she was given another similar room:

When walked i, 1 thought, “Oh, ne, anather table!™ And then |
decnded how t make the best of it But | higured out, | thunk |
fipured cat what i When | had this table in 102, 1 didn’t have
ans space that was my own, because they were just everywhere,
and they were on Both sdes of me, ke nght next tome . And
there was no was b e the bevrd because no matter—there were
boards everywhere but no matter which board you used, some-
body wonld have to turn ther ek around. . And Fidn't have
myv own space so [ thought that - That was the chissroom that T felt
more unedasy about becatise 1l ssemed ke thev were, that Tost «
Iitde it more of the control than I meant 1o, [iaughs] [ meanat sort
ot eased nto this real familar thang, windy was CK, it wasn't
ternible, but it was a real uneasy fechng ati the way through So
when 1 looked at this room | thought, “OK, what I'm gonna do
is —" 1 counted the chairs, to see 1f all the chairs conld fit around
thrie sides of the table so that the whole front part of the table
wuuld be my territory and then § could use the board, so I'd have
the whole buard and that one table that would be my space And
that way it might be kind of a happy medium
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n sume ways, Meredith’s awareness of distance as a literal, physical
issue, 1s shared by the other TAs. Keith, for instance, mentions an
instance in which he held his ground on an issue involving an impos-
g, but not necessanly hostile, basketball plaver:

I had students come 1n on Monday in myv 1000 class who heard
that there was an assignment on Friday, but one guy, he's really
tall. | don’t know 1f he tnes to intimidate people, but walks up,
pets very close and looks down, and he said, “Can 1 get that memo
assignment 1 yust sard, “No™ [laughs] “Well, why not?” “It's a
ninor assignment —-you can’t make those up”—-and left. And |
planced back and he was stll standing there looking at me That
telt good “vause 1—1 don’t know why but last year T had the
tendency to cave 1n too many times and want to be evervbady's
tnend and heep them all happy

1o compare this instance of percerved physical intimidation wiath an-
other narrated by Meredith, however, 1s to see the gendered nature of
student/teacher relationships, In this instance, which also occurs at
the end of class, a male student comes up to chaltlenge Meredith about
an F she has given him

I can’t remember what he said as much a< how 1 telt, because he
was, his bady was, just his body, the way—you know what I'm
talking about? It just felt hike this male presence It felt hke that's
what he was doing because he was interrupting me. and at one
pont he said something hke, “Let’s get this straight, now.” And |
thought back onit, and I thought, f T had had—you know how
vou always think of what vou want to say after—f I had had the
presence of mind when he said that [ would have said, “No—-I'm
the one who says, Let's get this stragght ” You're forgetting who's
the teacher” - but it just went past me There were two other
prople in the room, too, while this was going en—one woman and
a puy —and that helped me that they were there, because T knew
that they knew that this guy had really blown it, you know,
and that I had to stand up to him, and that 1f { didn’t stand up to
him then that was gonna destroy my credibility 1n front of them,
too

After she leaves the class, Meredith finds herselt dwelling on this
incident afl that evening But the next morning she gets up and writes
out what she's teehing 1na “letter” to the student:

Thas 1s the kend of thing that used to happen, it would take me a
couple of davs to revover from And it affected me that might, but
by the next morming | just wrote on there, "1 gave you an F
because vou are a luck-url [laughs], and a fuck-up has to face
justive “ And Fust called lim everything in the book and then |
realized that 1t was-—so much of 1t was about being [phveically
threatened] T mican, that's what it felt ike to me, vou know: “let's

20




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Taimy It Persomally

get this straight 7 [t's like [he’s} in control and [he's] gonna say—
He finally had to admt the* ! had power but it was— The gall of
the guy to come up and even chaﬁ(enge it 10 the first place was
what -1 mean, how could he not thank that he deserved an F?

In these instances, both Keith and Meredith hold their ground with
their students, claiming the classroom as their own professional space.
But when | compare these situations in my mind, the contrasting
images | see are telling ones In one scene, an athletic male TA con-
gratulates himself for not “caving 1n,” as the student who challenged
him quietly leaves the classroom. In the other, a soft-spoken temale TA
wts alone at her computer, funiously typing into it all the pent-up anger
and powerlessness she stll teels. There are, of course, dramatic ironies
here. One 1rony 1s that this same male TA, late at might in his office,
Jhares Meredith’s vulnerabihity The other is that Meredith, as she
holds her ground, is leaming to claim her own strength.

Ot course puwer struggles between students and teachers are not
alway~ fraught with gender imphcations. But f could not help noticing,
as the TAs told me their stories, how often gender seemed to play a
role of some kind In some cases, as in Meredith’s story, gender factors
can create or exacerbate tenston n obvious ways In others, the gender
imphications may be less obvious, and they may be mixed with other
persanal wsues

For Alex, the gender 1ssue never comes up evphatly Even early Iin
the semester, when a woman in his class twice makes remarks that
seem deaigned to provoke male attention, Alex chooses to downplay
thetr sexual implications, writing oft the incidents as mere awkward
muments to be gotten past as quickly as possible. After the first ot
those ncidents, in which the voung woman responds unexpectedly to
Alev's suggestion that the students introduce themselves by telling
“thetr mast embarrassing moment,” Alex draws the following conclu-
ston

That « ane ot the dangers of asking for an embarrassing moment
Some might actually come vut and say something that truly, you
know, should heve been kept to themeselves

The rhetonical move Alex makes here—that move of stepping back to
penerahze about a topic he's been discussing - -1s one that I've noticed
him making betare Often, his generalizations sound hke “advice to
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new teachers”—as in this passage, where he talks about Glenn, his
recalcitrant former student:

It's that whole i1dea—don’t get persunally invoived You get *n-
volved, you're a part of these people’s lives for three hours a
week, and even more when they're doing their homework, but
you can't help but feel sume sort of fatlure because this person
ma'tdoing well.  Anyone—to be hunest with you, anyone who
doesn’t teel that, | don’t think can be a good teacher. If you cannot
be somewhat involved with your students, and concerned with
vour students, and concerned about your success or unsuccess
with the student, vou can’t really be there for them.

For the most part, Alex is able to take his own advice, balancing a
genuine concern for his students with a wise and appropriate distance
But | think of one situation in which his balance 1s a little shaky Its
near the end ot the semester, and Alex s aiking about a student he's
worried about

There's this one guy that was having problems, and he just kinda
ke disappeared in the beginning of November and hasn't
dropped, and be's handed in onby one paper, and 1 have no chosce
but to give hum an b and 1 fecl really hornble about that, but 1t's
ike, "Why dudn’t you at least call me and let me knaw what's
goy on so that [ con at least do something for you?” {laughs)
never understand that 1 aid, T impressed that upon them, or
thought | did. to say. “If vou're gonna be absent, call me {f you
don’t want to feel hke talking to sue, call the English oftice to leave
a nute inmy box At least I'lt know what's going on ~

When 1 ask if the student mught have dropped out of school, Alex says
he hasn't Alex has seen him on campus, as have some of the other
students

Oh. and be needed help on his winting, too, and 1 wanted him to
come down to my othice, but he never made it What can vou do?
Those are one of those, Oh well, chalk it up [laughs] Try to

Oh, well, chalk st up This 1s a phrase I've heard before trom Alex It's
one of the things about hus attitude | find myselt calling “healthy”--1n
contrast to some of the guilt and frustration | hear some of the other
TAs wresthing wath, in contrast to some of the same destructive emn-
tions | often teel within me When | ask Alex how he attains such a
perspective on his students, he says, “'Cause it’s out of my control.”
And it 1s, of course 1t's always aut of our control. As  listen to Alex, |
sometimes get the feeling that we're in some kind of twelve-step
program for teachers He recites the litany, and | listen enviously,
wishing [ were as farinto recovery as he seems to be But at the same

o
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time, something in me once again doesn’t quite trust what Alex 1s
saying Something in me wants to get inside his head and see if he's
really following the program he says he ts

Why, | wonder, do 1 have such a hard time taking Alex at his word?
Ist rvall_\ so surpnsing that a young teacher could achieve, without
apparent effort, that rare balance of care and distance that all good
teachers aim for? Well, yes, | guess | do find it surprising For new
teachers, 1t seems to me, are particularly vulnerable to the emotional
claims made by their students. So close to those students in age, so full
of 1deals, so unsure of their own authority, so beset by the stresstul
demands ot a new job, a hectic schedule, an unsettled personal lite—
these young TAs all seem far more vulnerable than experienced teach-
ers ike me. So if [ still have trouble negotiating the emotional aspects
ot teaching, surely they do as well. Surely

Sull, I'm wilbing to concede that some handle it better than others
"I suppose it's just a function of personahity,” 1 say to Alex. It's a
throwaway line. but he picks it up:

It coutd be T ry to make eversy etfort to help the students But with
hum not showing up at all, he can’t - Sce, | teel more sympathy
tor lum than I do that giel that's missed ten classes

Hmmm At this point, my ears perk up again This student who has
nussed over ten classes 1s one Alex has mentioned carlier. In a confer-
ence. he had warned her that her grade was in danger. Being sick was
one thing, but “skipping out, that's different ” Now, because the stu-
dent Las missed so many classes, he's considering giving her af)

She's the only one 1n my two classes that [have that ensis within
awany Lwant o pive her a Danthe class to mavbe slap her in the
tace and «ay, “Hey, wake up honey ™ But |also don't want to be
punm\ e. Twant tosay, "Well, vour wniting 1s average, here’s your

!l havent deaded what m gonna do That's one of thove
\I\l\( Hdon't know

As he goes on, he contrasts this student with the one whoe “disap-
peared * This woman, he says, gets no sympathy

‘cantse she had the chance and she had the chawe, and it was in
her control She could come to class She could sav, "No, I'm not
gonna go home early this weekend; 'm gonna stay and go to class
Fridav” Instead, she said, "I'm gonna blow oft class and po
home ™

When | ask it he's sure this s what she did, Alexsays,

Yeah, [ know, Tknow §don't want to go stereotyping people but
<he's a soronty girt and she's nich One of the ones wath the deep
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tan in the puddle of winter and "Oh honey, hy,” kiss-kiss type—
vof —and | know she goes home because she hves in—[At this
pant Alexnterrupts himself, realizes he's confusing this girl with
her triend, then goes on ] She wanted to do a paper, she did a
paper companing her summer cabin to her winter home, and how
the summer cabin 1s so much better fhere he tmitates her voice}---
arud I ust know she—'cause most of the time she misses 1t's either
on a Friday, because she feft early, or a Monday, because she stayed
longer She's alwayvs there on Wednesday, never misses Wednes-
day. and [just know it, so. ..

What's the difference between these two students Alex mentions—the
one who cut so many classes and the one who disappeared? Both
needed to work on their writing. Both apparently had other agendas
ot thetr own. And yet one of the students Alex feels “hornible” about
grading, while the other he’s tempted to “punish” witha D ls gender
a4 tactor in these different reactions” Has this female student pushed
some buttons for Alex that the male student managed to avord? Or is
her wealth more significant than her gender? When | wonder about
this, inan early dratt of this manuscopt, bothy Alex and Mike offer
comments in the margin First Alex

 ¢reess what ruffles my skirt 1< [the factor] of econemie s The one has the
ability to take Classes wath httle financial difhculty while the other werks
And to have scheol paid for and to squander it ks me It could be
tealousy and probubly 1s, but that s just one of those emotional spues. |
Quess
Mike, a triend of Alev's cince undergraduate school, has more to add:

[ thoak people Tike Alexand myself feel more sympathy ‘ennpathy tor the
enes who e wp T meght be tempted to see the male gy an aspect of
myselt lost and havorg qreen up on scheol Alex may see it as when he
facked drrection Too there are teelinigs vou et about & student’s b~ She
was there to give e the b« The other quy just disappeared  Baybe of

he d beer there making exvouses: Alex wondd have ne sympatiy for hom
etther

Looking back, at's easy to magine that all of these factors were present
tn the sttuation Alex desenibes At the time, though, he doesn’t seem to
be aware ot them And in some wavs, | find I'm reassured by this Alex
15, atter all, not so ditterent from me his teaching can be attected by
personal iswues Tike these On the other hand, Alex’s tendency, at the
time of our interview, to downplay the personal dimension of his
relationships with hie students makes me realize how strong the pres-
sure s torall of us to suppress or deny that personal element
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One reason 1 onginally suspect gender might be a factor in Alex’s
response to the frequently absent sorority girl is the fact that | hear
similar responses from other male TAs 1 have tatked to For instance,
one situation Peter describes involves another young woman from a
wealthy suburb ['ll call Blue Hills When he first mentions Mimi, at the
heginning of the semester, it is 1 answer to my question about
whether he has vet noticed any students in particular. There 1s one, he
says, who 1s “a lot different from the rest”—an amimated, talkative
voung woman who comes to mind because

she's =0 terrbly different, you know, as far as an outlook in class,
and she's a lot more challenging, 1 think 1 think that she will sav
what’s én her mund 1f something comes to her mind that she wants
to talk about. Some of the people in the class, | think, tend to be a
fot more reserved, and I guess that does not surprise me necessar-
iy I'rn that way in school, too, you know, when I'min a class-—at
Jeast betore, | would be very shy, and not say much at all.

As | listen to Peter talk about Minu, I think 1 sense some tension in his
vorce, tenston that he s not at this paint ready to acknowledge. Later,
more of this tension will emerge as Peter compares students hke this
one, who come from wealthy backgrounds, to the typical student at
our aeversity

You know, sure, a lot of them are from Blue Hills, and they know
they're from Blue Hills and they walk like they're from Blue Hills.,
thes talk like they're from that town, you know, they dnve cars
that say they're from that town, thev dress hike they're from that
town. and then you've got hittle Jane Smuth, httle Jane Olson or
whatever, from the middle of North Dakota, wha comes in and
ctarts talking [in her journal} about "I can see why people commut
curcide Just at this uraversity for example, people are treated hke
numbers Hurry up and wart, burry up and wai. What's your
«tudent number, what's vour student number, | don’t care about
your name

When Mimit misses class one week, 1t's clear that Peter s irritated by
her excuses

Mim called, and she satd, “Yeah 1 was sich for like three”—she
missed three class peniods runming, 1na row, and she said. “Yeah,
] was really sick” [imutates her cough) and I'm just, 1 felt hke
caving,. "Please, don't even try the theatnies,” ‘cause 1 had seen her
walking on campus, while [ was driving, and | know that’s kind
of cheating in a way, but I did see her, | can’t deny 1t, and it kinda
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bugs me when they think that they're pulling something over my
eves, pulling the wool over my eyes.

Later, without mentioning Mimi by name, Peter comments-

Pdon't careif they're sick [f they're sick, they 're sick, | get sick too,
just like evervone else, but 1 don't hke it when they miss three
classes running and dor't bother to call, then it bugs me, and 1 feel
like then I'm going on this nide and I'm the choo-choo.

By Week 13, Peter’s irntation at Mimi and her friend Jen, who are
often whispering in class, has escalated. When he finds a piece of
scratch paper they have been passing notes on, he’s so angry he un-
loads on the department chair, whom he happens to run into after
class

And then there was a lot of talking poing on with Mimi and Jenin
that part of the room and 1t was kind of aggravating but I didn‘t
call “em on 1t, but after the class and 1 picked this up, 1 was so
irritated that I had to talk to somebody, so I proceeded to bend
“Marcaia's ear tor the next hour and twenty minutes. .. We talked
about emotional development of students, and what seemed, the
attention span that they seem to have 1s so short, and the concept
ot entertaining versus teaching, and thungs hke that. .. It was a
goud conversation 1 was ready te go to the computer center and
just start wnting out reams on my whole feeling about this
and how [ felt hke I was pretty much, might as well be talking to
the ocean or ~something instead of these students.

Like Meredith, Peter uses writing to vent his emotions—emotions
prompted by feehings ot puwerlessness as a teacher. In this case, |
suspect that Peter’s anger is not directed personally at Mimy, but at the
kind of student she represents. But what does Mimi represent for Peter?
At first, as Tsay, T assumed that it had something to do with gender.
And perhaps it does—I cannot help noticing, for instance, the gen-
dered nature of the discourse he finds so irnitating;

I just thought this was reallv disheartening to see, that, certainly
theyv have other things on their minds, and 1 understand that, but

when [ see stutf like this, and [ see their journal entries--both
of these students have journal entries almost filled, Mimi has hers
filled with things about soronbes, and “I'm really sorry that 1
couldn’t make at to your class today, but at least [ was able to meet
with my Big Sis tonight,” and then [ wrote in the margin, “I'm glad
to «ee you have your priorities straight ” I'm getting tired of see-
ing that in these journals, even though1it's a wide-open avenue for
them to express writing, it's almost consistently with Mumi on
sororihes, and with Jen it's almost consistently about her boy-
friend who & a beet farmer with a mobile phone And somebody
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else who's alsoin that row 1s wnting very reflective essays about,
about anything from death and dytng to snow and why there 15
onow and things like—1 mean at least that shows me that there’s
«omething up there, there 1s some grey matter that's functioning,
put when | see this kind of stuff it’s kinda ke, why are . su here?
Why don't vou just go back to high school and take st all over
agan and then maybe come back

But when [ offer this interpretation, in an early draft of this chapter,
not only Peter but Mike and Alex resist my reading: “Why s this
necessardy a gender 1ssue?” Mike asks in the margin. Although he thinks
that “the gender ssue 1 present somehow,” Mike speculates that the more
important 1ssue may be anti-Greek sentiment. "Might he not say the
sante thing. in the same tone, about a “frat boy'?”
Peter imself ofters a different, but perhaps related, interpretation:
[ think my response [to Mone and her friend) was ased more on the
puckyround of wealth and that these two wonten didn’t secm mterested
i carvany semething out of the wond they're appurently muade of | get
serstated with people who coast o ifts hestowed wpon them because of
the luck money they were borm with T want to see them work, espectally

neben thiy need o avrk to anprove They are, after all, i college Why?
For hwks?

Although Peter 1s aw are that his relations with students are sometimes
traupht with subtle gender complications, he clearly sees this particu-
far ~ituation as having more to do with cconoric status than with
gender It reminds hun, in fact, of a confhet with a male student he had
consulted me about last year That student was also trom a privileged
background. and although Peter hadn't mentioned it at the time, he's
pretty sure now that his awareness of that background accounted in
part tor his impatience with the student’s behavior

When 1 think about what Peter says now, it makes sense tconfirms
Alex s impression that economie status was an issue inhis relationship
with the two students deseribed earhier, and it confirms something a
colleague had said when he read an early dratt of this chapter As
Foglish teachers, atter all, we are well aware of our statusina wealth-
oriented society When we <ee students from privileged backgrounds
whunning the gitts we have worked hard to earn, it rankles And it may
rankle even more tor 1As who have gone deep into debt to finance
their graduate education Stll. Twonder why 1 didn’t notice at first the
entent to which economce status might be an issue in these relation-
ships baat, as Peter suspects, because 1've torgotten what it’s hke to be
a praduate student” ft's true - 'm now tenured, a homeowner, secure
Meanw hule Peter works summers as a janitor to keep himself in grad
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school and Alex literally worres himself sick spending money he
doesn’t have In retrospect, | suspect Peter is nght. [ have forgotten the
extent to which ditferences in economuc status can affect our relation-
ships with vur students What else, 1 wonder, have | forgotten along
the wav’

Family Matters

Anuther personal tactor that sometimes finds 1ts way into these TAs'
teaching 1< the famuly drama—the complex set ot scripts upon which
they have collaborated with their parents, their siblings, their partners
Although most of these senipts remain ivisible to me as [ talk with the
TAS about therr teaching, there s one that the TA humself calls to my
attention

It 15 the end of cur project, and Keith has read through the tran-
scnpts ot vur nterviews. When | ask it he's noticed any patterns or
themes, he answers immediately. "My mother. T can’t believe how
otten she comes up ™

When he saysat. 'm a little surprised. Although Keith’s mother s a
promunent character in his personal script --a character he sometimes
esokes tor usan an amusing. Jonathan Wainters-style voice--1 have not
given that much attention to her place in our conversations. Keith
didn’t erither at fiest, he says, but then he started to notice a pattern
When hus mother makes an appearance in our interview transcripts,
's a clear sign he's teehng less contident than even he admats. tHer
vowce, he saval s the voice of his own insecunty

Once he savs this it makes sense to me Af the beginning of the
semester, when ketth is prepanng to make a quick taip home before
casses begin, he anticipates what his mother will say about this new
vourse he's teaching

She savs, You're teaching Buaness and Techmical Withing ™ You
don t know anvthung about that'™ And the same kind of thoughts
may be last cammier went through my head that, “What do 1 know
about teaching composttion”

Almost alwavs, his comments are attectionate, ironic - as i this carly
reterence. when he tatks about how hittle he got done on his thests on
Fdith Wharton over the summer

[ thouht L was ponna get all these Wharton books read [idn’t do
that cither T need to have somebody who's cradking the whip and
keepiny, me on schedule But Tdon't want my mather coming up
here [Laughs]
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Still, sometimes there's an edge in his references, as in this comment,
from that same early interview

i1l emoy bemng home, though, because my mother will insist—
<he'1t ook at the svllabus and the things | senibble and she'll {say ],
“You can’t trach these kids how to write, you can’t even wrte
vourselt Look at that mustake!” {laughs]

At midterm, when he's sich but techng guilty about mussing classes,
Keith says it's his mother's fault. “When we were kids she would
never let us stay home unless we were defimitely really, really sick. She
always said the best thing for a cold 15 to get out and do something ”
And at the very end, when he's about to hand out course evaluations,
he muses

The last tew weehs betore | hand the course evaluations 1 start
worrying, and T alwavs—1'm getting better about handling warry,
because | see what it's done to my inother It's such an inter-
nalized thung for her that she has to worry She's worrnied of she's
not worrying And I'm getting better about just figuning i at's
nothing | an change the outcome of nght now, Twon't even think
abaut it, but the last few weeks before T hand out the course
evaluations, P wonder what they're gonna <av

still, despite these allusions, Keith's mother isn’t that much a presence
in his narratives— at least not hiterally Sometimes, though, 1sense that
Keith may see her in some ot the female students he talks about, and 1
wonder if Keith huimself s aware of that possibility
One instance that brings this thought to my mind occurs during the

tirst week ot classes Although [ did not tape-record this part ot our
conyersation, my mterview notes testify to an interesting juxtaposition
1IN our conyersation

Before tapimg, Ketth qioes me s journal tape--on mcrotape and we

co over to Twamiey [vateteru] for funch Already v the line he s telling

me he cets mentos [from s students] tomorrote and that s mother. a

woretary tor years will see them wchen he reads them: When we st deien

toeal he says he s already been mtimudated by one student “Hewe bry =

ke [ ask  Shewa 50 year old secretary who s been working at the

Unicersity 24 years, " he says We talk about thus a little ahout his qomy

home tor Fabor Dy woeekend

As the semester goes on, Keith finds that this older student, far from
critiizing his teaching, 1s one of his greatest tans When he learns,
trom his teaching supervisor, that she has prased his teaching, he s
obviously pleased But at the same time, there 1 another female stu-
dent in his class who s deving, him crazy
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This other student—whom he describes first as “ugly,” then as
“abrasive” and “disruptive”—also comes to Keith's attention very
carly in the semester, when he tells the class they will be pairing up for
intenviews and intreducing each other to the class.

It was really quiet and she says, “Do they tell vou GTAS to do this
i every one of your damn composttion courses®” And 1 said, “No
they don’t tell us to doat, but I'm telhing you to do it” [laughs} And
she said, “Well what purpose does it serve?” and 1 said, “You get
to know the other people in the class, even though vou might not
want to, and § get to know vou, even though | might not want to
t don t know 1f 1 was 1n a bad mood at the moment or what but
Just, her response seemmed hke sort of a challenge to my authonty
and I guess—I might have overreacted in saying that, that's not
something [ usually say in class

Hearning Kerth tell of this incident, 1 am renunded of another dialogue
he has described—a dialogue that took place when he showed his
mother some of his students’ papers:

The first thing she savs [is] “They can't spell” and “They're
coding therr sentences with prepositions, and fhey ‘re beginming
thetr sentences with comunctions ” And then |showed her, after a
tew aunutes of thic, one of the transparenaes Tuse [tsayvs, “Gram-
mar Rules,” and there’s one column “Grammar Rules to Remem

ber.” fand another] “Grammar Rules to Forget © And beginming,
vour sentences with comunchons and ending sour sentences with

preposiions are i the “To Forget” colunmin “"How can vou do
that*” [she asked] "Well, vou go over to duphicating <emvices, vou
hand itin, they make a transpareney™ {laughs)

Now. heaning echoes ot this same mild sarcasm in the voice he uses to
chastise his “abrasne” student, [ wonder it keith mav be using, in the
classroom, strategies tor asserting authority that he has learned uncon-
sciously from sparning with his mother The extent to which these
strategies are gender speaitic - used on temale students rather than on
men - Laan't say, but 1 do notice that in another situation a similar
pattern occurs

In this situation, keith s recathing a student trom last year's 101
dass

I re member the one problem student 1 had She was trom [an out
of state aty] And we did the intery iew thing the first dav of Cass,
where youinten ww someone, introduce them to the class So she
made sure to give the interviewer details on her wealthy back-
pround From the very beginming she set herself off as bemg
difterent, probably better, | think is what she was trving to do, and
Fhad them do some freewnting on what they expected from the
Viases catse Twas sort of curions and most of them had nodea
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what to expect from the class, but she said, "1 expect you to make
this class interesting” {laughs] And she was a really good writer
but halfway through the semester she jus’. decided to quit conung
to class and didn't hand in rough drafts, and then | remember
after grades were turned 1n, as | was packing to teave to go home
for Christmas, she cailed me and asked if she could turn her final
drafts in 1 told her if she wanted to mail them to me to look at,
that would be fine but grades had already been turned inso it was
a bit late {laughs)

When I ask Keith why he remembers this woman, he savs,

She was loud, tor one thing .. This summer there were a lot of
students [in my Air Force Base extension class] who spake up ven
treely But she was pushy She would speak up and terrupt other
ctudents or me, which tinatly Thad to talk to her after class [about]
and She quit doing that, but she didn't have much respect tor what
other students were saying, particularlv when we were talking
about some pohitical or social kind of 1ssue and somebody was
expressing what might be considered the tvpical focal] kad's
viewpaonnt that she didn’t agree with Fuen i Tdidn't agree with
1t vou don't try to make the person teel bad dr msult them for
therr point of view

What 15 interesting about this student is how closely she resembles
others the male TAs have commented on. She's from out of state,
wealthy, cutspoken, aggressive She has mussed several classes and
now wants to turn her papers 1 late With the others, 1 thought |
wenmed a bit of sexual tension, heightened, ater realized, by an aware:
ness of class difference With Keith, the ssue s still one of authonty,
but the gender dvnamic s cleardy ditterent If famaly history s a key
element 1n Kerth's response to students, mught it be present, though
less visible, in the other TAG as well?

Unhke Keith, Mike rarely mentions his tamulv in our conversations
And vet sometimes, as we talk, [ sense that his famly 1s lurking in the
background Largely, this is a matter of tone of vowe As Mike talks
about his students, Tkeep hearing a tone that can only call “parental ”
U'm well aware that such a tone need not be fearned in the fanuly The
whaole culture of school 15 permeated with just such a tone And vet |
wonder How much of our attitude tow ard students, the language we
use when we speak to and about them, 1 shaped by the language our
own parents used with us?
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In Mike's case, I don't notice the parental tone at first, though as the
serester progresses, | become more and more aware of it What [ do
notice almost immediately, however, is Mike's desire to see himself in
his students. Atter meeting his “Business and Technical Writing” class
tor the first time, he comments that these students scem more “seri-
ous” than his 101 students did:

They've all been through courses, and  the nev ness and the
strangeness of taking a class, and bewng in college has kinda worn
oft, and now thev're in the class and they're laoking at it in
terms—1I just feel a ot closer connection to them because that's, |
mean they're siting there 1n class, and I'm seeing myself there,
you know

As Mike goes on to charactenize his students, he draws parailels with
hus own experience
I mean, that's how I approach class You go in there and vou sit
there and you've got that—I don't know how to describe 1t, but
that knowledge of what a class and what a course 15 and how to
learnand  su forth And also caring about what you're domng,
vou know, teeling like vou have more of a personal connection to
the cource than [ think the students had 1n 101 ar even 102

In some respects, Mike ts like the parent who sees in his child a new
and better version of himself—a successor who will avoird his mistakes
and tultill his dreams. What this means, of course, is that he is headed
for disappointment For aithough the young men and women he sees
in this 200-level class may be more committed to college than 101
students are, they are still a lony way from the serous graduate stu-
dent Mike has become.

Although Mike does not expheitly use the parent metaphor (I notice
that Alex and I'eter do), he vtten seems to adopt a parental veice when
he speaks of or to lus students. In the following passage, tor instance,
he compares his students to irresponsible children,

I haven't had assignment sheets this semester, except for the first
tme. and as childishoas it may be to have to write all this down--1
mean, [ repeatat several imes anywav--1'mjust gonna have to do
that, because people forget

When Lask Mike why he considers it “childish” to give out assign-
ment sheets, he makes a rhetorical move that all of us recogmze:

Well 1 mean to have to bave it wntten down 1s very, very
[pause] uvenile somehow [ guess T sart of expect students, or
hope that students will take the attitude toward their schoolwork
that w hen something s due [vou] find out everything that's done




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Tahing It Per<onally
and vou wnte the notes down, and you've got all that, and the
questions might be a clantication of something, or might be an
extension bevond what Feover, but it shouldn’t be the basic things
Ithe how many pages ts it supposed to be. When somebody comes
ty me and savs. “How many pages 1s it supposed to be?” or
whatever, thungs like this that e talked about before, at's hke,
well 1 know this person was sitting there 1n the room looking at
me w hen § sard this, and they wrote something down so . where
doestpo’  Pmonot talking about the assignment sheet in terms
ot how to understand what it 1s vou're supposed to write, but I'm
talking about just the basics, 1n terms of whenat's due and so forth
and soon | mean, when [ was a student, | knew that stutf, I mean
Iust had i, evenat it wasn't, if it wasn'tonan assigrunent sheet,
I mean people would sav, “Well such and such s on this date,”
w hatever, | mean it was there in my notebook, T knew when these

thunggs were

What 1s interesting about this passage is its nostalgic flavor. “When |
was astudent  ~ Mike mntones, as it his own student days are long
past Though he's obviously referning to his days as an undergraduate.
the tact remaimns that Mike s much less Iikely than, sav, Alex or Keith
to wee his less-than-ideal self in his students Later, hettoffer an expla-
nation tor this

Part of the problem s that | flunked vid as an undergraduate. and nty

il conidence wassts pretty lowe as a vesudt. My fear of slippmg up agmn
colors my expectations of mu <tudents

For Mike, to “measure up” as a student 1s to be senious, committed,
and responsible —-to be the kind ot student he became only gfter he
‘Hunked out * Stmilarly, to measure up as a teacher 1s to be expert,
know ledgeable, alwavs m control But perhaps the most formidable
aspect of Mike's demanding code, for both himself and his students,
the inpunction not to “take it personally”

Actually, “ takmg it personally’ s not so much something to avord--m
tact, Mike believes it 1s only natural - but rather something to contan
In this respect it's a little Iike the primal sex drive or original sin a
torce that, unacknowledged and undisaphined. can wreak havocin the
assroom For his own part, Mike has antictpated what happens when
teachers and students take things personally, and he has chosen to deal
withot this way
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In my syllabus I sad, ... “Everybody knows you're supposed to
g0 to class, everybody knows you're supposed to turn your pa-
persinon tme I'm not here to harass you about stuff. * I said, “If
vou turn it in late or you don’t show up, I'm not gonna take 1t
personally.” which 1s not true {laughs]. but | said, “I'm not gonna
take 1t personally ” 1 said, “Likewise, of ~ourse, 1t's gonna have
some etfect on your grade 1 hope when this applies, this situation
applies to vou, you will not take 1t personally or get offended.” You
know, [ was trving to set up this whole thing like, “Look 1t's your
deaision and it's not gonna be, you know, | wanna be able to take
the bard hne and stll be a nice person.” That's what 1t comes
down to

As he tells me about what he has written in his syllabus, | can aimost
antwipate what will happen. Here once again is the parent, tectuning
his unruly teenagers about the responsibilities of being an adult. “This
1~ vur fanuly contract,” Mike seems to be saying But the students
aren’t isterung When they turn in the first assignment, just one week

later, Muke is disappointed to see that some have done only a slapdash
job

ou sort of expect bodliant work, and 1t's depressing when people
just wite down a list, you know, at’s hard not to take it person-
ally, that somebody would do that and hike, “Well, so what am |
dorng, am I just wasting my time up here?”

On the one hand, Mike knows that it’s “all teaching and it’s all part of
the course ” But then there is “that personal element” that makes him
fong to say to them, “Fine, you don’t care about. . . the work that I give
vou and. you know, it's meaningless or something, or you're just
tryving to get away with i, vou think I'm stupid or something “

For Mike, 1t seems, “that personal element” gets into teaching in
both positive and negative ways. In one sense 1t's an important ele-
ment ot his teaching philosophy, as demonstrated by how often he
talks about the need, for both students and teachers, to make “personal
vonnections” that allow them to learn. In another sense, though, “tak-
ing it personally” means trouble—which s why Mike gets so tangled
up when he talks about 1t

The whaole reason 1smd that Tdon't, won't take 1t personally s
because [ want them to be trapped by that in a way So you can't
taket personally if [ give you bad grades, right? And if you think
U'm. vou know.if vou're gonna take 1t personally then you've gotta
assume that giving me that stuff means 1 take it personaliy, which
means vou get bad grades—or scomething, you know 1 thunk
they're smart enough to figure that out | was thinking ahout
FHisow when 1 did that ['was thinking about that when I wrote
that section, vou know. that's sort of, that's sort of subterfuge i a
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way, puthing a statement in there hke that. But it’s hike, it's sorta
like. we all recognize i, and for some reason | felt like saying 1t
indirectly rather than saving 1t directly like that 1 wondered about
that | think evervboudy knows what's going on I think they know
I know what's going on.

According to Mike, what underhes the literal message of his syllabus
15 a subtle subtext- Let's face it, we all take it personally: yorr take it
personally when [ give you a bad grade, and | take it personally when
vou do shoddy work We don’t dare say that directly, but if we ac-
knowledge it in coded terms, we have a better chance of controlling it
As he says,

On one level 1it’s just a transaction, vou know It's Itke give and

take. action and reaction, you don't show up and you're not par-

tcrpating, you don't get the points . 'm trying to put the sys-

tem between me and them so that | don’t take 1t personally or

something, vou know. Like well, put it in terms of action and

reaction and scientific tormula and so forth and it's not, the part

of it that makes me, that offends me, 15 suddenly. you know, that

makes it impersonat or something. There 1s that, you know, soit's
weird, there's a couple of things going on there

To evoke the parent analogy again, Mike’s confusion on this subject
reflects a parent’s confusion about how to deal with a recalcitrant
child Or the one hand. he doesn’t want to “guilt” the students, but on
the other, he thinks they need to be more responsible. To avoid the
personal, he sets up a “svstem,” like a set of house rules, that he hopes
will mitigzate the personal element. But Mike's svstem pales beside the
other svstem that 15 already working insde him' the mofal system of
“should’s” and “ought's” that pervades his language and constructs
his relationships with his students 1n ways he may be unaware ot

Voices of Guilt and Judgment

The situation in which 1 hisst begin to posit contlicting systems in
Mike  thinking occurs Juring the htth week of classes, when he is 10
minutes late armving for his 8 am. class Because [ am out of town
when it happens, | hear about it first not in our regular interview, but
in a long journal narrative Mike writes out and gives to me atterward.
As [ read the narrative, L am struck by its unusual tone In some ways,
it reads more like a legal deposition than a journal entry
[ arrived in class at 8 15, and was met by three students who told me

that everyone was gone “Oh wally?” 1 saud, hoping to sound curtons
and amused, theugh | was ab frst paniched, then angry | proceeded to

d0)
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the classroom folivyed by these students. and fowsd that 1t was true. ali
but fire or six stwdents had Ieft

I felt like thes was a culmmatien of all the fears that my class was out
of control Tor rather that | was out of control) 1'd been having «anes the
pogn oy of the semster Or rather | felt Like | should feel this. or
cxpected (o feel this, but reahzed (s [ always have when feeling thes way
this semesters that of was not that sertous, [ am not out of control, nor
my dass Onee Drealized this | was stdl a little nervous, but somehaw
relieved Somehow thes was my opportumty to <Jwa myself that | was
riot onet of control. as well as showmg my class this (whether they needed
to see it or | needed to thimk they <aw o'y 1 quess | felt tand feel to a
vertaim extent) that they see me as an mexperienced teacher (becanse 1am
vouny and joke arownd and am obviously at tomes nervows, but mostly
bevunse | wer I"!l‘(lf.lﬂ texperienced)

Those reading the narrative now wall notice how shght an incident
this 1s Which ot us hasn’t overslept, come late to class, felt our author-
ity undermined by a «tupid blunder on our part” But it 1sn't just gl
Mike tecls, it's something more 1 was angry the more | thought of it,”
Mike writes

Facas angry becasse ook it personaliv Here we are back at thus one
avuint, hose cart we not take it persenially? So, L do, and | knew that shen
Darote [that <tatement! ptmy syllabus, but | wuess [am continually
surprised that | do | was alsa embarrased. because the rest of my
students who were there 1 telt ke they were in league with the other
stucdents. and that of | had not shown up when | did, they'd have left too
Anyzeay, | ot through dass well, after rukeny a few remarks about the
relative mtetligence of “the others ™ actions, and went back to my office

One of my students cheroed up te turm i s paper, and asked what
we aad done i dlass T Good question,” | said sarcastually, some of my
anger leaiing throagch

Hew man, you ieere late'” This accompanied by @ meanmgful ook at
s wateh Lam sure my face was as pale as by paper “Yes." T aad 7]
s Tl was soangry Dwas not sare what | as yomy to say | deaded
nethong icould be camed by confronting i noce. {wanted 1o deal with
@oall at once the next Jass 1 told e ichat weas due Tuesday, and
aveepted his paper T dud not say he woudd or would not get crednt

After he left | thouwght about 1, and decided [ was not omng fo go out
oty way in the slightest to help um gver the semester | already know
tat | haee to be selective about how much energy | devote to ditferent
stieddenits and 1 decrded ke had qust earned hamself mmumum encrgy
wtatus Dreas still angry

It's easy to speculate about why Mike s <o angry at this student He
15 probably angry at himself tor being late to class, tor losing the shm
power advantage he mav have had untif then But what interests me
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most 15 the language Mike uses to express his anger-—language that
becomes more moralistic as he continues to write

foatted Acadenn Athatrs to check the offical pobcu about late
wtries fors there ts nente [ hegan to thotk about what my students tought
apont my poliy and school polny | hud told them that cass started
ettty at & 05 Port smber two | had told them that as | lived
soenty mides out 1 oght haze trouble mak g it mosome days {a refer:
eme to our rueerd wmters] 1 also told them that | would call them
rersonaliy of dass wsts caneeled of there wwas time, or at least call the office
Pt nember three they believe tas all <tudents do) that after ten
mstntes they can leaty if the instructor has not showen up Conelusions
{ had areived ten munutes late Gn the roomy 1 had not canceled class,
theretore ddas onld be assumied 1o be luppenimg Add to this the fact that
thee whe had lett had not tueied m o7 lott papers behoud . and 1 began
to teel @ sertse of avhtecus imdignation

As Mike comments turther on this incident how he felt about it at
the time and how he chose to deal with it—-his language continues in
this moralistic Sjudgmental ven he considers “penalizing” the stu-
dents who were absent and savs he teels “justitied” i doing so, he
g em them a bittle speech the nest class day in which he tells them
what they “should has ¢ done, and feels that he pulls 1t ot “without
woundmg vindictive - Atterward, he savs. “They all knew they had
done something wrony ©

But Mike doesn't reserve his moral language for his students alone

Gt or seven of e ot wp later and told me they d have their drafts to
mie by mwon and were so embarrassed that | felt a little qulty Clearly
womie had beent ~reaved by others omamy of iy~ good  students huad left).
ared 1 steddiniu remeribered heie easy ot eas fo do that Falso remembiered
tingt the times Thad done it Dhaed expected somie sort of retribution. qid
o some eay D thetk they were relieced Thad addressed it Hius way

Canlt, poodness, vindiaation, retnibution -these seem odd words to
apply to such an unremarkable madent And there may be an element
of consetus rony in Mike's use ot such language here Stil, this s,
trom Mike's perspective, a “very sigificant episode.” What 15 at stake
i hie mind s his protessional authornity, an authenty that feels o
tragile, <o tenuous, at this pornt in his vouny career, that he must
remntorce 1t with strong moral language 1 feel Tdud the nght thiny by
takisty the hard [oe,” he writes in hus journal

Thie rent allmved me W confront what [ thought was their perception of
s cakness romie but @hich m reality may be only my fear of madeguacy
m @ newe enetronment [t could also be @ rnture of both, | don't know
Rut 1 teed e mere contrdent about that class now:, for whatever réason
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8 Seeiny Yourself as a Teasher
Our Students, Ourselves

While all five TAs speak, at one time or another, of seeing themselves
i their students, | am interested in the different ways they construct
their student selves. With Mike, for instance, that self scems less the
student he 1s or was than some idealized version of the perfect student
that he still berates himselt for not being. With Meredith, | can see
more correspondence between the students she seems drawn to-
ward—the “rebels,” she sometimes calls them—and the person she is,
or 1s becoming And with Peter, | often think that I'm seeing both at
snee-—a tendency to seek in his students some idealized vision that he
himselt could never fulfil, plus an almost opposite tendency to iden-
tity, perhaps over-identity. with those who may teel insecure in the
“impersonal” acadenuc environment

For Meredith, the true aim of education s selt-knowledge, and in an
eftort to lead her 101 students toward that goal, she has arranged, as |
explained earlier, to show the film The Breakfust Club Although she
realizes that her students may not be famuhar with the movie (ths 1s
the pomnt when she begins to reahize that a generation gap may be

“opeming), she believes they will still find it interesting and provocative.

Whether or not they identity with the teenagers in the story—the jock,
the nerd, the popular girl, the neurotic--Meredith 1s gambling that
they wall recognize aspects ot themselves tn the characters and can
thus be ted to exarmine their own experience in light of the movie

Ot course it 1s just as possible that they will project their experience
anito the characters in the movie, reading those characters through the
lens of their own experence. This s not something Meredith brings up
m our interview's (though 1 suspect she 1s well aware of 1t), but 1t 15
something that occurs to me as 1 listen to her talk about her students
And it keeps coming back to me again and again as I think about my
own relationsiup with Meredith

As we'll seean the chapters that tollow, Meredith sees herself as a
“rebel” among Enghsh teachers— a teacher who rejects what she
thinks <he “should” be domg (that is, teaching grammar, teaching
argument) in tavor of an agenda she sees as tar more important
Having heard her charactenize heraelf as a rebel in several situations, |
am nterested when | notice that the students she singles out for notice
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in her composition classes seem to have a rebeilious side to them as

well

The most abvious instance of this is a voung woman Meredith talks
about i our Week 4 interview

[ have one ar! who's real rebetlious | remember sitting in my class
the week betore, and ane ot the days | was sitting on the desk and
<he sat in the front row and she was just stating at me, you know,
that really blank stare, and everything comes through the eyes,
but there's no expression And every time | looked at her it was
likes -1t was hke somebody was hutting me in the face or some-
thing; And 1 couldn't look at her, becausef 1looked at her | felt
Iike 1t was the evil eve or something [laughs] so Thad to look past
the tront row, or | couldn’t talk So her paper was all about how
he did exactly what she wanted to do, never did what other
people expected her to do, and she had—her story was abuout
when she went (o this private [Catholic} boarding school, and they
tried to sneak through this tuanel or something to steal sume food
in the muddle of npht and they pot caught So 1 told her fwas a
{ athoiic and sad, “So you must have had nuns there,” and she
ward. Yeah. they slapped me n the face “ She started tatking
about bewng hut by the nuns and how ternible that was

When Meredith makes suggestions tor how this student can improve
her paper  what detail she can add, what further episades she can
parrate---she senses that the student 15 resisting her:

She's already prepared to not do anvthing Isay - She said, “Well
f just wrote what | thought * She said, “Everybody else probably
just told vou what they thought you wanted to hear” =S l
Jon t know - -but just this terrhle look she had on her face, 1t was
just awtul, 1ust wanted to get nd of that look “cause | can’t stand
to w0 thiough the whols semester with her fooking at me like that

When §ask Meredith what she wants tor this student, she searches for
an answer

well {her drott] was very - 1 wanted it more-- 1| wanted it to
have more of her voce it It was tike she was walking around
1w a arcde trving to see 1t she could sav what she wanted to say,
o 1t wasn t very tovused 1 mean, it she can get bevond the
rebelhion

A the semester progresses, Meredith mentions this student often,
never using her name but rather oftering metonvoue desceriptions that
Limmediately recognize

Oh that pirl, by the way, the one that the nun slapped her in the
tave * She missed ddass on Thursday, bat Deb sard she camein to
the ottice, and she had lett a note
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The tact that the student had left a note 15 something that “impresses”
Meredith. This, and the fact that she “talks a lot in class now” gives
Meredith reason to beheve that she 1s making progress with the stu-
dent It 1~ at this point too that she answers a question | had posed
about the value of teaching personal writing. What she wants for this
student, she savs, has “nothing to do with writing ” What she wants s
tor the student to realize that “it’s not necessary to rebel against every
tigure ot authonty, that vou can actually enjoy what you're deing in a
class without having to rebel agamnst the teacher ” As she says it, [ scem
to hear a double meaning in her words It's as it she’s talking about
herselt as well as this student

Actually. this 1sn’t the only time 1 have this particular reaction. Over
the course of the semester, sixor seven of Meredith’s students make
repeated appearances in our conversations, and with many of them |
sense that Meredith has made a personal connection of some kind

There s, forinstance, a woman student around Meredith's own age,
whom she describes as “a really good writer” but “scared to death”
about coming btk to s«chool When the woman's doctor husband
cnitwized  dratt she had wrtten, Meredith was outraged  “Well, |
better not get into thas, contradict her husband or 'l get in trouble,”
she tells herself

But | can’t really imagine that he could have been night, because
what I read before - Ldon't know, [ mean it alreadsy gets me kind
otirntated “Cause how much do doctors know about writing I've
bad pre-med students before, and I've warked for doctors

Later, when she puts this student ina group with two other stu-
dents, Meredith s impressed at how well the older woman handles the
situation It wasn’t as though she thought that she was <o much better
than them,” Meredith savs—at which point [ recall something she has
told me earhier It s a storv about her grandmother, who always cau-
tioned Meredith as a child not to “get the big head”: “Now you're very
smart.” she would say to Meredith, “but don't ever get the big head.

’

Den’t ever think vou're better than anybody else

Amony the others in Meredith’s cast ot frequently mentioned char-
acters are @ wide vartety ot students who evoke tor me taint traces of
the Meredith T know  a possibly dyslexic student who worries
Meredith at hrst but later turns out to be very articulate in class; a
temale student trom last year who resisted Meredith’s assignment,
msisting onsotng the paper “her own way ™, another, somewhat older,
student, this ttime a male, teving to break tree from a past involvement
with drugs, a "jock” who wrote a thoughtful paper about having
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beaten up a kid in high school because he was pressured by his peers
to do so. a cheerful underachiever who wants to take her class again
in the spring, even though he's getting a C and could obviously be
doing better, a male student who wrote a powerful first paper about
leaving home for the timst ime, and then got frustrated when she tried
to push him to claim his “voiwe” i subsequent papers Even the
student she found physically threatening, the male student she calls
the “fuck-up” 1n her journal, reappears later in the semester, at which
time he has “suddenly become very diligent,” wnitten some good
papers, changed his whole attitude téward the class
To say that Meredith may identify with these students. that she may
see herself, or parts of herselt in all of them, may be speculation—but
it's not just speculation In her writing during the teaching seminar,
Meredith explored this topic again and agam. In this respect she re-
sembles Mike, who uses writing about his teaching as a kind of con-
trolhng strategy As both Meredith and Mike narrate their versions of
an event, for me and tor themselves, they construct a point of view on
the matter, an argument thev can use later when confronting their
students about it But while Mike's writing tends to be somewhat ad
hoc ~a response designed to suit the particular occasion—Meredith’s
wems to emerge from something larger, from a growing under-
«tanding of herselt as both a person and a teacher
During the eighth week of classes, something happens with
Meredith that prompts her to talk with me about this understanding
[ he incident itself involves two confrontations—the first with a friend.
the «econd with a student—and though both issues seem to be fairly
minor matters, 1 sense that Meredith evperiences them as something
more than this

[ thhy 1yzuess I'm thinking this doesni't sound, as you narrate at,
1t doean £ sound like a particularly estraardinary set of arcum-
ctances, and yvet somehow it came together tor vou today as
A -asathing

Meredith As a thing, veah well, [ make everything into a thing
I'm trying to stop duinng that 1 was gonna come in today and
tell vorr how much more even my teaching s {laughs]. how
mueh less Fwaoery about it which s alb true. except for this httle
inadent | mean, I'moupset now because 'moupset at {my
triend] But what 'm trying to sav is that I've tarted to con
tront people instead of letting them walk all over me

Libty In vour personal hte and your teaching Life
Aforedith Yeah And bevause those thungs mun together «o much
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When I ask what she had planned to tell me before this incident came
up, Meredith explains:

I was writing some stutf this morming and | thought, “It's funny
how [ teel detached from my students ” And | thought, "Weil
that's bad, mavbe that's bad.” and then I thought, “No, it's not
bad I'm still informal, 1t's not that I've become formal agan, I'm
st informal, rnean I'm still relaxed, but [ don't feel so caught up
withat, T don’t feel so {pause] enmeshed or something * | thought
that was good

Later in the semester. Meredith comments once more about the
progress she's made in this direction This time, she's talking about
responding to papers—about the way she sometimes feels “obligated”
to give persenal responses and how she's learned to “detach” when
this happens What has enabled her, | ask, to detach emotionally?

Well, ] think [ finally just saw that it wasn't very good for me And
[pause] part ot 1t 1s the whole, where I've come toin ... my overall
lite But trving not to always take responsibihity for everythung,
whether at's for them or for other people, not thinking 1 have to
solve everybodv's problems, and thinking more in terms of trving
to tix myselt instead of evervbody else

I tke Meredsth, Peter often mentions particular students in our conver-
sations But when he's trustrated. hike most of us, he tends to speak ot
students in the aggregate

Iniust contess that early this week, espeaally after Tuesdav's it
dass when so many people missed. T was having kind of an
attitude. not toward the students but hike to Brad [another TA] and
myv contidants To my students Fwas verv avil, I'm trving not to
show them when Fmorrritated, unless | reails, reatly am irrtated
at them and 1t's their fault, they’re not paying attention or what-
ever, then I might pull them aside, but 'm not gorina, I'm trying
to learn from last year’s mistakes, and 1 think it's wuorking <o far
But | was saying to Brad I sand, “When these students call me
and sav Tmissed vour dass what did vou talk about today * Teel
hike saving ‘Blank vou. but Tdon't, T tell them, “Well, we did such
and <o." but I reallv feel hke, "You come to class and find out,
buddy don’t call me afterwards and make me talk to vou on the
phone tor twenty minutes ™

The fact that Peter1s aware of the anger and frustration he's foeeling 1o
reassuring --and vet Lhave to wonder how successfully he has con-
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coaled these feelings from his students My own expenence suggests
that our students have sensitive antennae that allow them to pick up
on our anger, sometimes well before we do. Because Peter understands
that his own fear and nervousness may be significant tactors here, he
weems better placed to control them than some new teachers would be
Yet as we talk throughout the semester, it seems to me that, despite his
apparent understanding of the problem, Peter is often still struggling
to control the anger he feels

One way he controls it - or re-directs it, at any rate-—is by blaming
himself for the problems:

It does kind of hurt me, or not really hurt me, but it makes me
think, 1t makes me wonder what I'm daing wrong when 1 see
students crashed out on thewr desk. vou know, head on their arm
or something, or fooking away, leoking at thewr nails or something
Thev re obviously bored, and I'm wondenng how 1 can rectity
that and make them more interested

He 1 particularly worned that he 1s boring his students and comments
trequently on things he does in class to keep their interest and atten-
ton By the eighth week of the semester, in fact, he has become almost
obsessed with “the boredom factor”

I've been trying a lot of ditferent things this vear that I haven't
Jone last vear to keep them interested, o keep them going, ‘cause
I Jon t want them sitting there and being passive, and I'm not
taking roll, and I've still been marntaining attendance Yesterday |
had tive gone -or was 1t six’ —that was quite a few from the 8:00
lass, normally there's not that many gone So at feast 1 have that
gotng tor me —thev're still showing up But I'm looking at them
and I'm seeing them just kind of with their eves closed and they're
waving back and torth, or they's e got thas luok on therr tace where
they re bike this dose to having their eves closed, and 1 keep
thinking, " What am | doing that's wrong?”

As Peter casts about for ways to understand and address the “bore-
dom tactor,” 1 occastonally find myselt swept up in the currents of his
dwmay Instead of histerung, as | usually do, I begin to offer sugges-
tions “Have vou tried this? How about that?” But the more | try to
build Peter’s confidence, the less he seems able to hear me As he
Shuttles back and torth between blaming himeelf and blaming his
otudents for the problems he sees in his classes, he comes up with a
dosen difterent ways ot addressing the problem —most of which make
perfect sense to me, but none ot which may have an ettect on what now
wems to me the larger problem Peter’s lack of contidence
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34 Seery Yourself as a Teacher
The Harsh Light of Criticism

Where Peter’s lack of contidence onginates, [ don’t know No doubt
it’s comphicated. But Peter himself attributes some of it to an ncident
that occurred in his first year of teaching—a situation 1n which he was
cnticized by his peers for the way he handled a plagiarism case As he
writes long atterward

Fthink part of my nervousness with becomung comfortable wath my role
as teacher was due to lan's holding me up to the harsh hight of his (and
the other yrad students’) critwrsm [t was tral by fire and | got toasted
enough ke remember it through much. 1f not all, of my teaching days at
UND
The inctdent Peter refers to here 1s one I'm familiar with. He had told
me about it at the time, in the heat of his anger and frustration, and
therc had written about it in the teaching seminar His reflective essay,
“How to Make a Brown-Eved TA Blue,” was clearly intended as both
catharsis and public response to what he felt had been an unfair
indictment of him by his peers in that group Although | would like to

reprint the complete essay, letting Peter tell his own story, the final

version seems to have gotten lost semewhere along the wav What | do
have 1s my memory and Peter’s tirst dratt, plus some additional com-
ments he ottered later as this manuscnpt was in progress

What had happened, tt «eems, was this Peter had caught a student
plaganzing - turnming in a paper that had been written by her room-

mate He referred the student to me, I made a recommendation regard-
g appropriate penalty. “and he made a deciston based on that
recommendation As it turned out, the plagiarizer's roommate was 1n
another new TA's class, and when that TA, lan, was pulled into the
situation, he called Peter at home to criticize the wayv he had handled
it As Peter tells the story in the first dratt ot his narrative:

Roth of us were greenhorns at thes pedagegy stuff [lanf called me after
the [nrector had put the word out wonderig if another TA had the same
paper tumed i When wee started talking however he mentioned that |
sheuld not be tormenting this poor kiud over somethung as trival as o
Itted paper | was dumbstruck When | responded by <ayiny that |
was contsudtong the Director on this issue, he told me that { was stupd to
wo b The Autherities about thes, and wondered why | didn (have enough
srrse b take care of it on my oun

When Peter first told me about lan's reaction, 1 too had been dumb-
struck. Why would one new teacher nidicule another for asking advice
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trom someone more experienced” What could lan possibly be think-
ing” But according to Peter, it wasn't just lan who turned agamst him

The rest ot the TAs didn’t offer much support tor me, and many
weemed to side with the TA who had ¢ritiaized my handhbing of the
atuaton | reltvery pronunently ke an outcast within the group
ot Pew teachers— and this was anly three months anto the pro-
wram

Gis on Peter s sense at betraval, the depth of feeling brought cutin this
essay, | was not surprised when he brought up this incident again in
our very st interview

fhat interview took place the week before classes began i the fall
The workshop for new TAS was in progress, and the acting comp
director had asked Peter and some othier returning TAs to speak about
their hrst-year experience What Peter had spoken about was this
plagarism incident and 1ts aftermath. As he describes it

1 talked about the plagiansm thing, and you wouldn’t believe the
response [ ot They start talking - all these first-year TAs -and
wme ot them, Brad remarked. looked like they could use a valium
ilatgh-1 when they started talking ebout the plagrarism thing
And Semantha [one of the new TAs] satd something about, “Well,
with plagiarism™ she prefers “not to menton at because then 1t
won t enter therr minds ™ And | <aid, “That's hke not teliing a
teenager about sex! 1 just thought, “No. that's not gonna
wash with me, Tan't operate that wav“—and then we had this
big discussion about plagtansm pobice and Keith had some good
thinyi~ to sav about that But | let it be known that T was not
very pleased about the way 1Twas kinda cornered about that last
sear amed [sard 1 think §should be able to have the right as a
heand new 1A to consult my mentor about such a situation, {with-
out bemge ] coerved and ndiculed about my deasion. I mean, 1
was 10 the imebight about that tor a long hme and 1 didn’t ke t

It was hinda messy for a while, but Fdon't look back upon that
with any bitterness with the exception of the wav was treated by
ma peers

1ater in the same interview, when Peter talks about the polictes he's

st up this semester, he mentions this incident yet again’

I was gtist s sick ot that whole plagiansm attarr because ot the
wav it ot blos nup by the other TAs, the factional highting, if you
will and Fpot kinda canght in the cross hairs, they just sighted
npbt on me, and 1 don’t want to go through that again Tust want
tor be lett alone w hen it cornes to plaglarism, andaf | have ta deal
with it Hust deal withat when the rme comes, and think Twas
just a hittle bt batter about the whole expenience

L
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At the ime, | remember thinking that Peter was more than “just a little
bit bitter” about this expenence, but 1 didn't fully appreciate how
much it had aftected him until he brought it up yet again when he read
through this manuscript For him, 1t wasn’t just this single episode but
the whole competitive atmosphere among the new TA group that
contributed to his teehngs of nervousness and insecurity. As he wrote
on the last page of the manuscnipt:

lam struck by the dysfunctional aspect of my group | think we were afl
peuknny out of our respectave closets i {the teaching semmar|, waiting
tor sameone to shp and fall out so we coudd all laugh at the presumptuvus
b We were neals, nol friends. by and large, waiting for a cannibalis e
eppertunity I comeone shipped. then we d knowe what they were and
sehat e were
Reading Peter’s comments now, I find myselt wondering Was the
atmosphere in the new TA group really so competitive that year? Iid
other TAs teelat as strongly as Peter did? 1t's hard for me to know, of
course This s not the kind of thing they are hikely to talk about with
me But [ wouldn’t be surprised if others did share Peter’s perception.
Atter all. those of us whe have been through graduate school know
~omething about competition among peers. We may even have felt the
chilhing ettect a peer « cniticism can have on our teaching. Still, some
teachers seem more vulnerable to criticism than others, and | suspect
Peter 15 one of these. Ot course there’s a posttive side to that vulner-
abihity, too Sometimes | think it s Peter’s lack of confidence that
enables lim to empathize with the students in his class who are strug-
ghng Peter s, atter all, a caning teacher- one who truly wants to help
his students become better wniters, better people. His problems occeur,
it seems to me, when he invests so much of himselt in hus students that
he blurs the boundaries between them and himself

Blurred Boundaries

Fhear the strongest instances ot Peter ‘s tendency to blur those bounda-
ries i a conversation we have around imidsemester At the time, Peter
s teehng particitlarly stressed out His entire week has been devoted
to student conterences - always an exhausting expenience fnaddstion,
his personal lite, he savs, has been a roller coaster of ups and downs
this week, and to top it ott he has been reading student journals - over
400 pages of them  and he s teeling utterly burned out, emotionally
dramed

Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC



Tuking It Personally

When | ask him if he feels he has to read everything the students
write in the journals, Peter says:

] didn't at first, until 1 started comung across entries that said, “1
hate my life I love my shotgun,” you know, and 1 thought, “Oh
God' and I'm starting to read all of these because 1 was worred
that I would muss an entry in there about some poor student who
doesn't have a fnend up here, and they nught kind of relate to
their comp instructor ‘cause their comp instructor nught appear to
be quasi-cool to them, and approachable, and here they are writ-
ing in this journal that T'll be reading, about how their life sucks
or something—'cause 1 actually ran into about two different en-
tries Tike that—not that blatant, but they were sertous enough for
me to call them up on 1t, and call them up right then and there, not
wart

When | inquire turther, | learn that Peter was so concerned about both
of these students that he did 1n fact call them at home:

Yes At home And granted those journal entnes are dated like a
week or two apo, and [the students are] still hanging around, of
course, [but] | called ‘em up on 1t and I said, “You know, I just
nohwed that in your journal entries you seemed a hittle bat un-
happy or depressed,” | said, “1 just wanted to ask you if every-
thing’s OK, you know, and 1f nat, do you want to tatk about it.” 1
sard, “If you don't want to talk about it with me, that's OK, but
mavbe we could set you up with somebody who you might like
to talk about it with ™

In this case, Peter draws an explicit parallel between his students and
himself In his hirst year of college, he went into a serious depression
after being “dumped” by his girlfriend

1 was like a basket case, walking around gong, “1 hate my hte”
and a soctology tnstructor caught me on that. T was taking a test
and there was some wetrd question, and [ sard something about
how bite <eens to have no meaning when you get dropped by
wmeone vou love or something, and . he wrote—-he didn’t even
talk to me on the phone or see me 1n person; he handed this test
back to me and wrote there, "1 really think you ought to see
wmebody over there 10 the Counsehing Center 1t's free, please
make an appointment ” And so 1 dd and that—it took me a
while but 1t kinda snapped me out of 1t, and | just want these
students to know that we have stuff available to them.

Although this particular inadent involves two female students -a
‘tactor that puts me on “gender alert” -1 know that it is not only his
female students that Peter shows concern for In that same week, for
instance, he savs he has been “kicking himself” for handhing badly a
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conference situation in which he cntiqued one male student’s paper in
trunt of another. This time, Peter makes no reterence to his own expe-
rieice, but because | know how anxious he is about his own writing
and how sensittve he s to the enticisms of his peers, [ can see that once
agan he may be wdentifying, even overidentitying, with his student

To some extent, this s tvpscal behavior for Peter He s, as he himself
admuts, "hypermensitive” to the reactions of others. But this week, with
his own emotions so clese to the surface, he is especially vulnerable It
seems that any student paper that treats emottonal subjects can trigger
an emotional fesponse trom him

Fust didn t bnow st | could handle somebody breaking down and
arvimzan front of me tecause 1it's beea hell week for me anyway,
and mv emotions have been up bigh and then theyv've been way,
wav down. and then they've kind of leveled oft again And [ was
atrard it they did st then Td start doing 1, and then what would
happen? Udwdn’t want to make them think of me as being <o
moody that | would do that 1 mean, | would be fighung it tooth
and nail not to show the emotion, but [ was worred that [ would
Feable to stick it out, because of all the other crap that happened
tme this week

I have said that Peter 1s “a more vulnerable teacher than some.” At
first —-when | was just planning this study -1 asked myselt whether
this made him “atypical ™ Was Peter more emotional, more insecure
than most new teachers, wondered? Was he too muach an anomatlv in
this group?

When 1 admitted myv uncertainty man carly draft, Peter offered this
I"t‘\P\)ﬂ‘s(‘

[he bet abert me bemg the odd LA the anonuly, aus an eyebrow rasing
experience for me Am | realiv that different trom the others?> Maybe they
st dont b sllowe therr sucades Lo be loceered?

Actualiv, [ think Peter mav be right [ had said, in that tirst draft, that
I wanted his perspective because in nim | eould see, in exaggerated
torm. the personal element [ had learned to control in my own teach-
ing adding with more uncertanty, “Or peraps “control” 1~ not the right
word Alight “suppress work s well” Hude, "Deny 2™ Perhaps | wanted
the ambiguity Perhaps just wasn’t sure At any rate, Alex knew what
I was getting at, and what he wrote i the margin contirms Peter s
suspicton that he's not all that ditterent after all

Hoew about acoept and name and therefore (o exnst” [t's the same i a

sere with me Nanung s poweer It Laan wist ~ee dd for what o 1< - nery

viestess securnity whatever 1 can nunage to adjust te it You can
necer costtrol gt harken Bk Lo ecery fest day of the semester 1t e the
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recognition and aceeptunce of what that fear 1> that lets us go en That
antd the addn taon of teaching, the succe ~oes, evenaf there are only & e

Conclusion

I began this chapter talkang about boundaries--- the boundanes new
teachers draw, or try to draw, ur fail to draw, or blur, when they try to
strike a balance between the personal and the protessional. For these
TAs, who are well aware of the tensions inherent in this issue, there i
no simple answer to the question ot where or how to draw houndaries
On the one hand, 1t seems perfectly reasonable to say, “Don’t take
teaching personally Don’t get upset 1f your students cut class Don’t
overreact to students who bug vou Don't get involved in their hves.”
O the other hand, we cannot deny whe we are and what we teel as
teachers

Although | admire those who seem to know, instinctively, how to
integrate their personal and professional selves, I seem to be the hind
of teacher who struggles continually wath this problem The image that
comes to mind 1s one | see in the optometrist’s oftice Tam seated n
the leather chair, Chin resting on the concave plate, peening into the
ocular instrument “See the blips?” the optometrist asks “Yes,” | vav
“Let me know when they merge 1n the center ” Then, [ watch as the
tiny blips move in trom both sides of my vision Closer  vloser.
Suddenly they has e leaped over the center and are headed back out to
the periphery “Wait'” L tell the eye doctor “1 nmussed that ” So wedo it
apain And agamn And never once do | see those bhips converge,
though I know they must, know other patients report that convergence
as contidently as | read the top letters on the chart at the end ot the
room

What this means tor my teaching 1 something rather comphicated
or elwe 1ty very simple Mavbe all it means 1s that { never get the
balance right Matbe none of us do Still, we need to keep working at
it, strugghng alwavs to “make teaching personal” without “taking it
personally ™
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The personal, we recognize now, 1s alwavs pohtical But it works the
other way. too. All along I worned about the gender balance in my
group ot tive TAs, the proportien of one woman to four men All along
Fashed myselt that tough question. Am [ perpetuating, through my
chace of interview subjects, a culture in which men's vonees are heard
above women's? There are ways 1 could answer those questions, but
thev don’t entirelv satistv For instance, | could take the anti-essential-
st route, argue that balancing gender 1« simply cosmetic diversity
Mare important, | might say, 15 the diversity of attitudes and person-
altties among those T did mterview. Or [ could call attention to the
voices that are heard here Meredith's vorce, some readers tell me, 1s
the strongest ot the tive TAS'. And then of course there s mine But tor .
me, the most powertul argument to make isnot reallh -+ argument but
an eaplanatior. As it happens, the gender imbalance in this interview
group reflects the gender imbalance in the new TA cohort that vear
two women and ten men For me, at the time, the imbalance was
simply unusual - a reversal of the pattern we had seen in carlier years
As Took back now, though, F'mconvineed that this very imbalance
engendered —[ use that word deliberately - the crucial personal disso-
nance that eventually gave rise to this project

At the time, | was certainly aware of a dissonance 1n the group—-an
unusual resistance among the TAs to the work T was ~sking trom them,
an unusual level of competition that built up within the group weelf |1
even ascribed this tension, in part, to the “maleness” of the group
What | didi't see then, but have begun to see since, 1s that the tension
wasn'tin the male TAs themselves but in the dvnamuc that grew up
between them and me There was something abeat my authorty that
made them want to challenpge 1t —-and something about their air of
conhdence that irntated me What ensued was a power struggle [ was
determined to win - but one [eould win only by exchanging some of
my authority, mv insistence on doing things my way, tor some of their
contidence, their admisaion that thev were not as sure of themselyes
as thev seented

Now, looking back on the teacking semisnar, what | see s a situation
surprisinglv akan to those Fhave wnitten about in this chapter, a <itu-
anhon fraught with gendered tensions, power struggles, autharty con-
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flicts, projection and dentification. In the midst of it all, | felt myself
drawn toward certain TAs: first Meredith and Mike, in whom |
thought | saw some part of myself; then Peter, whose anxieties re-
minded me ot my earliest teaching days With Keith and Alex, Telt not
« much a bond as a kind of faseination. They weren't at all Iike me,
and yet they were serious teachers | suppose, in some way, they
represented selves T would ke to invent

Still, when the project began, | had no close ties to any of the TAs |
telt at case with these five, hked the work they had done, and they in
turn seemed relatively at ease with me. But in the beginning, we
hardly knew each other. As the project wore on, though, 1 felt new
bonds and tensions growing between us—bonds and tensions created
by the changed circumstances of our relationship: no longer were we
simply teacher and student but something richer and more personal
With Alex, as nmught be expected, there has been the least change
We've remained on cordial terms throughout, but always at a bit ot a
distance Mainly, this s because Alex drew impliat boundaries in our
interviews He did not. as did the others, share contidences with mean
our conversations, and [ chose, tor the most part, to respond to the
boundaries he erected with a professional reserve of my own. With
Mike and ketth, in contrast, | have developed a certam rapport---a
rapport that allows me to think of them as tniends now, or perhaps
vounger colleagues Agan, it seemed to be they who established the
boundaries of our relationship-—1n this case boundaries that blurred a
httle the protesstonal/personal line With Peter, who takes teaching so
persunaly, | teel less Tike a colleague than a counselor-—or mavbe an
older sibling For the most part, | would simply histen as Peter wove
talk about teaching in and out of talk about girltriends, tamuly, and
peers msuch a wav as to dety boundaries altogether Occasionally, |
w . d share stories of my own with Peter, but | sensed, as T did s0, a
i rence The stories 1 told the other TAe were spontaneous, recipro-
cal, prompted by something in me that wanted to confirm what thev
were saving With Peter, my stories had morals, hidden meanings,
with birn [ could never quite shake oft the teacher role

Then there was Meredith, the only woman--and with Meredith it
was abways comphicated At tirst, | think we were wary of one another
something about Meredith's intensity both intrigued and unsettied
me, and something about me put her on guard, as well As we talked,
thouph, almost trom the first, we dicovered common expenience
Troes that make sense?” Meredith would ask me, grasping for lan-
page to name o tangled thought “Yes, ves,” P would say. excited, and
then T would hnd mvselt drawn into what was no longer an interview
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but a conversation between peers. Eventually, there grew up between
us an intimacy of sorts, as of two schoulgirls sharing secrets. Meredith,
whose experience has been darker than muine and who has acquired
through that experience an uncommon understanding of the complex-
1ty of human motives, was attracted to psychologicai and philosophi-
cal yuestions It was she, as I've said betore, who helped me
understand what [ wanted te do with this project “This is vour story,”
she would say when wealked about it. “This 1s really about you.”

Athirst, L took what she said as a kind ot reprimand. You say vou're
wniting about us, but vou're not, vou don’t know us at all; stop pre-
tending vou do. She didn't actually sav that, but 1 imagined that she
did -and 1 telt reproached | had set out, in the beginning, on a noble
mussion ta speak tor those whose voices we don't hear in this profes-
ston, to create space 1n which those voces can be heard [should have
known better, ot course all ethnographers are colonizers. But | guess |
hadn’t understoad 1t well enough [ wasn't prepared when Meredith
phoned, atter reading the earhiest draft [ had written, to say, “I'm not
happy with this “ T wasn’t prepared tor the ceolness that came into her
vorce, tor the almost audible sound ot barrers dropping back down
between us What had happened, ot course, 1s that | had gone public
with our conversations- had reassumed my researcher role, And al-
though Meredith had known all along that this was our purpose, had
even signed a contract acknowledging that understanding, she hadn't
reahized how “violated” she would teel.

guess Lhadn't realized it esther, though | probably should have In
the course ot our conversations, we had blurred the boundaries be-
tween the personal and the professional in ways that 1 found both
personallyv and intellectually stimulating But then, T was in contro!
Perhaps tor Meredith, the voung teacher, the woman just fearning to
assert her own authority, the blurred boundaries i our relationship
were as unsetthng, mtheir way, as the blurred spatial boundanies in
her hirst dassroom 1o be comtortable with the way the project was
untolding, she would have to assert control over at, just as she had
asserted control in that room,

For a while, Fthought Meredith and had resolved the problem: She
told me what she didn't hike in the dratt, and 1 histened. 1 made cuts, |
revised wording But in the editing process something besides words
Aisappeared. and T have hated to lose it What disappeared, for me,
was that sense ot integration, that sense that scomehow, in my conver-
sations with Meredith, | kad managed te merge, tor an instant, the
peesenal and the professional, had seen the blips converge on the
darkened «reen
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To achieve such a merger, [ have learned, is a tricky business Al-
Wavs, it seems, we are squinting at one image or the other Always
there are boundarnies, vet those boundarnies blur and shift before our
aves Always, we tell ourselves not to take our work personally —yet
wr must mahe 1t personal if we want our work to have meaning
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Itis the finst week of classes, and Keith s talking about his plans for
the “Business and Technical Writing” course he is teaching for the first
time What he's looking for, he says. 1s somethung to “tie the whole
course together with,” but he's not sure what this will be
Lremember in "Troblems in Literary Coticism” this summer, Phal
Adams [the gradaate professor] would alvays sav that ali teach-
g 15 based on theory And 1 didn't alwavs agree with that be
vause, particularly with a new teacher hike miyself Idon'tknow
enough theory to base teaching completely onat 1 know bits and
preces of several theories, and | know nuavbe one or two well
vnough so Tvould st down and explain them dearly o other
people, but Tdon tthnk Thave any one theors dow o well enough
solvansay, “OK, this s what I'm gonna base miy teaching on 7~ Sao
Prhink -1 hke using a theory, but Tdon Cwant that to ever constot
myv teaching style because T probabhy have several theores Pm
actualiv using mived m woith common sense and mstinet

bor Ketth, as tor all these TAs, theory seems to be something abien,
something other people do Fyven when they “like using theory,” as
Kerth admits he does, they are not entirely comtortable with it And
when they don't Tike ot when they ‘re not attracted to theoretical dis-
course, therr assocnttions with theary, may be even more negative

In many wavs, I'm not surprised by thes alicnation trom theory
Although 1 have quoted to students that otten-repeated ine about
cvervene having a theory, but some just being unasvare ot it 1, toa,
have trouble using that word to describe what | think and believe
about writing and teaching writing Instead, |tend to talk more about
assumptions, behets, understandinge all, not acaidentally, i ther
plural torms It pressed tora singalar noun 1 will nearly always choose
Sphdosopin mover “theory,” and though Uy e taught tor cighteen vears
now, descnbing mvselfasa “composttion spectalist” for the last twels ¢
ot those vears, T have never grown entirely comtortable with the con-
cept ot “composttion theory”

At one pointan the course of this project, actually wrote a httle
e~y about theory Not an essay, really, but a rant {See the next
mterchapter tor more on this) At the time, T <aw no connection be
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tween that essay and this interview project, but in retrospect. [ believe
theyv are closely connected. As T hsten to these TAs talk about teaching
writeng. | realize that they are in fact theonzing constantly. and this
realization has led me to understand and accept as theoretiwal my own
reflective thinking about teaching writing

Defining Theory

N
Since Tl be using the term “theory,” comfortably now, throughout this
chapter. | want to make clear how I'm using it For me, to theorize s
to enter into a conversation about meanings, whether that conversa-
tion weeurs in the pages of journals, in teacher talk with peers, orn
alent 1aternal struggles to resolve conthicting goals and purposes.
Whenever we spevulate about what writing means, about how we
learn it. and about why we teach it in college, we are theorizing, and
wheney er we act on what we know and believe about wnting and
teaching, we are acting on theory In this respect, the tive TAS talked
with were often theorizing, whether they woudd calt it that or not
I recognize, of course, that not evervone will accept my detimtion

ot theory For some, thearizing can onhy be done in the language ot
academie discotisse As one carly revies er of this manusenpt puatat,

Academic theoretwal discourse s complicated and unvommon

Precause 1 s w it aainst the " evervday s required to take

up oo languayge that as “ditterent” seoas o maks sense ot the

“even ” The theonst must make sense ot the vsveryday in terms
that are net the eversdny

While Tapprecuate this reader s perspedtive, 1 cannot say that bagree
with 1t biest, 1 would argue that theoretical discourse ke poeti
discourse s not inherently ditterent trom “evervday” language It
ditterent. ves, but sts difterenee doesn't inhere in the language--—it
mheres 1 the conteat Thus the phrase “make sense,” which the re
viewer uses above, may be theoretical discourse inone context, com-
munnatin e discourse i another Whether to regard at as theoretical
may depend as much on the perspective of the histener as on the
stentiens of the speaker For mstance, moour conversations, as I've
alreads mentioned. Meredith otten would end a speculation about
teaching with the question “Does that make sense?” to which | might
or mugght not respond. depending on the circumstances At tirst. | think
[ assumed that the phrase was largely phatic in tunction o cue to the
h=tener to enter into the conversation a request fora signal to goon
But at wome point, 1 began to hear Meredith's " Does that make sense?”
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a httle differentiv. I began to hear it as meaning making in process. as
Meredith strugghng toward meaning, mvmn,., me to struggle with her.
She was theonizing,

And this raises a secund pont For some, discourse counts as theo-
retical only if 1t 1s "new.” We speak of making knowledge as tf there
were a large cultural pot somewhere that we make collective contribu-
tions to It someone has already contributed what we have, it doesn't
“count as knowledge “ | have trouble with that. For one thing, [ won-
der who's holding the pot Who s 1t who knows 1t all, who has all the
theary? Who gets to say what 1s new and what is just old hat”> What is
new to Meredith may not be new to me, it's true. And what's new to
me may not be new to the dissatisfied reviewer But is there nothing
new at all here? Perhaps it's just that this reviewer hasn't learned to
hear theory in evervdav language. After all, isn’t that what the canon
wars are all about - about our tatlure to hear certain voices? If we grant
that we now read as “poetrv” what was once szmplv ‘verse,” as "t
crature” what were once only “popular novels,” shouldn’t we also
recognuze that “theon” may emerge trom nontraditional sources as
well”

Ul admit that this wasn't always apparent to me In the carlv davs
ot this project. | remember feeling worned that my interviews with the
[As rarelv touched on what [ saw as “substantive™ matters Although
I had made a consaous decision to let them set the agenda tor our
vonversations, [ began to notice, as | typed up the transcripts, that
those conversations often focused more on the TAs' personal strug-
glos - struggles such as T have.described in the preceding chapter—
than on the subjects covered in our protessional journals

On the one hand, this didn’t bother me too much 1 know it 1s
impossible to separate the person from the teacher in me, and it makes
sense that the came would be true of others: Beaides, what we talked
about together almost alwayvs seemed important Still, as my research
jumal entry of October 10 attests, T was cometimes vaguely unecasy
about the content ot the interviews:

Halkeay  not eien halficay  thrugh trans niiinyg Meredith s imter
w1 take @ break and take the dog for a walk So little of Bue <tuff
abowt wontony Lm kg [sot really abvwd teadhmyg at all® Atter all.
Pt watchmy them teach, ['m not hearing what they think at the
mamient of teaching at the moment of responding to g paper All T'm
wetteng are the hands ot shings it « easy Lo talk abot aftericards

I'm not sure what was the source of my concern (Was | atrad the
project wouldn’t be “publishable™), but 1 eventually developed wayvs
of dealing withat For one thing, 1learned to be patient As the semes:
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ter wore on and the TAs got more comfortable with me and with
themselves, they tended to become more reflective, more inclined to
talk openly about what they thought and believed about writing. Also,
I allowed myself to venture occastonal probes—to rasse a question
here and there that did not come up “naturally” in our interviews-—
and those probes otten spurred thoughttul responses. Finally, 1 think |
learned to recognize that even in conversations that were not explicitly
theoretical, that did not touch on matters having to do with how and
why we teach wnting, there were otten imphicit themes and issues that
tied right into the ongoing conversations of the profession. By engag-
ing the subject in these conversations—revealing my own doubts,
plaving "devil’s advocate,” or offering personal anecdotes from my
expenence—! would otten find that Fwas prompting incipient theoriz-
ing, theorizing that lav just beneath the surface of our conversations,
ready to emerge when the occasion presented itself.

Resisting Theory

One reason | was sensttive to this ssue ot theory was because of
apnals trom the TAs themselves Except for Ketth, who 1s clearly
intrigued by theory though sheptical about ats usefulness at this pont

it his career, the FAS rarely mention the word “theory™ in our inter-
¢iews, and when they do, it s not ina very positive context For
mstance, when ask Peter, early inourinterviews, what he liked about
teachig, last vear, he says,

Caenerally ust learning by domny; The whole idea of teaching, just
mechann ally working through the nuts and bolts with them, in-
“ead of  vou knew there s a time and @ place tor the theory, |1
thirk that there s shita ime and a place for theory of teaching and
pedagopyinmy carver but avtually getting inthere and yetting
vour feel wet and your hingers Jdirty and seraping, around an the
mind  that's what it bords down to

Although Peter does not evplam what he means by “thearv” here, |1
stispeet trom previous conversations that he s reterring to what we
read i the teaching serminar Mike Rose's Lioes on the Boundary (1989),
Peter Fibow's Fmbracomg ¢ ontranies (1986), Anne ( were's Writimg Grotgps
(s, and Cy knoblauch and Uil Brannon's Rhetorical Traditions and
the Teachng of Writig (1984)  The latter, espedially, scems to have
eaasperated Peter largely because of its acadenue style -and to have
tormed his notions of what s meant by “pedagogical theory ™ Though
he pave hp senviee to it here, commenting that “there 1 a time and a
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place for theory,” he makes 1t clear in other contexts that he finds most
readings of this sort irrelevant to the “nuts and bolts” of teaching.

While Meredith 1s mare likely than Peter to use the word theory in
a positive context, she, too, harbors some negative associations toward
it—assoctations that may derive from the experience of the teaching
seminar At one point, thinking about how she might design a first-
vear writing course, she begins to smagine a reader-response ap-
proach, then stops:

Fdon t know 1 don't know what— Because now I'm more topic-
vriented I'm more topic-onented instead ot theory -onentod or
method-oriented or whatever

Although “theory” may not be quite the word Meredith wants here—
as her immediate substitution of “method” and “whatever” sug-
;,vst-~thc fact that it even occurs to her as a possible opposite of
“topic” may reveal something about the way she regards it. For
Meredith being “topic ortented” seems to mean focusing on the
“what” and “why” of writing —questions that she believes are pn-
mary. in contrast, bemnyg “theory onented or method oniented or what-
ever” means focusing on more techmical matters, the “how” of writing
that she tinds much less interesting,
For Mike. too, the word “theory ™ has negative connotations Talking
about how we learn grammar, he draws an analogy with the different
approaches to teaching ESL advocated by two hinguists on the faculty

U mean we've got two schools We've got [Professor] Tanner's
school which savs that theory and intensive language tratning is
what & goiag to pive vou your second language, and then there's
the [Protessor] Jacobs school that say s vou should learn things in
context And Hearned more Spanish in three weeks in Costa Rica
and more about the grammar and how to put things together than
Pwould have it Thad spent a semester in Spanish 101

In another context, responding to my gquestion about whether we
should try to reach come consensus about how to teach writing, Mike

SAy s

I think that & our problem -1 think we re too order-onented. |
e we ve gotto have the answer, wrting has tobe a sacnee
and saence has o have the answers and it wall explain the une-
verse and we will find out what the truthas, ete ete ete and every
tme. b think every time that people get this move towards, “Oh,
we getts have a consensas,” "Why van’t Johnny read” ete et
ctoonce we move towards this thing we screw it up We can pet
Jdose o each other up toa certun point and then we end up with
just a1 mess and “Here s the new theory, here's the new an-
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swer—now everybody. tf you're anybody who's a professional,
vou d better understand this and apply it in your classroom.” 1
mean, [ don't think there's anything wrong with stnving for a
consensus, but to ask that consensus to be the way thateverybody
teaches 1v— 1 mean it doesn’t work for me, 1t doesn’t make sense
to me

In many ways this is an inte.esting monologue—and I'll return to it
later to full in some of those ellipses. For the moment, all  want to show
1s how Mike uses the word “theory” here—how he associates it with
order, with answers, with science, with truth—but also with what's
new and trendy in academic circles. Where did he get that impression,
I wonder® Well, T have my suspicions. And they are confirmed when
Mike jots in the margins of an early version of this manuscript.

This 1s what we all 121 that cluss [the teaching semmar] were rebelling for
The critral discourse seemed to deny the value of personal theorizig.

From this mux of reactions, 1 can see that for Mike, as for Peter and
Meredith, “theorv” 1s a problematic terin, Indeed, for new teachers,
“theory” may be so alienating in its language that they want nothing
to do with it. This seems to be what Peter and Meredith are saying.
And even when 1t's attractive, as it 1s to Keith—and to some extent
Mike —it mav seem so elevated, so idealized, that it 1s well bevond
their ken, or so closely assovtated with positivistic science that it's not
appheable to their work.

Everyday Theorists

Shll, even TAs who resist the word “theory” do think theoretically
about teaching Meredith, for one, acknowledges that fact when she
«ave, at the end ot the semester, that she has taught in a manner
‘onsistent with my theory ™ And Mike, too, turns out to be a senous
evervday theoriat 7 In the conversation quoted above, tor instance -
the one n which he assonates theory with something like academic
tashion  Mhke demonstrates some of his most impressive theoretical
thinking {n an entrvin my rescarch log, compused shortly atter the
interytew, | note
Trane nibing Mike s Week T interviens He seems to luree theught more
abent writorg about what st s and hew at's Learned. tun any of the
Athers Saps e beess doing o - onee SOT [the teachg sennnar] Thungs
e s thow gt about
ditterenc e betoren Comp and Buvmess and Tech
hout cae TEACHT S anting
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the difference betirern what vou ve learned and what your grade s
how cellege courses relate to previous wnting courses
connection between wntng and reading

iwhat « NOT teachable

hae people learn languayge

conrClion Lo foreien languayes

connection to speech

what knewledge of grammar tells us

how teackers learnt to teack and improve

that o's all dynamue

the pelitics of language

power and pedagogy ssues

that what works for hin may not werk for others
relutes creative wnting to comp

mtegrates nwre from other coursevork

Ot course, Mike hasn’t pulled his ideas together vet, or seen all of their
theoretical implications, but he 1s certainly “thinking theoretically” in
this conversation That 1s, he is going beyond his own classroom,
raising questions about the meanmng ot our work that all writing teach-
ers eventually face

Although Keith, Alex, and Peter have also given thought to many
ot these theoretical questions, they are somewhat less likely than Mike
and Meredith to talk expheitly or at length about them Partly, this may
e due to personahty My impression, drawn trom reading their teach-
ing journals in the graduate seminar, 1s that both Mike and Meredith
are unusually retlective people, accustomed to engaging 1 internal
dialogues about both personal and protessional matters But personal-
ity 5 only part of the storv Another tactor that affects the level of
theorizing these teachers doas the extent to which they are comfortable
with the course they are teaching

While none ot the TAS could be said to be pertectly comtortable
with their courses - perhaps no teacher ever st 15 Mike and
Meredith who teel the most dissonance between their own imphicit
theories and the assumptions underlying the courses they are teach-
g Itas they, then, who possess the greatest incentive to explore
theoretical questions, as a wav o resolving that sense of dissonance

Dissonant Theorists

What does st mean tor teachers to be “comtortable” with the Course
thev are teaching® Essentially, it means that the course “makes sense”

=
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to them, that its purpuses, methods, and underlying assumptions
seer compatible with thewr expenence as writers, their intellectual
background, and thew deological commutments.

Expertenced teachers will oftec know right away how they fit with
the prngram-«cspwmllv in programs where the purposes, methods.
and underiving assumptions ot writing courses are not only hrmly
articulated but actually woven into the program through prescribed
tets, program guidelines, and n-service workshops. But when teach-
ers are nevperienced, and when program philosophues are only
lousely articulated, exther by neglect or design, it is harder tor teachers
to ~ense therr level of compatibihty

For the TAs 1n this project, the process of sensing their vwn comfort
level s one that has not been easy In some respects, our program is
one ot those “loosely articulated™ ones. On the one hand, we offer new
TAs lots ot guidance. They participate in an ortentation workshop, a
tall practicum, a spring seminar in composttion theory; they are in-
vited to attend weekly brown bag discussions and are given a program
handbook tor teachers On the other hand, we have defined our
courses broadly, in an attempt to make room tor a wide vanety of
pedagogcal theories and styles, «nd that breadth has torced new TAs
to construct their own interpretation ot the courses. As a result, their
notions ot what they are cxpected to teach vary somewhat from one
teacher to the next, intluenced not only by otticial program materials
but by vanous other tactors, including readings from the teaching
ceminar, conversations with peers, and conventional wisdom about
what constitutes first-year composition. Of all the factors that most
intluence how these TAs construct the courses they are teaching,
though, the most important seem to be thetr own school experiences
and the texts they are asked to use

The Program in the Mind

It makes sense, Fsuppose. that we construct the courses we teachin the
image of the courses we have had 1n the past, vet I am trequently
surprised by how powertul those images are A case in pont s the
JIAMmar issue Although our program paterials make virtually no
mention of teaching grar-mar, many teachers simply assume that it s
part of the package For instance, Meredith, as 1 have mentioned be-
tore, teels that she s expected to “teach grammar™ in the 101 course,
though her desultory ettorts make clear that she has Dittle fasth in the
eltcacy of such teaching, (Other [As persistan behieving that they are
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expected to-teach “the research paper” in 102, though our program
purdelines state only that “students can expect to explore and/or re-
search their subjects before wnting™ in all composition courses.)

It also makes sense that textbooks should exert a strong influence
on teachers. Because the text is something teachers use nearly every
day, they know 1t much more intimately than they know the program
handbook, the fall workshop matenials, or the theoretical readings
assigned 1in the one-semester teaching seminar. Besides, as Bob Con-
nors (1986) has observed, until recently the only “real training” most
composition teachers got “came from the rules and tenets found in the
textbooks they asked their students to buy” (190). Although most
teachers these days get a little more training, programs with limited
resources often still rely on textbooks to help new teachers structure
their courses In fact, one reason we chose our 101 textbook was be-
cause we thought it offered new teachers such support.

As 1t turns out, though, even the most supportive textbook can get
in the way of the teacher, and when the TAs ! talked with felt tension
between their implicit theories and those of the course they were
teaching, thev were most hikely to express it in terms of their dissatis-
taction with the text This 1s not to say that the text is the only source
of tension-—or even that it 1s tne prnimary source. As I talked with the
FAs, I was always aware that, because | was so closely 1dentified with
the program, they might not feel free to express dissatisfaction with
aspects of the program [ was responsible for. Although 1 tried hard to
invate therr candor, expressing openly my own dissatisfactions with
the program and assuring them of my interest in their views, | suspect
they may have found it convenient, occasionally, to express their theo-
retical dissonance with the program in terms of disagreement with the
anoenymous textbook authors And in some cases, they may even have
understated that disagreement

The Well-Dressed Theorist

Because Alex never actually tnitated conversations about matters |
have called theoretical —general 1ssucs having to do with what writing
ts, how we learn it, and why we teach it—1 assumed, in the beginning,
that he was less theoretically oriented than some of the other TAs. To
some extent, this may be true, | think, but a few weeks into the semes-
ter, when 1 deaide to test my assumption by raising some of these
questions myselt, 1 discover that Alex does have ideas on these sub-
fects He just hasn’t brought them up In our interviews
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In the last chapter, | spoke of the particular perspective Alex brings
to his relationships with students—a perspective that struck me as
“healthy” or perhaps just unusuaily mature. In many ways, he brings
that same perspective to the course he is teaching Although he may
internalize stress about some things (I keep remembering those stom-
ach problems), nothing he says gives me reason to believe that he has
really serious conthicts with the 101 course or with the composition
program as he has constructed it.

Last vear, Alex had resisted the course a little—but that was largely
because he had negative associations with composition from his high
«chool and early college background. In high school, he ways, “1 hated
Enghsh, ‘cause it was mostly grammar and | hated grammar.” In
college he took first-year English and got an A, but his memories are
hardly positive.

{ don’'t remernber much about it, to be honest 1don’teven remem-
ber the papers that ! wrote, | don't think [ even have them any-
more You got ‘em, you looked at the grade and ppift—tossed. The
only thing ! remember 15 once you handed 1n the paper that was
it —there was no revision. She said, "You're gonna stand on how
you do nght here, riyzht now, and that's 1it.” I mean, she says, “You
can learn from my comments and the mistakes on this page, but
viu have to apply that to the next paper “ And that's the one thing
I remember most about it

It was only in creative writing classes that Alex was able to rediscover
the enthusiasm for writing that he had felt as a boy writing heroic
fantasy stories to accompany his “Dungeons and Dragons” games.
Given his experience, it 15 httle wonder that Alex arrived at gradu-

ate school with a firm conviction that composition and creative writing
are two different animals, and a belief that what he had come to
understand about wnting through his creative writing courses would
be in conthict with the composition course he was assigned to teach. In
the tirst sernester practicum, Alex was one of several TAs, all interested
in creative woting, who resisted the notion that comp and creative
wniting could be closely related

We wanted to be creative wnting teachers and had no: reconctled

ourselves to composition and did not really want to accept what

composition was | think that was my problem But the more that

I wot nto 1t—1 guess it started 1n 102 more than 101 “cause too

mudch was gomng on to sitand think about it—-but the more 1 went

through 102 the more | started thinking, “No, there isn't much
ditference in the writing ”
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Actually, the approach to writing that Alex seems to espouse 1
much more hnear and skilis-oriented than our program 1s designed to
be Where he picked up that approach, [ don't know (his friend Mike
says he's just a “rules-oriented person”) but | do recognize the lan-
guage Alex uses, and | suspect that those composition classes he hated
may have influenced him more than he realizes.

You need that beginning, vou need to start off slow, and work
your way and get comfortable and then move up to the next stage
Lianda told them at's like, OK, tirst 1 had to learn how to tell a
story Next | had to learn how to wnite dialogue Then | had to
fearn how to min dialogue in with writing a story Then 1 had to
learn about all the elements that go into a story Said, that's the
same process First yeu're gonna learn how to express your deas
Then you're gonna have to learn how o express your tdeas in a
well reasoned fashion You know, one point leads to another to
anuther to another to your conclusion Then vou're gonna have to
nux difterent subject matters with different writing strategies, it's
all this sort of progressive thing, it's kinda hke iearning - the one
I hate to use but [ use anvway is the drinking beer The only way
vou can learn how much beer you can drnk 1s by drinking too
much And then as you get older, vau get to recogrize these stages
obinebriation And it the same with wnting The more vou wnte,
the more vou recognize ditferent stages

Having recondiled his views of composition and creative writing,
Alex 15 now relatively comtortable with the 101 course Although he
does not alwavs agree with the textbook and thinks its language 15
unnecessanly acadernie at times, he hnds its assignments reasonable
and ikes the way it treats writing as a “building process.” Though he
savs he hasnt always made the bewt use of the text, he thinks he can
use it better in the tuture

Uhave to at down and try to use  matenals that [the text] has
provided T muight not do the asagnment the exact way that thev
have it stated, but 1 can probably use their examples o suit my
purpose better than 1 have That's one ot the things I'm gonna
work on

For Alex, the bottom hine 15 always simple “1t you can present yvour
Wdeas dearly, that's all that counts | mean, that's what writing s, |
thank " Ax he tells his students.

It vou're gonna be a professional, you'ne gonna need to - wrte
letters, wnite memos 1 you're gonna be anything in the sciences
voure gonna need to wote papers You'ne gonna have to tell
evervhody what yvou're domny; And vou're gonna have to be able
to do that dearly and conasely
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When I ask Alex how he would respond to students who a:gue that
they don't need Comp 1, then, since they can learn these things in
“Business and Technical Writing,” he replies:

i tell them about my expenence [1n] creative writing, that even
though 1 have had vears, five and six years of wriing workshops,
I'ov still learming, and T had my composition way back as a fresh-
man undergrad too, and it's just, @'s the repetiion. The more you
write the mure you recogruze your mustakes, and the more you
Jearn how to correct them at the creation stage Whereas  1f you
jump night nto 204, you're gonna be competing with students
who went thruugh and have had this, these twa semesters or one
semester of gething used to the process of wnting

It I were to paraphrase Alex’s theoretical position, based on what he
savs here, [ might do it this way: Wating 15 a craft, a set of skills that
we learn through practice In a composition course, vr a sequence of
composition courses, students get that practice. As long as the teacher
is willing to be a littie flexible. and as long as the students take advan-
tage of the opportunities presented to them, they will learn.

Grven the simpliaity of Alex’s theory and the extent to which it
meshes with the theorv he sees underlying the text and the program,
there 1s little sense ot dissonance 1 his teaching, and thus apparentiv
httle reason to explore theoretical questions. In the course ot our con-
versations, Alex rarely mentions any readings or discussions from the
teaching seminar, and never ratses those nagging questions about the
nature of teaching writing that sometimes torment his peers It s only
later. when he reads an early draft of this chapter, that Alex writes:

Porme | guess | aeeded to evpertence teaching myself both as a wriler
wrd as a theorst | wanted to have conclusions before I weighed them
agaoist others Tiul way, oan evaluate and sy, TOh yeaht that's where
[messed wp I Ldidnt do that | felt | would be lost n someone else '

sertse of selt

From this it seems to me that Alex still sees theory as something
outside himselt, scomething that he must “put on™ as he would put on
ajacket or e Intact, he uses qust this language when he says he views
theory .« a complement lthe @ nice tie to a good suit ™ Theory, in Alex’s
view, mav complete expertence, pull t together the way the night tie can
pull together the colors ina shirt, jacket, and pants, but it cannot
substitute tor experience  Theory cannot Fe the suit.” he writes in the
margin ot the manuscript ot s the person beneath s lost 7
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Rhetorician in Training

Like Alex, Keith seems not to have felt serious tensions between the
courses he taught last year and the implicit theories of teaching writing
that he brought with him from undergraduate school. In fact, with his
emphasis on the need for motivation, constant practice, and clear
commumncation, he sounds very much like Alex:

See, my athtude about writing 15 that it’s hike speaking another
language, and the best way to improve 15 to do it, and through
practice . . you get better. So I thuink a good deal of teaching
wrnting 15 motvating studerts to write. That sounds simplistic,
I'm sure. And then, in responding [to a business letter], when
somebody does something that—well, [ don’t hike to use the term
“wrong” but, for lack of a better term—when [it] seems they're
{being] too familiar, or berng too friendly, 1 pornt thar out and say
thot tn this situation, this part of your style s going 1o cause a
problent in communication

Of all the TAs, Keith is the one who talks about theory most explic-
ity Though he sometimes speaks of theory in negative terms, as in his
occastonal shots at Dernda and poststructuralist hterary theory, he
seems to have a fascination with the e of theory and he s clearly
nterested in how and why we teach writing Still, had he been teach-
ing 101 this semester, Keith might have felt as httle need as Alex for a
unitying theory to base his teaching on. it s this new course, “Business
and Technical Writing,” that creates the dissonance that lures haim into
theoretical waters.

I wanted to find somethung that 1 could tie the whole course
together with Tanner {a young hinguist in the department] uses
that theory of communication which is a very comphicated prag-
matic theory 1 found out I don’t understand 1t well enough
mvself to explamn at clearly to students But I'm going to use a
communication theory imvolving the use of the “you attitude,”
when we're tatking about business letters and memos-—-wniting
things where you're trying to get a certain response out of people
think | can support about anything using that theory

Althou gh he sees theory as a practical device, a way of providing
coherencein a course that could be hard to manage, Keith also pehieves
that theonies are weful onlv at vau understand them, and i this
respect he feels a httle hnuted  The hnguist’s theory, attractive as it 15
i many wavs, s mere sophisticated than Keith s ready for at the
moment, so he pares it down, simphities it te the "you attitude” con-
cept, which he thinks will serve his purpose Inats reduced form,
Kewth's “vouathitude” theory —essentially a rhetoncal approach based
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on appeal to audience— gives him the perspective he needs to envision
the course as a whole and thus to launch himself into the semester

When | ask Ketth what he means by the “you attitude,” a concept |
revogntze as a fairly standard staple of business communications text-
books, he says

Well that'sjustat Tdon't understand it that well myself {Tanner]
goes ott onto all these overlays, and 1 wonder how well hus stu-
Jents understand it Butit's kind of like the— Well, you kaow the
stress in the [101 textbook] on audience and making the—espe-
crally when you're writing a business letter-——making the person
who's reading that letter think he or she 15 the most impuortant
person in the world, subtly, vou know, not like a sweepstakes
letter or something. But subtly And he does that with business
letters, memaos, résumes, eserything.

Although he docsn't use the term “rhetorical,” it seems to me that
keith sees the “you attitude”™ as a basic rhetorical strategy, part of a
broader approach which regards writing as geared toward communt-
catron and ventered in considerations ot purpose and audience. For his
immediate needs, this approach makes sense to Keith, and it jibes with
his lavperson’s notions of what generally goes wrong in business and
technical wnting - notions that were remntoreed recently when he re-
cerved a poorly written letter from the university’s Oftice of Continu-
ing Fducation, thanking him tor teaching a summer course at the local
Aur Foree base
[ thought * This e great. | ean use this, Tean find real examples of
business letters and nemos and resumes that are really obviously
done poorly, and we can use those in class and look at those as
things to avord and start trom there ” Soat sort of took some of the
pressure oft Ratber than me trving to come up with some kind of
onginal theory or borrow someone’s theory T didn’t completely
understand, [ was able to get a more practical dea, and when | go
home to visit my parenits, | m gomng to prllage their old files, from
ditferent business ventures, and see how much Lean bring back

From the way be talks about theory here, 1ts clear that Keith has two
~somewhat ditterent detimitions of theory In the hands of others, peo-
ple more knowledygeable than he 1§, theory might be comprehensive,
mught in tact organize knosledge in breadly svstematic ways, This s
something he s nterested 1n, something he wall later pursue, m fact,
when he apphes toa graduate programan ingustics at another school,
but pragmaticaliv at’s not something he can devote ime to now Now,
he mnust get on with teaching this new course, and for this purpose, a
more pragmatic working theory wall suttice
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Still, Keith is aware that his “you attitude” approach will take him
only so far. In acknowledging that his working theories “sound sim-
plistic,” and 1in commenting repeatedly that he’s always learning more
that he doesn’t know, Keith seems always to be leaving the door open
for turther retlection, further theonzing

Theorizirg as a Dialogic Process

Although Ketth's attraction to theery at first seems primarily techmcal,
related to his interest in communications, discourse analysis, and hin-
puistics, he also has a philosophical side - That side is very much in
evidence late in the semester, when Meredith joins us for a couple of
sesstons On one of these occasions, questions about how to teach
writing give way to questions about why, as Meredith's persistent
challenges and my nudgings force Keith to consider how he defines
good wniting and what he sees as the end of teaching,.

Inone conversation, when | ask Keith and Meredith a question 1 had
asked Mike-—whether consensus 1s desirable or even possible among
wnting teachers - Keith draws on his weight-traiming experience to
respond

You U have to pardon me tor using another hfting analogy. but |
alwave - Fvery kid 've ever been around who wants to start
hitting 15 always convinced that samewhere out there 15 somebody
who knows the perfect program, that 1if you only will follow that
program, you'thachieve everything you want, get as stronyg as you
want and as by as you want, and that's just not true But I thunk
wnting s similar in that hfting and writing more than anything
else requnre practive, but each individual has a different set of
buttons to push

Soon, the subject tums to what the goal of a wniting course should be,
and Meredith prods Keith to follow through on his weighthitting anal-
oy What s the goal of weighthfting” What s the finished product?
What does “getting better” mean?

For Keith, these are not easy questions to answer Asan weightlift-
ing, he suggests, the goals of individuals vary The teacher may be
trying, to get students to express themselves clearly, but students mav
be more interested in getting an Ain the class

The goals, 1 think, come into conflict: How do you, how do you
grade expression” When vou read a paper and i's clear and the
writing is good, but the real expression underlying it athis [pause)
nothing 1t's just one of these people who can st down and there's

an A paper
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As he goes on to talk about this particular didemma, Meredith con-
fronts him with another one: "What’s an A paper?”

Ketth 1'm not sure [laughs] 1 was just thinking, you've got these
students whane goal tasto get an A and if you really want
them to be thinking deeply abourt things and expressing them-
seives honestly, and banng their emotions a little bit, and some-
one writes a really fine paper as far as mechanics and
everything go, but 1it's got that cerlain emptiness about 11, like
“I just did thus for the grade, F'm not going to bare my feelings
to anyane— "

Meredith t's not necessanly about baning feelings

keith Well, F'monot talking about banng feelings in the sense of,
“Here | am” [makes an open gesture], but | mean thinking
deeply about anissue So many of the times, some of us would
talk abouat students’ reactions, especiatly in freewnting, to the
Gulf War or the {anti-zay] chalking on campus, there wasn't
much substance behund what they were saying

Meredith Thenat's not an A paper You mean thatit's wntten very
well 1n terms of grammar and 1in terms of—

Kewth I'm not saying that it's good wriing in general, but for
eipty writimgat's good [Meredith laughs ) What I'm saying ts,
how do vou pet across to these students the difterence between
what they re wniting and wnting that goes the next step How
do you teach that?

Here ensues an extended discussion of whether it's possible to call
crapty wnting “good,” with Meredith, ever the Socratic questioner,
leading Kerthinto a classic phitosophical dilemma

Meredith See, | still don’t even see that as, | mean, this 1s what
really bues me because vou want to call that goud writing,
[but]) i's pot good wnting, 1 mean it's—OK, (f 1t's well con-
strun ted and 1t's—is that what you're trving to say, well-con:
structed sentences or scomething?

ket Well, what I'm saving s, 1t's a kind of wniting that, | mean
vou're looking for something that vou, as hard as you try, it’s
dithicudt to put into words, an element of, in the paper, in therr
expression that s <o intangible 1its difficult to explain And
they ust don b get st but other than that thesre, at's a1 good
papes Dawan we con'teven put our finger onat

AMeradtth You re talking about “vowe” maybe

Retth Well, who knows what 'm talking about [laughs]” T've
goiten inover my head, [ ean <ee that

At this point, to use another of Ketth's sports metaphors, Meredith has
him in deep water. The philosopher inher poses questions that he has
no ready answers tor, and he teels momentanly out of his depth
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But Keith 1s not really “in over his head” in this conversation. He
just seems to be talking abeut two things at once. the “utilitanan”
goals ot his “Business and Techrical Writing” class, where “clear ex-
pression” means successful communication to an audience, and the
more personal goais of a iberal arts education, where “honest expres-
ston” means, amony other things, willingness to contront emotions
Unlike Meredith, who cannot imagine reconciling these goals, Keith
sees nothing contradictory in them. Giver what he calls his “diverse”
personal background, in tact, they both make pertect sense to him

In Praise of Diversity

For Keith, who s discreetly open about being gay, his diverse back-
ground comes about fargelv because ot his sexual orentation. As he
explamns

Pmoa preacher s kid, and my tamily 1s mostly pretty conservative
so T--about alotof things Istll have pretty straghthaced conser-
vative values, but about other things, obviously [laughs] U don't
And fdon'treally it neatly into anvbody's sot on the political
spectrum

Because of his consenyative background, Keith frequently finds hum-
selt chailenged by other graduate students, who tend to congregate at
thelett end ot the political spectrum Although they respect him for his
intelligence, thoughttulness, and humor, they sometimes don’t know
what to do with this gentle weighthiter who spent two years in the
Army, supports the Persian Gult War, detends Reaganonucs, and de-
spises bigotry inany torm

Though occasionally annoyved by his peers” “political correctness,”
Ketth seems tor the most part to enjoy disturbing their categores
What they mav see as contradictory in has character, he sees as a source
of strength At one point, when [ask him w hether he believes teaching
15 pohitical, he responds

Yeah an the sense that a iberal arts educahon s supposed to open
up new horzons for vou and enable vou to think entically about
diverse issuesespeaally about issues that vou don't want o
think (nhwally about [laughs] 1 think classes are 3 Lot more
interesting when vou're talkimg about things that have pohitical or
rdealogical or vatue basis, something that people are oy to feel
strongly about I'm gonna hasve to keep reminding myselt nest
semester fwhen Tteach 102) not to be getting up on any kind of
seaphoy no matter what direcion discussion takes, because I'd
bk tomttoduce ditterent issues and espeaally bring up how
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minority groups view, what their view ot Amernica is and Amen-
can soxtety, what it means to be Amencan

Because of his dissonant experience, both as a gay male in a homopho-
bic culture, and as a conservative preacher’s kid in a hiberal acadenue
culture, Ketth 1s especially sensitive to issues ot cultural difterence:

It bothers me s hen. as a student. | express an opiuon and other
students gany up ou mwe of somethung . When that happensina
class I'm teaching, when someone expresses an opinion, cven
though | don't agree with them  once it starts to seem like a
group of people ganging up and attaching, I'll sometimes very
subtly almost take the other person’s point of view instead of
jetting them ship into this mob mentality . . just fto] make 1t clear
that this 1s ssmph another wav of viewiny reality or culture or
w hatever it 1s.

Perhaps because he s opento ditterence, open to cultural diversaty,
Keith 15 also open to many theones of teaching wnting’

| think one of the neat things abuut composition s everybody has
w0 many wdeas, and some of them, as far as 'm concerned, are
crazy and ~ rewy, bat they e all pretty interesting And 1 can’t
remember anvbody who had nothing to ofter me in terms ot some
wdeas Lmight trv out

When he leaves the tollowing summer, to begin his hinguisties pro-

gram at another umiversity, Keith will take up a new challenge . teach-
mg munority students 1in an Educational Opportunities Program To
reach these new students - quite ditferent trom the ones he has been
teaching at our unsversity—he will need new pedagogical theories,
and as he tells me when he comes in to sav good-bve, thas is a challenge
he's ooking torward to.

Return of the Repressed Romantic

At the opposite end ot the pedagogical spectrum trom Alex and Ketth
i Peter Where Alex feels generally comtortable with his teaching,
Peter often seems to ‘eel uncomfortable Where Keith is intrigued by
theory in general, Peter seems almost hostile toat At fust. this appears
to undercut my ow n theory that dissonance breeds interest in theoret-
cal questions. but when | look bevond the actual language Keith and
Peter use, | see that Peter raises theoretical issues perhaps more often
than Ketth does  he just doesn’t see that these are theoretical issues,
and that taking, an overtly theoretical stance might be the best way of
Jdealing with them
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Comung from an undergraduate background in creative wniting and
journalism, Peter was one of those tn the first-semester practicum who
shared Alex’s skepticism about composition But unlike Alex, who
seems to have overncome his skepticism and discovered connections
betwren creative wnting and composition, Peter still assoviates com-
position with the prescriptive pedagogy he always hated For him, the
101 textbook 1sn’t just a little constraining, at’s downright stifing  For
instance, he hkes the idea of having students read strong model es-
savs—such an approach s consistent with his background in creative
writing —-but he doesn’t really hike many of the example essays in the
text Most of all, he dishkes the text’s way of abstracting certain "basic
features” from those essavs and then asking students to include those
features an their own essavs. For Peter, such an approach smacks of
“rectpes”

Deep down inside [ think, “Is this reaily gonna even matter, what
Fsay to them, vou know about this unit? Are they getting anvthing
at all trom this unut bestdes reading the short stones [or essavsj
that are included?”  These [madels], to me, are. you know,
toundations, cornerstones of butlding on that unit, and the ques-
tons that they put atter that are very helpful, but this other stutf
abuut, the recipe type stutf—two egps, hatf cup of milk, that kind
of junk. I'm thinking to myself, "My God,” you know, “Am | just
Jdeluding mveselt thinking that thev're even gonna learn anvttung
trom this™” and 1 really torl with that, and 1t really bothers me,
because, vou know, it s not ike math, and 1t's not hke saence,
w here vou can spew {orth all this stuff. Thisis a very, very squishy,
vou-can-shape-t-any -which-wav-vou-want type of field, and you
know. how can vou grade ditterent clay sculprures in Play-Doh,
voeu know whenit's out of their minds onto paper. vou know, hike
what they re domgain wniting T realfly struggle with that

1t he insists that has students write with certain rthetornical teatures in
mind. Peter wornes that he will stunt thetr enthusiasm and creativity

It they don tinclude those {teatures], Fm wondenng it [ <hould
pemalize them tor not including those and kind of going oft on
thetr owrn way, because T don't want to- inside 1 want to et them
spread thew wangs, and aif 1 teel ke 'm closing them down, my
worst fear s that I m gonna shut ‘em down even turther tor the
rest of the class and that they re gonna e very tinud about the
tollowing papers

When ask Peter what approach to teaching he might tind more
appraling, he responds “That < the hard question, because T don't
think you can teach it necessanly n the classroom environment
P'robably. he <avs, the onlv way to teach writing meamingfully s
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through conferences. There, the teacher can “help shde somebedy n
one direction and another, the way a lot of the creative writing teachers
do 1t when they do independent studies ” That one-on-one conferenc-
ing - along with the writng groups, [ am still a fan ot the wrnting
groups” —is the core of Peter’s pedagogy About anything else, he
remains profoundly skeptical
As 1 hsten to Peter offer his views, hesitantly, apologetically, | find
myself wishing he had come along twenty vears 2arher. In the carly
19705, he would have been in his element Reading Ken Macrorie and
Donald Murray, john Schultz and the early Peter Flbow, he might not
have felt the ahenation he now teels trom both his text and his teaching
semunar For Peter, as for those proneers in composition studies now
labeled “romantics” or “expressavists,” the real role of the wnting
teacher 1s to motivate, to inspire, to help students overcome fears and
wniting blocks and develop confidence in themselves as writers.
When they try to do something different instead of staying “nor-
mal.” they try to go out of the way and do something a hittle bit
more avant-garde or artsy or whatever Tt's mice to see them try to
spread their wings a little bit [t'< one thing to see the hittle spar-
rows on the ground just kind of watking around, but when they

~tart lappriy and thev're stll not going but they re at least flap-
ping. its exarting And Lhike to see that

Although he doesn't teel support for his theories in the textbook o in
the teaching seminar, it 1s not hard to see where Peter’s pedagogical
Weas come from. Even more than Keith and Alex, Peter bases his
imphicit theories on his own personal wniting background

The Call of Stories

Although Peter otten reters to the wating he's engaged n now. either
tor grajuate classes or on his own, he doesn’t say much about his
wniting background until [ ask him to tell me about st "I seem to have
the best memonies trom wrting creatively,” he savs “By that | mean,
Bike, just stortes © A couple ot those stories have tumed up recently.
and Teter laughs as he tells me about them, but most of his school
wnting was not particulacly memorable

Mot af the other stutt, 1t was kinda old «chool crap Single hines,
Juuble underiines. "1 before ¢~ -all that other grammar crap So
the wrting, wasn't that much fun 1 do remember reading more
than anvthing
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Peter’s positive assoctations with reading stories were formed very
carly when his mother and elementary scheol teachers would read
storwes aloud Then there was a long gap, in the grammar-intensive
juntor high years, betore writing became “fun” again In high school,
Peter remembers interesting assignments, hke

“Write a report about my favonte rock group and why,” and

“Dissect the lynes of a song “ And that was a lot of fun. [ remem-
ber that That was tenth-grade Enghsh.

Later he savs,

[t was a lot of fun in lugh schoul. because the teachers there were
like, “Wow”—1t was really good, there was a ot less emphasis on
that grammar crap and more on the writing itself, and | think that
reflects with my students, teo They really ike the story that they
wrote [for the first assignment]

Because of the positive associations he has had with story wnting,
Peter 1s eager to give his students similar opportunities —-opportuni-
ties to “spread their wings,” take some chances, try “artsy” things with
language For this reason he began the semester wath a “creative wnt-
iNg” assignment that seems to have been the highhight of the semester
tor both him and his students When | ask him why he thinks that
assignment worked so well, he responds with his charactenistic jumble

ot metaphors

Well, 1t could have been just simply because it was the beginning
ot the school year—they were all excited as puppies at Christmas,
vou know But | think that because thev kinda had free rein- -
Thev've each got this horse, and they can go wherever they want
with that horse So they hop on and they just go Some of ‘em go
slow, some ot em go like a bat outta hell, and they're just real
heppy about having that treedom But when vou start putting
constraints on them tor their writing, “OK, you write this paper,
it's got to be at least, 1t should include the following, 1t should
have such and such of a tone ™ And then 1t starts whitthing down
ft seems hike 1t's progressively whitthing down on their enthusi-
asm tor the course when you start slapping on a couple of ankle
weghts, "OK, now, you can only wear a bright red coat when
vou re out there on the horse, plus the ankle weight, plus vou have
to have a purple hat-- vou can’t have a black hat, you can't have
a white hat--s0 evervbody's potta wear purple, and make sure
that when vou go around this tree vou go around 1t trom right to
left and not from left to right when vou come to it ” And | say.
"When vou get to that trough by the creek, you can’t take a drink
out of 1t vou can go through it, but you can’t stop and take a
drink © Al these hittle stupid constraints, not stupid necessanly,
but some of them mayvbe are in their eves stupid constraints, hike
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jthe 191 texthook ] 1s perhaps trving to give them pointers on what
makes a good paper, but maybe some of them, especially some of
the more ady anced students, might want to say “the hell with 1t”
and vo on their vwn

The theory that Peter gives for beginming with this “creative” assign-
ment 1s that 1t gives the students the freedom they need to develop
contidence, overcome thetr fear of writing before they move on to
more “objective” forms Tronically, though, this theory doesn’t seem to
have worked with Peter. Although he feels fairly confident about the
short stortes he's producing for his creative writing workshop, Peter
adrmuts he has an “attitude” about critical analysis, and this attitude s
causing him problems in graduate school. On the one hand, he's aware
ot how his experience affects his students. 1 don't want what’s hap-
prring to me to happen to them,” he tells me But on the other hand,
he clearly doesn't teel enough confidence i his own academic wniting
to teach trom what he knows. Consequently, he’s thrown back on the
textbook, whose “recipes” and “constramnts” he doesn’t beheve in

As 1 histen to Peter voice his frustrations, T hear him raising seripus
tseties How important s academic writing? How do we learnat” How
do we sequence wnthing activities in meaningful ways® But when 1 trv
to nudge our conversations mto more exphaitly theoretical territory,
asking Peter to expand on his cntique of the testbook, or prodding hum
to recall something we had talked about in the teaching seminar. he
doesn't take the cue it's not as it he's unwilhng to theorize about his
OWN experience-—1n a way, his metaphors are theoretical discourse t's
just that he's not able, or perhaps not ready, to hear the voices ot
others, and this s something he shares with several of his peers from
last vear's semunar

I have mentioned betore Peter’s resistance to the TA seminar tests
Frcept tor Mike Rose, whowe style he found engaging, he had httle
good to say about the sepunar readings, most of which he tound dull
and boring - a tar crv trom the Raymond Carver stonies he preferred
to read And Peter was not alone 1n this opimon Among the twelve
IAs m the teaching semimar last spring, few seemed to find the theo-
retical reading engaging, Though their journal entries were usually
thoughttul and intetligent, their responses tended to take off on tan-
gents trom the readings rather than engage them directly In fact, as |
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said in the preface, | often had the feeling that they were only skim- -
ming the texts | assigned, reading just enough to write a journa! re-
sponse and then turning back to what they considered the “real texts”
tor the course—their own classrooms, their own students, their own
stories :

Actually, L am fairly sympathetic to such resistance Most inexpert-
enced TAs feel frustrated and nsecure about their teaching—and
about their own graduate work, as well Their attention during these
hirst semesters 15 on immediate matters' how to get students to stop
cutting classex, how to deal with plagianizers, how to respond to a peer
who criticizes their handling of a situation, how to manage their time
With these matters and others demanding their immediate attention,
15t any wonder they find their own stories more compelling than
Gere's history of wrihng groups or Knoblauch and Brannon’s dis-
course on the development of modern rhetone?

And my sense s that they do learn a goed deal from their own
stories For instance, Peter seems to have a reasonable theory about
what made him a writer. istening to his mother read stories as a child,
trving vut his own stories, being urged to spread his wings, to take
chances, to write like he talks. to share his writing with peers. He even
seems to be aware of the hmitations of his experience, regretting that
his one-semester required undergraduate writing course offered no
exposure to the kind of academic writing he 15 now being asked to do
Still, hike Keith’s “you attitude” theory, Peter’s stories can only take
hirn o tar They don't give him what he seems to need most at this
pomnt in his career a way ot contextuahzing hss frustrations, under-
standing them in the ight ot other stories that both corroborate and
chatlenge his implicit pedagogreal theories

Subverting the Text

While Peter onlv senses that his own theories ot wnting are at odds
with the course he s teaching, Meredith s sure of it Still, she 1s
reluctant to adnut this to me  As she says in one of our earhest inter-
views, "] still have a sense [that] | <hould censor certain stutt, you
know, before 1 tell vou ™ Because she is a httle more secure in her
teaching than Peter 15, however, she soon finds herselt telling me about
a letter <he has been wnting to a friend at another school:
said Twanted to throw the textbook awav It savs [reading from

the letter] “1 <ammed the comp book yesterday and felt hke
throwinyg up {laughs] T hust felt ike chucking the textbook com-

&1
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pletelv ™ Then | wrote” “subvertly” 1 don't even thunk that's a
word, “1 don't even sce any reason to pretend that I'm bound by
the textbook this semester ™

Because she was so unhappy with the designated 101 textbook last
vear. Meredith opted for an alternative this semester, but she's aiready
unhappy with it "This s just as bad as [the first teat], only there's less
of it So what's the difference”” ’

As she poes on to talk about this ssae, it becomes clear that her
dissatistaction 1s not just with the text but with the course itselt. “What
evactly 1s 10177 she asks Last year, a student told her 1t felt like a
repeat of high school, and she suspects that the student may be night
When | ask how she might redesign the course if she had the freedom
to do so. she has a clearer idea than Peter does of where she would bike
to take 1t

wWell, I was thinking a lot about this reader response stuff that we
did with Phul, and | thought that I learned so much in there, even
though 1 wasn't—l mean some of the stuff we read 1 wasn't
thalled with, but { thunk 1 would set it up that way, where we
would just have diterent sources hike fitm and literature, and
[inaudible) wbere they would just wrte I think [ would set it
ap like that somehow, where they were doing journals constantly
in response to whatever we were reading or seeing or— And then,
1 don't know, | don't know what-- Because now I'm more topic-
oriented 1 have these, | look at the book chapters and | pick, you
know, topics that fit with the book chapters So 'nt more topic-
onented instead of theory -oniented or method-ortented or what-
ever

Later, Meredith will recall that her dissatistaction with these 101 texts
parallels her dissatisfaction with some ot the readings for the teaching
ceminar last spring With some of those authors, she had been <o
impatient that she aqimply stopped reading When she did, she would
“confess” to this in her journal, almest daring me to call her on it In
other semesters, as 1 said in the preface, [ probably would have, but
hecause 1 was burned out myselt that semester, 1 didn’t have the
energy to deal with such rebellions. And besides, Meredith’s provoca-
tive discourses on the uselessness of the readings sometimes had as
much theoretical content as anything | had assigned the class to read.
impressed with the quahity of her thought, 1 gave in—nat realizing
until later that though she was stretching mein this process, she herself
might have profited from some stretching in return

A for the sources of Meredith’s impatience with the readings, |
uspect they were multiple. Like Peter, she balked at the language she
was reading, though not quite for the same reasons As Peter himselt
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acknowledged, part of his resistance to academic discourse was due to
his inexperience with it At his undergraduate school, there was only
one required composition course, which emphasized personal writing,
and after that he spent most of his time in creative writing and jour-
nalism classes. With Meredith, an old hand at complex academic dis-
course, the question was not whether she could read abstract and
analytical language but whether the game was worth the candle. She
thought it was not

More tmportant than the language, then, was the content of the
readings in the seminar, and this for Meredith was a grave disappoint-
ment. 1o be perfectly honest,  don’t think [ understood at the time the
nature ot Meredith’s objection to the readings. Though she was quite
open about her resistance, it wasn’t until | got to know Meredith better,
i the course of this project, that | began to understand why her
attitude was so strongly negative. [t wasn't, as in Peter’s case, that the
readings didn’t otfer practical guidance Nor was 1t stmply that they
contradicted her own tmplicit theories. The problem, I began to see,
was that many ot those readings didn't even rawse the questions that
Meredith saw as most important Instead of focusing on why we teach
wnting, they mostly focused on how we teach writing, leaving unan-
swered —~even unaddressed-—the questions Meredith always tinds
morenteresting and most important As she puts it,

It s not wniting, but wroting about what—that's the question l
think this is where Thave the problem, because [ can’t teach form
The content always becomes the pnmary thing somehow [t
doesn’s muake sense to me to talk about teac hing somebody a skill.
teaching scomebody good writing, and then the philosopher in me
fust [savs[, “All night. what do you mean by goeod whnting?” And
that's why the kids sav that Faghsh teachers, that English is sub.
jective, because everybody, every teacher has their own ideas
about what good wniting 18

Meredith herself has strong ideas about what makes good writing
In her view, it 1sn’t technical proticiency, formal coherence, or thetori-
cal efficacy Good wniting, for Meredith, is wnting that leads the stu-
dents to selt-discovery

I want them to learn things about themselves, but you don't learn
things about yourseif 'n a vacuum | mean, vou have to—you
learn things about vouwrself by the way you respond to the rest of
the world

Because she believes the most worthwhile wav of responding to the
world 15 through personal wniting, and because she has seen personal
writing assoctated with an “expressivist” pamnt of view, Meredith
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sometimes uses that term to detine herself At one point, for instance,
Meredith describes a telhing moment that occurred in class that week
when a student responded to a textbook prompt about wrniting an
essav on a remembered person.

S ~ome guy rased his hand and he saud, * Thave a question about
Number 2-- which is ‘Who would be mterested in ths person and
the paint vou want to make about him ot her”“--and I said,
“What  your question”” and he says, “Well, who cares?” {laughs}
[ was so— What do you mean "Who cares ™ and he says, “Well,
what 1t nobody else 1~ interested, what difference does it make?”
And all of a sudden all of that, alt of those thirgs that T wrote, you
know. 0 the wurnal for [the teaching seminar], talking about
expressivism versus the rhetoric—{here she stops to search for an
opposite to expresaivism}--all ot a sudden all that stutf came back
to me, just tushing back to me (laughing], and s hke it was all
pist completely congealed into this one thing that this student
sand “Well who cares”

Clearly. the question of “who cares™ s central to Meredith's theory ot
teaching writing For her, it seems, writing means exploring identity,
exploning values, and ultimately, 1t need satisty no one but the writer

Bes ause Meredith kes to engage n philosophical discussions, and
because her strongly held positions tempt me to play devil's advocate,
[ introdue e, i some of our conversations, standard objctwns to the
vpressivist point ot view Can teachers talrly grddv expressivist writ-
g Can we recognize whenat's “authentic”? ls 1t fair to the students
not to prepare them tor the kinds ot wnting they will need to succeed
in collewe and obs? For most ot these questions, Meredith bas thought-
tul anwwers and throughout our discussions, she defends her ap-
proach to tewhmye - an approach that <he sees as dictated by her
Calues and her “workdview 7 At the end ot the course, she wall also
quete proudiy trom students journals and trom course evaluations
that testity to the ettect the course has had tor them. 71 think the course
helped us Jlearn] hew to vowee our own opimons,” “The ainstructor
inprred me to wnte my best She helped me write inaway that I could
express myselt " Tor AMeredith, these responses are an important val
daton She has tanght according to her theors, and these are qust the
results she was hoping tor

“1 Don’t Want to Do to My Students ...~

i sonmie was < Meredith s a lot ke Peter a humanist in the pnstmnd»
ernage and despite enormoeus personal difterences, [ secvonnedctions
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between them Both see their students primanily as people, with hu-
man needs that take precedence over academic needs. If writing is to
mean to these students what 1t means to Meredith and Peter, it must
alfow them to express their fears and worrnes, their problems and
conflicts, either directly, through journals and personal writing, or
indirectly, thror gh stories and responses to books or films.

In Meredith’s own lite, wniting has been “like a bodily function to
me . bke a survival mechanism.” As a child, she says, she “wrote all
the time,” from stonies in first grade through school writing that got
her “in trouble” because it wasn’t what the teacher wanted. Because
her school experience, hike Peter’s, came close to destroying writing
tor Meredith, she 1s determined, like hum, that she will not do the same
thing to her students. “1 don’t want to do to my students the same
thing that was done to me, or that | felt was done to me,” she says,
echoing his remark

When I ask Meredith what she means by this, her response recalls
what she had said earlier about the question ot audience.

I'was just thinking about this I've been thinking about this a tot,
trVing to write, messing back and forth with this idea of disserta
tion and whether 1— . I'm trying to pian, get the 1dea in my
head of what a dissertation would be But every time [ sit down
and try to write a paper about hiterature, or about what I'm read-
1R, 1t's back to the way it was when [ tried to wnite for [my other
wraduate programjor what I tried to waite for any class. .. . Tt's the
audience,  what 1s the audience you're writing for? And 1 feel
bke 1 have to write for thrs abstract . academic audience, and |
was thinking; about that and 1 thought, "Well, who 1s that, what s
that, 1t's not anvbody, 1t's not a person, 1t's just some thing”
and Istarted thinking how nidiculous that was, § mean, 1t secemed
nidiculoas to me flaughing] | Makes more sense to me to thaink
about, when 'mowniting something, wnting 1t to a person or
wnting it to myself, not writing to this academie thing out here
Sothat's what. when 'm teaching, that's why | keep having this
vontlict

- 3

Like Peter, Meredith seem: * v have “an attitude” about academic writ-
g, an atbitude that grows aut ot personal experience. But whereas
Peter s attitude 15 grounded primanly in his own personal writing
epenience, Meredith seeks to ground hers in a context of theory —the-
ary that is probably drawn less from composition studies than from
the humamistic tradition she s steeped in

Although I'm aware of many problems with Meredith's critique of
academic wniting, and although | play devil's advocate with her from
time to time, | respect the moral stance that underlies her theories.
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Perhaps it 1s because of Meredith, in fact, and her persuasive defense
of “expressivism,” that | am tolerant of Peter’s admutted “attitude”
toward critical analysis. On the other hand, perhaps it is because of
Peter, who does not seem to have the critical resources that Meredith
does to name and detend hus teaching philosophy, that 1 am still not
entirely persuaded by her argument.

The Illusion of Objectivity

Like Meredith, Mike seems to reflect frequently on what writing is.
how we learnt, and why we teach 1t In his journals for the seminar,
he would often raise these questions, and our discussions of the
courses he taught last year are often grounded in theoretical issues To
some extent, as | suggested earher, | think Mike's theorizing is a
tunction of his reflective personahity” he simply likes theoretical discus-
aons But as with Meredith, some of Mike's thinking 1s prompted by
dissonance-~the sense of beng somehow out ot sync with the course
he 1s teachung

In 101 last year. Mike felt that dissonance carly But he wasn't able
to acticulate it for himselt unti! late in the semester, when he stumbled
onto an 1nsight that had eluded him before. Now, a year later, he
explains what happened in this way

Somethang just really chicked over and just made a tremendous
amount of sense, personatly, as opposed to making sense logically
i durno 1) that's a distinction that makes any sense, but | was
centerinyg that hirst course around the {rhetorie text] Twas trving
to let the bostk do the teaching, and 1w as there to sort of dissemu
nate bnowledge, and | didn't feel a Tt of connection with the
[text] It's not how | would approach wnting It had some tech-
mques it which were usetul, | think- -vou know, cung the
reader and tatking about wounterarguments and so forth—-bat for
the most part L reatly didn't know what to do with it so Ljust scrta
ward, “Here are some examples and let's tatk about [them] ”

On that particular day, though, Mike was focusing on descnptive
language--something he telt comtortable with, having warked on 1t
extenaively in creative wrting classes: Rather than follow the book, he
amply tollowed his own plan

[ had people reading n class, breaking up into groups and finding

what they telt trom reading the story, what those emaotions
were and then what those were tied to, what words were used to
Jo that, w hether they thought that worked  And people got really
exarted abont that .
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One reason Mike telt good about this class was because it was one of
the rare times that semester when he was really comfortable with what
he was teaching Working with other kinds of writing—position pa-
pers, tor instance—he had felt unsure of himself, alienated by the

o unfamibar yacabulary of the text
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Serwe of it funderstood, but the language was ditferent, you know,
counterarguments and so forth. Laiways thought, “Put yourself in
the other guy’s shoes” —1 didn't call it counterarguments.

As [ listen to Mike, I'm not always sure what it s about the text he
tinds o ahenating Sometimes, as in the above example, 1t seemns to be
a matter ot language.

am not versed in the language and the concepts and the way of
thinkiny about it that these textbooks are, so I'm sort of appropn
ating that language, “cause that's what I'm asking them to read,
and then I'm tryving to make that mesh with what 1 understand
about wniting, but it’s not a perfect fit because Fm only, I'm only
coming across it maybe three or four days ahead of them

In uther situations, though, it seems to be more than the language of
the text that Mike s resisting. Sometimes the whole pedagogical ap-
proach docsn't pbe with his imphart theonies, his serse ot how he
himselt fearned to wnite in undergraduate creative writing classes

Ftess the persona that Lhad the reading persona that [ have tor
My ownowntng that Tve developed trom the creative wniting
stutt as an undergrad s so second nature to me that there's no
strusture, there s no conscrous structure i there | read through it
and Tyo " Ah— 1 m responding this wav to st 1 d better bis that ©

Atanother pomnt, he explains

Every rarely think ot my writing as process That's one of my
problems that T have with education in general s that st s - - Sup
posediv there's knowledye ont here i this area and the way
we e oy to teadh s knowledge 1s to break it down into these
preces and here's every part, every pomtan this process, but that's
not how we learned it We fearned ¢t by continucus teedback, by
Wit and getting response, and writing and petting response
andwritig and getting response 1 think thar's why [don't recog -
nize that [textbook] stutt, because 1 was never taught the process,
land] the times that people tried to teach me process with gram-
mar and with sentence structure and <o torth, it just went nghi
over the top of my head

Hearing Mike use the word * process™ inan unespected way, 1 ask him
what he means by this term
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Well. I mean like breaking down your wniting into minute parts
{'m not talking about just intraduction, body and conclusion,

'm talking about breaking vour intraduction mto a topic sentence,
vour thesis statement. like {the text dues] with the position paper
QK. each paragraph has to have a topic sentence, and then you're
—porrpto-claborate-on-thatThat's not the wav=—L mean maybe

that's the way | write, but that’s not the way T've ever thought
sbout the way that I write, so1t's hard, 1t was really hard, it was a
huge, felt like there's just a huge distance between that and what
1 dd 1 don't know 1f that reliance on dong 1t point by point
praduces good writing | think that produces a rehance on follow-
ing rules And 1 think that I got much better papers; | think that’s
why the remembered events papers were better, because I—at that
point, 1t was the last paper in the class and 1 said. “Forget the
rules,” and we just looked at descriptive language.

In some wavs, Mike's rebellion against the 101 textbook surprises me
For one thing, | had alwavs regarded the textas rhetorical in approach,
rather than rigid and rule-based. Given Mike's background in creative
writing, thaugh. and the “romantic” pedagogy of many wrters’ work-
Shops, Lam not surprised that be finds the text's approach too analytic
tor his tastes What contuses me more 1s an apparent inconsistency
between what Mike says here, about 101, and what he says elsewhere
/1 our interyiew s about the need for “rules and structures”™ in teaching
writing

In the course he 1s teaching this semester-—the 200-level “Business
and Technical Wnting” course—Mike seems to rely heavily on such
rules and structures | see this even in our earliest conversations, when
he expresses confidence about teaching the course, citing his expen-
ence as a psychology undergraduate, working with style manuals,
AP tormat, and “various strict rules”. 1 know a lot more about, or I
teel T know a lot more about “Business and Technical Writing”,” he says
One thing he hikes about the course s that the writing assighments are
easter than 101 papers “"Fverything's broKen up nto nice httle sec-
trons

Although I'm curious about thi- apparent contradiction early in our
interview s, [don't actually ask Mike about it until midsemester, when
he talks about teaching memo tormat to his students:

Ihere « a whole structure to 2, you know, and they have--1Tmean
there = atl these rules, and Tdon't understand the rules | know the
prinaples, the philosophies “keep it clear, conase, don t waste
any words, make sure evervhody gets all the informaton they
peed make tteasy o read 7 So that's what ' trving to mesh
with the Linpguage of {asaming the text’s vore] “The format ol
thiv 1 urpose. Summary Ihecussion, Action Ok and vou want
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these set off and these are the types of things you put in this
section and that section

Surprised that he 1s so walling to embrace “rules and formats” such as
these that seem to me far more rigid than anything the 101 text pro-

Yeah. all the rules feel ke rulés to me | mean they feel like
cuncrete statements of things that F've understood all dong. That's
the way that I study, you know, that's the way that Learn.it's like,
I don't have a name for some things, and then I'l read t and 'l
see that this s [the text author's] language for somethung that |
knos, and “Oh, OK,” and then those two things go together, vou
knuow 5o the rules doteel Tike, you know, they frel like rules.

From what he says here, it seems as 1t Mike has nothing against a
rule-based pedagogy—as iong as the rules make sense But this is
where things start to get confusing—because not everybody, says
Mike, needs to know the rules.

And that's the difference for me between the learning and the
teaching Because vou dont need to know what the names of
those things are to do it you know Alot ot my wrniting 1« sort
ot naturai i terms of--1t just teels nght That's the wav | ap-
proach yrammar, Fdon't know the names of these things [ don't
I'm hard pressed todentity dauses and - But [in] my writing
Pdont hove anv problems with that 1 can tell you whether 1t's
right or wrong, Tust can't tell vou what the name of the rule w for
11 S Ewas teaching a course tn grammar, then [ would have to
start puthing together what Thnow about how Lwrite wath, vou
know, [with] what they call that

When T ask Mike why teachers need to know these rules, he rephies

Welll mavbe they dont But somehow the students need a struc -
ture tor that See. vou can learnat natarally without those rules
o1 those fabels, but vou can't teach it you know, except by exam-
phe But I mean can vou imagine trving to teach a course like
that” “Don’t do st this way, doat this wav ™~ “Why?" “Well, L dunna,
doesn b this sound better® [ don't bike the way that sentence
sounds, it sounds better to put it this wav” And some of those
rules maybe Leould come up with on my own But some of the
other stuft. ike the structure ot talking about the Purpose, Sum-
mary Dhiscussion and Action, Twouldn't have come up wath that

While Mike concedes that he “would not have thought of putting all
ot that mnto the mema, let alone in that order” he says the tormat, once
he understands it, makes sense to him

You know it doesn t make sense toome o terms of “Cvh, veah,
that™ what Tve alwavs done © but it wems kyzieal 1 hike the
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aysterrs, | like what it looks ke it's very ordered and even covers
eversthing, and 1t hits with what 1 know about—see, tt's also n
other ervas because. you know, my undergrad (major] is inpsy -
chology and Enghsh, and i psychology T got into education and
fearming theary, a lor of learming theory and it, "Business and

e TuchprcabMnting Cespesaliv with memas - just fits everything
Ive ever heard about learming and how you get information |
mean vou prime the reader, at the very beginning there's a hne
that says “subject,” and thar's maybe three words long, and then
vour purpose statement 1s sort of the subject elaborated, and then
vour summary s a summary of the whale document. so you're
just butlding more and more about what theyv're—"Here’s what
vou're gonna read about, here's a hittle more of what you're gonna
read about, here s a brgger puture of what you're yonna read
about, here's what vou're reading about, here’s what I want you
to do “ And it ust intuitinely makes <ense, but notan terms ot
anvthing Tve ever wntten, you know

Here especially Mike seems to contraduct what he had said earlier
about teaching 101 There, he talked about throwing out the rules,
about “making sense personally as opposed to making sense logr-
cally " Here, he seems perfectly satishied with a rule-based approach,
accepting the “logic” ot the torm prescnibed by the writing text

What explamns this apparent contradiction?” Are the two courses ~o
ditterent that they require completely ditferent approaches” Some
times, this 1s what Mike seems to be saying,

With techmcal writing, the whole pomnt s that it's supposed to,
vou re supposed to get the point across I guess I'm just as
wutlty as the next person, | hke the concept of being able to just
tollow those rules and just get the minmmuam down, just stop at
Jdown to the bare essenttals That sorta feels ke behaviorssm to
me behavior maditieations the same thiny that attracted me to
that tor a while There's a set of underlying rules that deweribes
rehayor and the learning provess, and this i how it govs and vou
can call it whatever vou want but its alwav s this And this s npht
and that < wrong, 's very easy o make those calls because vour
purpose s aliways the same. to communicate eftectivelvan a short
amount of time and not wasting space and no miscommunicd
tons Whereas T uess Taee the wniting we do i Comp Fand
Comp {1 as bemng more, Tdon't know, but it's a ditterent kind ot
wrthing, and 1t doesn’t make sense that the rules there—- The
purpose s ditterent

Still, even tor Mike the issue 1+ more compheated than that, for he s
tempted to import some of the “structured” approach to teaching 209
mto hie 101 and 102 classes Just two weeks earlier, speculating about
why peer groups seem to go better in 209 than they did in 101 or W02,
Aoke huad remarked that the standard tformats tor business and techne
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cal wnting made 1t easter for students to entique cach other’s work
Then he had mused

I wonder 1f you could do that in composinion somehow 1 bet
vou could do this wath fan argument paper] real easilv Maybe an
vour rough drafts you could have them, as part of the creaton or
the brainstozming or the revistng process, vou could have them
mahke artificial sections and . . say. "OK, the purpose 15 this.

and vour subject s such and such, and vour arguments are such
and such.” 1t you could break those up into areas and then see o
all the points. hnd out what those rules are, [ don't even know,
exactly, I mean, even as I'm talkang about this, Tcan't. it'< not clear
to me what those connechons between all those areas nught be

Another accasion on which I notice Mike's attraction to the “rules
and structures” he savs he desprses occurs in our very first interview,
when he talks about last vear’s 102 ¢lass One thing he did in that
course. he savs, was to give his students more control, including tree
chorce'on therr last w rting assignment When two students proposed
te write short stories, Mike was a Iittle uncertain how to handle it, but
then he deaded to make it a challenge tor them

IFnow a little it about creative senting, too-- <ertainiy more than
the people who chose to do that—and so Thit "em with the fulf -1
wanted to show them exadthy what that—" Thisis a valid torm ot
writing and it has it's own cules Just because it S oreative wnting
doesn tmean you can do ansthing, you still have to tollow certam
conventions 7 So it e with ey cr\lhm;, I didn t hold anvihing
hack. but Twasnt there to tear the preces apart but 1 ust let them
know that, Welll i vou're gonna Jdo this, vou're gonna hatta -
Well dirlogue alwav s has to go this wav. vou hafta watch out for
vour tay bies because this ets boning - he said, she <and™ - vou
don twant to hear that “--all ot this other stutt. And 1ot rew ntes
out ot it and people vou know peaple tookat pretty wernousiy So
P think they learned something about it

From this conversation and others, it s Jdear that Mike s not as
averse to “rules and structures” as he sometimes seems to be But that
doesn t mean he s gty of muddied thinking What seems to Mike
unnaturdi trom the writer’'s point of view (“That's not the way |
wrnite ) s attractive trom the teacher's point ot view tar pra(tu'.ll
reasons Somettmes, asin 209, 5t helps him explain a kind of wnting he
has hittle evperience with Or it helpshim solve practical problems, hke
how to respond to student papers and guide peer-group cntigues
With  rules and tormats,” there s samething conerete to look torin a
pree of wobhng etither it tollows the rules and conventions or it
doesn’t, either it includes the required material or it's nat complete
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Stll, this approach may be less than satisfying for Mike in the long
run Like the elaborate point system he has devised tor calculating
grades this semester, his attraction to rule-based pedagogy may be
motivated by a utile desire to maintain “objectivity ”
that «y stem

As he says about

| guess Em sort of explonng this issue of can you remove the
personal element, m a way, or something like that You know what
I mean, though® Making 1t, removing myself from postion of
judger. you know, sort of saving—-1t's false, 1t's really arufiqal, 1
think -~ “Well, these are the standards, and this 1s what the inst-
tution savs, and this 1s what the book says, and so forth, and what
vou wnte matches up to that, and Tust judyze that, it's not my fault
== You know what P rnean?

In revopnizing the “falseness™ and “artihciality” of hus attraction to
vbpective methods of evaluation, st seems to me that Mike s well on
the way to sensing a ~stmilar “falseness” in the rules and formats
approach that he has taker to teaching “Busimess and Technical Wnit-
iy It he has tound no compeihing need yet to question that ap-
proach, at may be as he savs, because hus primary need 1s simply to get
through the course this first ime, to sunvive it Onee that dissonance
i~ resoby ed, once he knows that he can teach “Business and Technical
Writing,” he may be ready to contront this other dissonance the con-
tradictions i his own mphat theonies of teaching

A Dissonance Within

My sense that Afike 18 torn between contheting theones—that the

dissonance he teels 1s as much within him as without - s most appar
ent when he talks about teaching 102 last vear In that course, much
more than m 101 or 204, he was able to hit his stride, to come out ot
the shadow of the text and teach trom his own authority As he ex-
plans

That whobe secomd semester was basically plaving it by car We
e the book tor some things, and sometimes the students would
come up with an wdea and we'd use that, outside sources and
things for papers, and 1t was real Tdon't wanna sav out of
control it wasn tohaotic oranvthing butitwasn t folfowing any
Jetimte sticture other than, We re gonna leatn how to wnte
from different sources © That's the only thing T took into that
mester was, “Well, sources are eserything.” sa [was prepared
tor them ta come up with sources that I wouldn't have thought of,
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and we spent a ot of time talking about what a source was and
whether vou could rely on them or not and wo forth

Because he could draw on his experience coming out of 101, and
bevause he didn't teel so constraimed by the text in 102, Mike was able
to relax and enjov his 102 class He was also able to draw on and
develop more tully his own implicit theories of writing and teaching —
theonies that ditter dramatically trom the “behavionist” pedagogy he
espouses in 209

Here, for instance, 15 a long segment trom one of our midsemester
interviews Mike has just recerved the department memo asking TAs
what they want to teach in the spring, and already he's thinking about
teaching 102 again What he wants to do this time, he savs, s organize
his course around a “culture shock/media” theme

At leastin the bennmng Fwant to talk about advertising and the
media, and the media’s presentation of culture. and individuals
reaction to that, and see what kind of wnting comes out of that,
Cause we started. we touched the surface of that Tthink in 102 last
time and that was kind ot interesting, and 1t's becoming a hittle
more Jdear to me what was happeming there and what elae we
could do

As he poes ontatalk about the course he 1s imagining. Mike begins to
wax theoretical He talks about focusing on “analytical reading skalls”
and “the wav language works,” and he begins to wonder whether
these shalls maight be pursued in 101 as well as 102

I don™ know st [ waould do that exactiv with 101, but on the other
hand, why coufdn't vou® What s really the ditference? T mean this
sounds hke a parent saving, Ol my child s not old enough to do
suchand such " Whey® Who «avs? I mean it seems intuitively
it seemis to me that vou can do the same things

Fxentuaily. his thoughts fead lum into even broader areas ot thought

Frhink education s« reallv kind of o messy hit or miss thing ]
don tthink peaple chouldn’t thed about it ortry and understand
whatit s that < foing accomphshed, but at the same time. | m not
penna et too comeerned about not knowing every aspes t ot}
where 1t s oy and what at's accomphishing There's a sense |
havean compesition, in 101 and 102, that something s happening,
that somethinyr ponsd s happeming inside that 1 m ot necessanhy
secing 1o their wribng but that it -t nothing else, there's some
thing that < happering mothere that s cupposediv what's aup-
posed o happen when vou go to college: Your honzons are
broadened What other chiches can we throw 1in? You, something,
happens voulook voubeg:n toget ditterent perspectives, you get
dittetent wanvs of Jooking at things and part ot that happens in
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compesition. That's a good torum tor me to work with that any-
wav For me, ity language and . that's the avenue I'm talking
about innw to read, and how to thank about language  to stop
taking language fos granted That's exciting to me and | thank that
does something about the way you approach the world, and s
interesting and 1 think ot's usetul and it may not have a directly
translatable analog. it may not be anything, say, "OK. now I've
taken this. and now | can dosuch and such ™

As he talks about has philasophy of teaching writing -—a philosophy as
broad in scope as Meredith’s-—Mike seems to sense that he’s contra-
Jdicting things he's sard about teaching 209 Again, he tries to make a
Jistinetion
1 thunk ot composition as boy thus 1s weird, Twouldn t have said
this a year ape - but Lthunk of compositton as a creative environ-
ment 4 creative course that doesn’t necessanly have a dinect end
result, and [ think ot 209 as a technscal course, as “This 1s just
about skalls, " okay, and that's {how | I set it up i the beginming, |
talked about what communication s and so forth and <0 on And
there are ditferent panciples In composihior F'm not applying
that stuft trom {his undergraduate communicatons course]—-1'm
not applving that stutf from that course o composition, or at least
not as much, mavhe every onee ina while, but not as much
[here ~ o toom tor readet response in 209 Well  veahthereas,
but ot the same way Do you know what I mean” { mean M
i strtctly about a set of prinaples that, that work, and either you
Can tollow them ur vou qan’t, and composihon jis a lot more
arrreuous toome than that

Although Mike tries to make a irm distinction here between “Business
and Technial Writing” and composition, 1 can’t help noticing the
equivocation, the moment when he interrupts himselt to adnut that
there 1s room for “reader response” in 209 Although he doesn’t elabo-
rate on what he means here, T suspect he 1s talking about “the per
wmal © For i Mike's epistemology. as in Meredith's, the personal
plavs aven largze part

hver and over m our interviews, Mike talks about understanding
thing~ personally, about making personal connections with his teaching,
about the students persomal investment in learming - For him, this
wems to be where meaning resides 10 the personal connection be-
hween selt ardd world When he talks about his struggle with the 101
Feat, 1t §s 1 terms of “makiny the structure personally meaningtul, and
then teaching trom myself, with the structure to lean on and to tall
back on 7 Last vear in 02, he savs,

Tw anted them to o an 2y somehow, goaway tram the class with
At Teast the mklimge that wnting docsn t necessanby have to be d
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chure that's assigned in a class that vou don't feel any personal
connection with So that’s what I wanted thern to do 1s find some
kind ot personal thing that thev were interested 1in and have them
write about that <o they can teel what it’s like to be interested 1,
what they're doing as theyre wniting

And even at the beginning of this semester, as he planned his “Busi-
ness and Technical Wrniting” class, he was imagining ways to make the
course “personally meanmingtul” to students One assignment he had
borrowed from his undergraduate psychology professor.

He sent us out to tind publications, professional publications, APA
or anvthing in the tield and find come bit ot research, and  read
itanterpret it and present it to the Jass and answer any questions
the class would have And 1 thought it would be really—0'm
gonna try and do that for these people . And [ust thought that
was a really good thing when | went through that because 1t
makes you think ditferently about yourselt and what you're dong
in colleye, when suddenly you're bemng asked to look at some-
thing 1 vour held and really to be a part of that field, to acknow-
ledge thatyvou vou know, “[am part of this field and L understand
this stutf, and this is what 1t s for and this s what I'll be doing,”
vou know And when voure—when we were made peesonally
responsible tor that stuft | fc.. much doser connection to, you
knosw the possibihity ot actually becoming a psychologst was a tot
more real to me than it had been just by taking classes and require-
ments and <o torth

At the ime, Mike ~avs he's “excited”™ about this assignment, and it's
true - he's virtually bubbling with 1deas By nmudterm, though, the
exaitement has vanished and Mike s teaching more or less “by the
book 7 Why did he let this happen. | wonder” Is it just because the
course 1s new to him? Perhaps But it seems to me that, in some sense,
Mike mav abways have to struggle against the text --ta resist the rules,
the order, the authonty that hold such attraction for him

Conclusion

When T oonsder the cases ot Mike, Kaith, and Meredith, as apposed to
those ot Peter and Alex, it occurs to me that there are certain conditions
that «reate a tavoerable chimate tor thinking, theoretically One of those
conditions s ddearly dissonance  the sense that our imphat theories
about what wniting 15, or how we learn it, or how we teach i, conflict
with the theories we encounter explicrtly or imphetly in course texts,
the program philosophy, or the teaching serminar When that disse-
nance s mimimal - asat appears to be with Aley, and to some extent
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with Keith—there 1s httle incentive to think about the values and
assumptions that underhe the courses we teach.

Another condition that stimulates theoretical thinking s the pres-
ence of a dialogic Other—an Other that may be internally configured,
as i~ the skeptieal inner voice Mike continually meets 1n his reflective
Jisourse, or one that 1s embadied in a peer or mentor, as Keith's Other
s embodied 1n Meredith and her Other 1s embodied in me. '

The notion that some teachers are more attuned than others to
hearing those dialogic Others suggests one other condition that en-
ables a theorizing trame of mind. one must be tairly comfortable in the
realm of academuc discourse For Peter, this can be a problem. In
resisting, the language of academic discourse, he risks shutting himself
off trom the opposing voices that might make him reconsider and
defend his imphait theories Alex risks some of this, too—though there
are signs that he 1s already overcoming his resistance When he tells
me, 1n our very last interview, that he hears himself using language he
would not have used last year at this ime, | am pleased to hear it--not
because | am cager that he adopt the jargon of our protession, but
rather because [ think he may find, as Ann Berthoff argues, that find-
g names for what we believe and think starts us thinking about our
thinking. and that thinking about our thinking inevitably leads us to
rarse the questions we must raise to keep learning

This 1s not to say. 1 hasten to resterate, that theorizing can only be
done i the language ot academuc discourse Atter all, httle of the
theorizing of Ketth, Mike, and Meredith 1s conducted in those terms
But the tact 15, most experienced college writing teachers live in aca-
demic discourse communities, and that 15 where many ot our most
stimulating theoretical conversations take place Although we needn'’t
all speak the language ot academic discourse, it 1s impartant that we
all understand 1t~ 11 tor no other reason than to resistats exclusionary
tendencies
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Interchapter:
The Theorist in Me

At some point during the course of this project—! don’t even remem-
ber when--1 sat down at the computer and typed out a six-page rant
about “theory.” I'm not sure what prompted it. A conversation with a

‘colleague? Impatience with an article | was reading? it doesn’t matter

I've been strugghng with theory, with the idea of theory, for a long time,
and what boiled over at that peint had been simmering on the back
bumer since—well, probably since graduate school.

It was there, in graduate school, that | first encountered theory. tirst
learned a name for the New Critical literary values 1 had absorbed as
anundergraduate English major At the time, we didn’t call it “theory,”
though—we were still calling it criticism, as in the “Practical Crniti-
cism” course | took my first semester in graduate school. Fven there |
seem to have had trouble with the idea of theory. When asked to wnite
an essay defining my own theory of criticism, 1 balked at the task
While mv colleagues grew rapturous about Freudian or Jungian ap-
pm.uhvs (in that course, poststructurahst theory had yet to make an
appearance—and even structuralists were represented only by
Northrop Frye), | dug in my heels and refused to pledge allegiance to
Anvone.

Part of my resistance, I'm sure, was simply feartulness. This stuff we
were reading was strange and new, and it undermined what Iittle
contidence [ had in myself as a serious student of literature. But part
of 1t was something else. as well, and 1t has stuck with me throughout
mv carcer In many ways, | hear myself echoed in Keith’s remarks
about theory On the one hand, I'm attracted to it (like a moth to a
tlame, 1t seems) In other ways, I'm repulsed s it really necessary to
talk about theory tn such opague and abstract language? And why
must we hmit ourselves to a theory. anyway? Like Keith, | scem to be
more comtortable with the plural of that word - and with vers) s of
theorv | nawvely call common sense and instinet.

When | made the shitt, after graduate school, from twentieth-cen-
tury hiterature to composttion studies, 1did so thinking Thad somehow
escaped to firmer ground I'm a practical person, it seems, a person
who enjovs the challenges of the here and now, and once | got over the
il terrors of teaching wnting, | began to develop a deep and
abiding, appreaiation of tts complexaty Like a Wallace Stevens poem, a

N
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Virginta Woolf novel, teaching writing is something that grows richer
and more vanous with cach expenence. 1 liked teaching writing 1 felt
grounded there, and from the perspective of a writing teacher, I could
even begin to bisten in, once again, on those theoretical conversations
[ had tound so alienating in graduate school.

It was never easy The theoretical readings i Ross Winterowd's
NEH Summer Seminar on “Literature and Literacy” at USC in 1982
nearly drove me mad, but they gave me a new perspective on teach-
ing And in the years since then, | have had numerous occasions to go
ott on rants aganst cognitive process theory, portstructuralist theory,
femtnist theory, sucial-constructivist theory, Marxist cultural theory,
cte. Otten, when I'm ranting, a httle part of my consciousness steps
aside, ke the Woody Allen character in Play It Again, Sam. and raises
an evebrow at the ranting self: “Feeling insecure today, are we? Fecling
a little threatened, perhaps?” But then 1 find myself wondering: Does
facques Derrida ever have such a moment? Does Paulo Freire ever
look in the mirror and ask: “Taking ourselves a bit seriously today, are
we? Sounding, a hittle pretentious””

In the course of this project, I've tried to come to terms with the-
ory -—to understand my resistance to it, and at the same time to ac-
knowledge its inevitable presence in my hfe as teacher and researcher.
Finally | have determined that what i resistis not theory but Theory—
not theoretical thinking but theoretical language—and the conven-
tons of academic discourse that dictate the dropping of names at
cructal points n the conversation, While writing this very essay, in
fact, 1 debated the wisdem ot dropping the names of Derrida and
Fretre The tact 1s, I've been far less influenced by them than by col-
leagues who have read them But would readers respond if I men-
tioned onlv the names of those colleagues?

in this book, readers will find few formal citations—and yet they
will hear throughout the considerable influence of all those theorists
whose work has shaped, and continues to shape, my thinking about
teaching writing, Some will think | ought to have cited them, ought to
have been somehow more “scholarty” in my approach. To these, | can
only respond that | have taken quite seriously what | have tearmed
from ~ome of these theorists: that the idea of “authorship” is problem-
atic indeed; that language ttselt is inherently dialogic, shot through
with vorces of all those we have read and met and spoken with and
hwtened to, that alt our theories are socially constructed, sometimes of
the most unhikely and meongruous materials, and that the stories we
tell about teaching are really theories in themselves
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And besides, the simple truth is that | couldn’t begin to name all the
sources of my own theoretical thinking. This is a book about how we
learn to teach writing, and 1t 1s inevitably influerced by everything
I've ever heard or experienced or read. If forced, of course, I could cite
the most immediate influences: Peter Elbow, Wendy Bishop, and Don-
ald Schon, whose work [ read before | started this project; Deborah
Britzman, Nancy Miller. Lad Tobin, and Nancy Sommers, whom | read
while the writing was in progress. You may not find all these writers
cited m this study, but I think they are present here In fact, | suspect |
could trace the presence here of every author I've read over the past
twelve months, from Robert Brooke to Susan Griffin, from Elizabeth
Minnich to Robert Coles.

But my most important sources wouldn't show up in a bibliog-
raghy. They aren’t pubhshed scholars, so you wouldnt know their

work as [ do Their names are Keith and Meredith and Peter and Alex
and Mike
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It 1 May, now, and | am nearing the final stages of my leave project.”
All through the spring, | have been reviewing transcnipts, listening
agamn to my conversations with the five TAs. In the beginning, | had
hoped this would be a collaborative venture. I envisioned alt six of us
awash 1 transcripts, comparing our conversations, looking for pat-
terns and contradictions. As 1t turns out, though, only 1 have time to
«ort through all the transcripts. The TAs, still immersed in their teacher
and student roles, are busy wnting theses, planning weddings, fook-
ing, for summer work  Although they manage to find time to read
through their own individual transcripts, only two—Mike and Peter-
fake the option of carming independent research credit by writing
about what they see there

For Mike, the writing becomes an opportunity to reflect on a recur-
ning pattern he has tound in his teaching. The essay he gives me has
no title, but it begins wiath this dream-hke passage:

[ remember staring blankly at the board, trymg to figure out what the
ted her wus trgy to say The chalk had paused. briefly ~tlent and 121 *hat
wlenee | had come to the realization that | had no tdea what was going
an

Fhew ~ay that semetumes people porget to breathe whle Jeepimy, or
that therr braws foreet to send tie signal to keep the heart beating. amd
they die This was such @ teelmy - that the part of my bram which
araantsed the cues around me e my “reality” had ceased to flonctuon
] s completely dissocuated tran my body

Dt the past Looudd e taken refuge 1 anchymity retreated withun
Phe st bty oF student ness and shrurk back mto the crowd of lecturees
Bt that ont " was nere deswed nie because s standing at the board.
1 pront of the s Lass stanny at the chatk 112 my hand My hand. my halk
my e ture amd g problem D reas supposed to be the teacher

Whu 1s this teacher Mike thinks he's “supposed to be™? ls it the
came teacher Meredith and Peter and Keith and Alex see in their
mnds? Not all ot the TAs ind at as difficult as Mike does to see
themeselves as teachers, vet when 1 review the transcripts ot our con-
versations, 1 am struck by how often, and in what various fashions, |
tind them disavowing, the teacher role. What does this mean, I wonder
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Is 1t just a measure of their insecuritics, a phase new teachers go
through? That's what | assumed when | started. But the more | listen
to the new TAs, the more | recognize doubts and denials | still feel after
sixteen vears of teaching And I know 1 am not alone. Reséarch has
indicated that some of the most well-established women in academe
sutter trom what 1s sometimes called “imposter syndrome”—the belief
that they do not belong in the profession, that they have gotten where
they are by a mere fluke and will one day be “found out”~and though
they may admut it less otten, 1 know many male teachers expenence
such teelings, as well

What 151t we share, those of us who have trouble seeing ourselves
as teachers? Is our reluctance in any way related to our ambivalence
about personal/protessional boundaries? Does it grow out ot some
dissonance between our own imphcit pedagogical theories and the
ones we cncounter at the university? As | consider the five TAs in my
studv, I begin to sketch answers to these questions, begin to sec how
we conspire with our culture to construct for ourselves as writing
teachers the most complex and contradl..wory roles,

Teaching as a Process

Ot the tive TAS in my studv, it is Alex, not surprisingly, who scems
most comfortable in the role of teacher. At one point, having noticed
that ke seems to struggle wath the role less than the others, I decide to
ask him about it directly

Fibby Th, role of teacher feels vasy tor voo - T mean, feels comfort-
able tor vou

Alev Fasser Yeah. a lot more thes year than last vear Fvenan the
1023t s a lot more relaed [don't think I'm pushing nearly as
much this time as | did last ume

Libtby Pushing?

Vv Myselt That whole idea o the person who grves wisdom
And I've been trving to encoutage the students to take o nore
active role i things When discassion's potng, instead of ask
ing the question and then answering it, 1 just ask the question
and it no one answers, T just call on someone to answes and
then that usually gets things going

Although Alex is willing to speculate a hittle about what's “different”
i hus teaching this year - he's no longer trving to play the role of “the
person who gives wisdom”- - he is clearly not eager todwell very long
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on the subject: “Don’t want to think about 1t too much,” he says,
laughing. “Bottle it, we'll sell it, we'll sell it.”

As | struggle again with my ambivalent reaction to Alex—a reaction
that includes both adnuration and skepticism—it occurs to me that
what may account for the ease ‘with which Alex sees himseif as a
teacher 1s the fact that he doesn’t expect as much from himself in the
beginning And this hne of thought leads me to an idea | have toyed
with betore: that there 1s some kind of correlation between the way
these young TAs view teaching and the way they view witting.

I wouldn't want to push this idea too hard. Looking for correlations
like this might tempt me to force the issue. But when 1 juxtapose some
of Alex's comments about teaching with his comments on writing, I
can’'t help noticing a certain similanty. Here, for instance, 15 a passage
{ quoted earliér in which Alex talks about how he explains to his
students the need for two composition courses.

Because it's a process 1 tell ‘em about my expenence, creahive
writing-wise, that even though | have had years, five and six years
ot wating workshops, I'm still learning, and I had my composi-
tion way back as a treshman undergrad, too, and 1t's just, it'’s the
repetiton. The more you wrte, the more vou recognize your

mistakes, and the more vou learn how to correct them at the
creation stage

And here 1s another passage, in which he talks about teaching

Teaching 15 an evolutionary process. you never stop learning,. |
mean once vou do, vou stagnate, that's it Then 1t becomes tedi-
ous, then 1t becomes work S0 long as you can keep domng new
things, tryving things, and improving

Just as learming to write and learning to teach are both processes tor
Alex, they both seem to involve a inear-stage progression In writing,
he tells his students,

You need that beginming, vou need to start oft dow, and work
your way and get comtortable and then move up to the next stage
The more vou write, the more you recognize different stages

In teaching, too, Alex believes in starting ofi <lowly and moving one
step at a time. The tirst thing he had to learn, he says, was “relating to
the students and getting them to talk.” “That's been pretty good,” he
tells me. “I've been pretty lucky with that.” After the relationship gets
eotablished, there’s time to work on other things like getting organized
and adapting assignments to students - two things he plans to devote
more attention to next year
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At first, the first fall semester when you teach that first section, it's
Just something out of the book to do. And even in the spring one,
vou're varying the assignments but it’s stil something to do Now
with 101 this last fall, you're varying the assignment, but there's
reasons behund 1t, there’s more reasons betund it You want, OK, |
want my student to get this out of it. | want my student to try to
learn this skill by writing thus paper It's just a refinement of that
wdea, which ['ve been [laughs], I've been hopefully working on,
making 1t reasonable for them to do it

As these passages indicate, Alex seems to see teaching, like writing, as
a hinear process—a process in which you can’t “leap tnto one area and
try to do it all at once or you'll be overwhelmed.” Instead, you need to
“master that one area and get confident with 1t, then you can work on
the others.” Later, | suspect, he will revise this working theory, dis-
cover, as those more experienced have, the recursive nature of the
teaching process After a while he may even begin to question, as have
recent composition theorists, the meaning of the process metaphor. In
the meantime, though, his metaphor seems to have carried him, as it
has carned many a blocked or frustrated writer, througiy the difficult
mnitial phases of his project: learning to see himselt as a teacher of
writing.

Conflicting Images

At the opposite end of the spectrum from Alex 1s Peter. Much more
open about his feclings than Alex, Peter also has the hardest time
seeing himself as a teacher There may be a number of reasons for this,
as I've hinted in previous chapters. For one thing, Peter 1s more self-
conscious than the others—"hypersensitive” as he puts it, to what
peers and students might think or say of him. For another, Peter still
sees himself as very much the student Inour interviews, he 1s far more
hkely than are the other four TAs to reter to his own student status. In
this respect, his image of being caught in the doorway of a faculty
meeting, hearing students outside “running in the halls,” 15 a telling
one But perhaps the most significant impediments to Peter’s seeing
himselt as a teacher are the images of the teacher that he carries around
inside his head In Peter’s case, those images loom very large, indeed.

My tirst glimpse of the teachers in Peter’s head comes very early in
our project It 1s the day before classes begin in the fall, and Peter is
talking about his own first-vear college experience:

At fmy undergraduate school] it's hard for me to even remember
101, but it was, it didn’t seem like the 101 that [ended up teaching
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The 101 down there was taught by a professional teacher who s
row getting her Ph.D. here . . I saw her in the hibrary this sum-
met, had a nice chat with her. She was just very cheerful, and she
was firm but she was very cheerful, had a nice attitude about the
class, and 1t was a pleasure to listen to her. And 1 was trying to
emulate all these teachers that 1 had in the past, and gosh, the only
one that came out scemed to be Zeke from seventh grade, and he
was an awful teacher, and I dunno why he was the one who
popped up out of all these wonderful teachers 1 bad n the past,
but [ think 1t was because [ was so nervous and afraid And I think
Zeke was very nervous and afraid too, because the teachers didn’t
respect lum, they'd call um Zeke behind hus back, “cause that was
his ichname when he was in college or something ... but any-
way, 1 ended up being knd of very authontanan and like,
“Teacher, leave them kids alone' The exact oppostte of what 1
wanted to be, 1 ended up being

From this anecdote, | can see immediately that the teacher in Peter’s
mind 1s a Jekvll and Hyde figure—one side the warm, caring nurturer,
cheerful, yet tirm; the other the authoritanan monster, object of ridi-

‘cule. fear, and adolescent rebelhion. Both are teachers Peter has known

in his years as a student, and both are teachers he's capable of being
Yet despite his best etfortd to emulate the nurturing teacher, it's the
authoritarian, much to Peter’'s dismay, who keeps threatening to
emerge in his teaching,

Peter’s authoritanan side 15 most evident when he tatks about his
struggle to control it Last year, there was an incident when he lost his
temper with a student, and he s determined not to do that again. Still,
as 1s apparent in interviews quoted earlier, Peter does have trouble
controlhing his anger and irritation with students It may be tempting
to attribute his problems to hypersensitivity on his part—as PPeter
humself does, and as | have done, too, to a certain extent. But the fact
15, | can castly empathize with what Peter is feching, and [ have heard
that ~ame voice of repressed anger and self-blame in nuany teachers,
both new and expentenced So 1 suspect there s something more going,
on here than the merelv personal Perhaps part of the problem may lie
i the way we construct the role of teacher——or more precisely, in the
wav the role of teacher has been constructed for us by the culture and
the media.

“To Touch a Life...”

Not long ago, in the window ot a kitchen store, | saw-a coffec mug
which read. “To Teach Is To Touch a Life—Forever” Immediately |
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recogruzed the image of the teacher inscribed there. It is the same
tmage Peter invokes in our very first interview.

I would like to be looked at as a positive influence in somebody's
life. Kinda like surrogate kids in a way I've got a roomful ot
twenty-two surrogate children. And [ want them ali to do well
OK, now go out in the world and do well.

The fact that Peter thinks of the teacher as a surrogate parent is inter-
esting, given that his mother, a retired elementary school teacher and
hbrarian, has been a role model for him:

Granted, 1t’s different completely—she was teaching elemen-
tary—but still those kids look at her fondly when she bumps into
them Some of them are professtonals dotng whatever, and they
see her and they say hello and always seem to be very happy to
sve her And | would like that about me.

In a previous chapter, | speculated that patterns learned in the famuily
may influence the way we as teachers relate to our students, and Peter
may be further evidence of this. But as the cotfee mug in the store
window testities, the unage of teacher as caring nurturer is not some-
thing Peter has learned only at home. That image les deep in the
culture.

Though he doesn’t mention the parenting role explicitly after that
first interview, Peter’s characterization of other positive role models
otten includes an element of nurturing. In addition to the English 101
teacher mentioned earlier in this chapter, there is the sociology profes-
sor who spotted signs of depression and got Peter to see a college
counselor just by writing a note 1n the margin of his falling exam. And
even this yvear, when Peter was struggling with his own writing in a
graduate course, his him teacher took the time to sit down with him
and show him what he could do to improve his analytical essay

Whether advising students on personal problems or taking the time
to work with them outaide of class, this teacher in Peter’s head is
someone who dares deeply about students. And in his own classes,
Peter prides himself on tulfilling that role—never hesitating to reach
out to students, to try to “touch the hfe” of anyone who is strugghng
oran trouble Not surprisingly, then, where Poter feels most engaged
as a teacher—most usetul to his students and most comtortable with
himself—is in the conterence setting There he can be himself, get
down to “nuts and bolts,” and do the one-on-one work he believes his
students need

Unfortunately, the students don't always play their expected roles
m this hittle drama  Instead of responding with gratitude to Peter’s
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offers of help, they sometimes take advantage of his good will, or else
they fail to return his effort with hard work of their own. When that
happens, Peter finds 1t difficuit to stay in role. Even in conferences,
moments of anger and frustration intervene.

] give them a lot of my time when it comes to reading their drafts
{ also give them a lot of my time on thesr journals, and ! give them
a lot of nme 1n conference settings 1 tell them to call meif they
hav e trouble and some of them do But I do know that it seems
that 1it's a hittle bit draining on my part as teacher, with forty-one
students, and maybe because I'm putting so much time into that,
1 expect them to put as much time inat an return It bugs mw
when | feet ltke I'm tossed m the back seat in hieu of bology

Later, when he wntes about this vear’s expernience, Peter will attribute
his trustraton to hus own personal probléms

Sorste problems were only personal and had nothing to do with teachiny
And some problems that had thetr ongun i the professwonal were com-
pownded by un endless and severe iitrospection o iy part, causing me
not te ke able o see the positive aspects of my teaching Because [ was
ocer wdenifyiste myself ot the role of teacher tas opposed to also acknow-
ledytny muy role as student), my hife tended to fly proudly or lie imp,
dependding on whether or nat 1 was watisfied with my performance
tromt of the lasses that day

Audience Awareness

(me thing that interests me in the passage just quoted is Peter’s use of
the word “pertormance ” As | get to know Peter over the course of the
cemestor, © realize that he often teels performance anxiety --a result,
perhaps, of his perception that he 15 performing for many different
audiences In addition to his students, who constitute his most imume-
Jdiate audience, he plays to his tamuly, his girlfriend, his peers, his
graduate instructors, his teaching supervisor, and to me, in my role as
rescarcher Wath all these audiences, Peter is under pressure to prove
womething that he 1s a responsible adult, an attractive man, an intelli-
gent rmdvr’. a creative wniter, a competent profes»smnal, an interesting
reséarch subject That he teels heas pertormung for me, even as we talk,
i evident n his occastonal comments about hoping F'm tinding usctul
things 1n our interviews and feeling sorry that 1 have to transcribe his
rambhng monologues As a student, he feels considerable pressure to
perform as well, and it comes trom many directions. When he finishes
a storv for lus creative wniting workshop, he says, “lt was a very pood
day because finally I've written something that Max [the protessor]
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seems to be very supportive of. On the other hand Brad [his fellow TA]
has read it, and he didn't like it very much at all.”

As a teacher, Peter performs for both supervisors and students. In
one of our sessions, he describes the anxiety he felt when, toward the
end of a long day of student conferences, the department chatr hap-
pened into his office—a large room he shares with several other TAs—
to look for something 1n the storage closet:

This [student] came 1n for a second conference—it lasted hke hali
an hour long, and nght before we started, Marcia [the English
department chair} walks into the office, Merrifield 7, and opens
the closet and starts shaffling through boxes, of stuff, and she says,
“Thope F'm not interrupting anything “ “Oh, no, of course not.” In
the meanhime, I've got like these red alert Star Trek things goiny
ott in me, deflector shields up, because I'm afraid of saying one
thing that's gonna sound like, she's gonna just look at me and RO,
“What the hell are you talking about” you know {laughing]. Ljust
had this image i my mind that she was gonna be hsterung in,
gong, “This guyas really retarded as a TA,” and 1t was just making
me more and more flustered having her in there, and she probably
wasn't even histering - but 'm bk malang tius into ths great
stage production about how I'm gonna get bounced from the
program because I say gibberish while the chair's in my otfice.

With his students, Peter feels special pressure to perform, partly
because he carries wath him the popular image of the teacher as enter-
tainer. At midterm, worried that his class 1s losing momentum with a
particular assignment, he evokes the image of the teacher played by
Robin Withams in Dead Poets Society

Mavbe should try to forge my own trail, dammut! [laughs] ‘Cause
it worked that wav with the first paper, got a lot more posthive
response to that. “cause—had nothing to do with the [text]. 1 just
chucked that, did myv old Robin Williams bat, “Rip out that firet
section'™ No, T dudn’t do that, but Lust had nothing to do wath the
book, and 1 just told “em, “Alnght, do this, do that,” and they
wrote it and they really Tiked 1t

This image of teacher as performer is one he’s seen embodied 1n his
tavonite undergraduate Enghsh teacher as well Throughout the se-
mester, leter mentions a number of teachers he thinks of as role mod-
els in some respect, but it is this teacher, Larry Britt, who comes up
most otten 1 count five separate references to him in our interview
transcnpts, and cach time 1t seems to be the classroom persona that
Peter admures “Yeah,” he savs at one puint, “the only teacher 1 can
think ot who reallv dented me as tar as keeping the class interested
was Larry Brtt at [my undergraduate school], because I've had him for
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three or four classes.” Later, talking about the relative size of composi-
tion and literature classes, Peter remarks, “1 remember having mythol-
ogy with Larry Britt and having sixty people crammed into a
classroom that could accommodate thirty-five.” Because Britt was
such a popular teacher, his classes were always full. In fact, he had so
much “verve and excitement about teaching” that he even “made
Milton exciting; | don’t know how he did 1t, but he had a hugh atten-
dance in that class, and everybody learned something in that class.”
In some respects Peter would like to emutate Larry Britt: “If | could
even tap 10 percent of that [verve and excitement].” he says, “I might
be a good teacher as well” And yet he also has some reservations
about the efficacy ot this particular teaching persona. In the interview
quoted above, where he first mentions Britt, Peter goes on to say:

S he just—sometimes he's a httle too exaited, and he just rapud-
fires stutf out to vou like a Gatling gun Mythology especially was
really difficult because he just kept laying this stuff onus.

When Peter humself takes on the teacher’s stage persona, what
emerges 15 not so much an impressive performer as a clown or stand-
up comedian

I think 1t's kind of an nterest thing I'm trying to retain thewr
interest, and by doing that 1 tell these jokes, and they’re, half the
time they re flving over their heads anyway ‘cause the humor 15
so dry sometimes But with the class I'm just trying to make
sure. 1 hear ‘em laugh or somethunyg out there and | know that
they re awahe. vou know. It's kinda hike if they're not laughung or
w hatever, then they must not be paving attention

From the way Peter talks about his performer role here, 1t's appar-
ent that he doesn’t find 1t entieely satisfying He doesn’t mind “playing
the clown” now and then—in fact, he clearly enjoys it—but hke any-
one, he wants an appreciative audience If Larry Britt s Laurence
Ol ier plaving to a packed house of Londen theatre-goers, Peter often
teels more like the strugghng comedian trying out his routine in a
wedy cocktait lounge full of apathetic traveling sales reps:

Up o tront of the cassat’s fike Howdy Doody time, and there [
w0, bevause I'm trying to keep these cretins from talling asleep in
tront of me—no, Tdon’t mean to call them crehins, but sometimes

A8 00 the morming 1it's like, “Why did § gt out of bed for you?”
You know, one ot those things

In mere reflective moments, Peter seems embarrassed by his anger
at his students He longs to give up the pertormer role, to trade it in
tor something more “serious,” but the nurturing role he might adopt
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inats place is not always accessible to him. For one thing, 1t’s just not
practical. After all, he's teaching two classes of twenty-two students
each, doing his own academic work, and trying to maintain some
modicum of a personat life at the same time. But perhaps even more
importantly, the nurturing role sonichow fails to acknowledge all the
reabities of teaching To teach s not just “to touch a hfe ” Teaching also
means dealing with students who Jon’t want to be there, and doing it
every day. despite the demands of one’s own academic and emotional
hite In this respect, says Peter, using another of his telhing metaphors,
being a 1A 1s ltke "downg three difterent concerts at once, shuttling
between the stages ”

Caught up in the demands of the conflicting teacher roles available
to hun, Peter tinds himselt in a classic ilemma—classic because, 1n
ene sense, it mirrors the struggles of men and women negotiating
gender roles How can he be both performer and caring, nurturer? To
what extent should he be either? For Peter, assuming these roles with-
out the chance to examine them critically has created enormous pres-
sures - perhaps the same pressures modern women and men face
when they determine to “haveat all ”

The Refiective Practitioner

Although he does nat describe hamselt as “hypersensitive,” Mike
shares with Peter a sometimes obsessive self-consciousness about
teaching But whereas Peter’s ruminations sometimes lack a reflective
dimension, Mike 1s usually able to distance himselt—at least to some
extent- trom the anucties he 1s teeling. One way he does this s
through writing Mike is one of the few TAs 1n last year’s group who
actually enjoved keeping a teaching journal, and who has continued
the practice of writing about his teaching on a semiregular basis

In the essav quoted at the beginning of this chapter—the one in
which he tinds himselt “staring blankly at the board, trying to figure
out what the teacher was supposed to say,” Mike undertakes to ana-
Ivze i some depth the. e moments of fragmented consciousness that
he sometimes feels as a teacher. The particular mement he writes about
v one | remember from our conferences. At the time—about three
weeks into the semester—he had described it this way-

I had another one of those moments the other day when | was
teaching | hate talking T hate, hate, hate lectuning, you know But
Iwas very straghtforward, said, "I'm gonna bore you to death
today, I m gonna lecture This 1, we're doing memos and you
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need to understand ths stuff, 1 know 1 assigned the reading but
everybody’s got questions and some people won't ask them so—
here 1t 16 © | tried 10 nvolve people in it, you know, ask questions
back and forth and have some of them feed me the information,
too But.mostly it was lecture And I had a moment where 1 was
up there talking, and 1 suddenly . .. fell out of that persona nght
in midsentence And suddenly it just, sorta ke almost an out-of-
body thing where L just saw the class, and | saw myself, and 1 saw
muself speaking and 1 stopped thinking of myself as a teacher .

it was hke I dropped out of 1t and just became super aware of
mysell as a lecturer, as someboxdy tatking, as somebudy imparting
information, and there was also, part of it was somebody who
didnt really know what they were tallang about, even though |
did | knew exactly what | was talking about. But | suddenty had
this fear that [ didn’t know what I was talking about, and |
thought, "My God I'm just gonna freeze up here—1'm just gonna
0 blank and lose my train ot thought and not be able to sav
anything and not know where I'm goinyg *

When | read this transcript now, I am aware of the contrast between
the nervous, disjointed pace of this oral account of Mike's expertence
and the slow, dream-like movement of the wntten version Of course,
the madium itself accounts for much of the difterence. We are alwavs
dismaved, reading transenipts of our recorded conversations, to hear
ourselves sounding hike Richard Nixon on the Watergate tapes. But it
st st the medium that makes the difference here, as Mike himself
has observed By the time he comes to write about his experience, he
has taken a particular perspective on it, and that perspective leads him
to see 1t as part of a pattern in his teaching, one of a senes of similar
moments when he contronts what he calls his “inadequacies as a
teacher.” These moments occur most often. Mike savs, when he s
lecturing— “which { hate to do”— and gets “tnipped up” by a student
question or a mistake of some kind

For Mike, paradosically, these panful moments in which he sud-
denly “sees himselt” trom a distance are connected to his inability to
“qee himselt as a teacher ™ As he puts it

| e these moments nowe as a kind of growmg pam As Lam trying to
tooned ont who 1an as a teacher, | am forced to do <o from the position of
student. smce that 1 the closest thmg te a teacher | have previously
experienved What thus means, [ think, i that [am only able to make brief
forays mite the teacher persona | have @ much closer wenhity with the

tdents, and s sets upra conflict i the Jissroom betteeent me-stuident
and me teacher

As 1 read Mike's essay, an analysis of “self” and “other” in this conflict,
| am impressed with its level of psychological sophistication. In some
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ways, it deepens and extends Peter’s metaphor of the TA sitting in the
deorway of the faculty meeting But again, as with Peter, [ suspect that
there may be other factors to consider here-—factors having to do with
how Mike concetves the role of the writing teacher.

Teaching as a Poli*" :ai Act

Mike himselt aiiudes to the role of the teacher when he writes about
trywng to “create this persona i relation to socwety or my perceptions of
soctetyd and its vrews for percaved views) of teachers ” Since Mike didn't
pursue this subject in his essay, [ can't be sure, but it sounds as it his
graduate reading in critical theorv and cultural studies has sensitized
him to the part that ideology plays in anytlung having to do with
education

Phat ideology 1 a factor in Mike's construction of the teacher per-
sona cannot be dented. It permeates, in a subtle way, all our discus-
stons of the difterence between “Business and Techaical Writing” and
the first-vear composition courses that he taught last vear, but it
emerges directly only late in the semester, when Mike has begun to
think about plans for hus second semester Composition [ class At that

pomnt, talking about a video he wants to show, a teminist critique of
MTV, he says,

Yeah Yeah, I'm gonna show ttinevery class Lteach Very Elbowian
philomophy Teaching 1s political My teaching 1s pohihical I'm not
ponna lie to my<elt, 'm not gonna he to my students. . . [ want
them to know what my attitude toward the video 15 1n the begin-
niny, That's the part of the education that, seems to me that
that should be happening. It doesn’t matier what class st <in, there
should be something, vou've alwavs got dead time, T on't have
every minute of every dass planned and filled up with things that
need to be taught so that people wili learn evervthing they need
to know about wnting, vou know, and I'd just as soon fill 1t with
stutt that they need to know anyway

The tact that Mike associates being “political” with Peter Flbow, a
writer who has been enticized for not being political enough, might
strike some as surprising But there are reasons for that association that
Fwill return to presently In the meantime, the passage is interesting
for a couple of other reasons. First, it makes ~tear that Mike’s image of
the teacher includes a healthy dose of social responsibility; he believes
in giving students “stutt they need to know™ to cnitique their culture
Second, it suggests that this “stuft they need to know” 1s separate from
“everything thev need to know about writing”—a distinction that
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implies an image of “writing teacher” that appears to be deologically
neutral
This distinction may help explain why Mike has so much trouble
assuming the teacher persona. If the “teacher” in Mike’s mind is an
enthusiastically political animal, the “writing teacher,” in comparison,
15 a pale and bloodless creature. And it is “the writing teacher” whose
persona he assumes in his “Business and Technical Writing” class
Nowhere 1s the diiference between these two roles more apparent
than 1n a midsemester interview when Mike expresses vague discom-
fort about the “Business and Techrical Writing” course. It is already
the eighth week of class, but Mike feels that the class 1o still “pretty
nebulous,” the way it was in the beginning. Although he's not quite
sure why this 1s so, Mike says,
It could be something to do with the matenial in fact I'm sure of
that, boy 1t [ was teaching-—~looks like I'm teaching 102 next se-

rovster, which I'm really happy about, and I'm getting all kinds of
preat ideas

As he goes on to talk about his ideas for next semester’s 102 course, 1n
this inter. sew and m the weeks that follow, [ can hear a huge ditterence
in his level of enthusiasm Comp s a course heas truly exated about,
but “Business and Technical Wnting” —-well, that class just feels “flat-
ter”

it hadn't always seemed flatter. Earhier in the semester Mike was
excited about teaching “Business and Technical Writing ” Because it 1s
a 200-feved course, taken by sophomores, juniors, and seniors as an
alternatis e to 102, he thought the students might be more serious than
tirst-vear students. He also telt more contident going mto this course
than he had gong into 101 last vear "1 know a lot more about, or I feel
I know a lat more about “Business and Technical Wniting,” he sad.

The hirst few weeks of class were ditticuit, but by the sixth week,
Mike was “beginming to enpov” teaching 209. Although his students
had not proven to be as sertous as he had hoped - some took advan-
tage of hus being late once to leave without turming in papers —ther
writing was progressing nicely, and he tound 209 assignments, where
“everything's broken up into mce little sections,” much casier to prade
than 101 papers

From these kinds of comments, as well as others 1 have quoted in
previous chapters, Teould see how Mike was conceiving this “Business
and Techmical Writing” class Though the catalogue defines it broadly,
as a wrnting, course “designed for students interested in professional
carvers,” Mike saw it m a turly imited wav, as an opportunity for
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students to learn the “rules and formats” that govern the writing they
wilt do i their professions At the time, as I suggested earlier, | was
puczsied by Mike's attraction to this “rules and formats” approach. ft
15 notone we stress in our program, 2nd given Mike's reaction to what
he felt was the overly “structured” approach to writing advocated by
the 101 textbook, | would not have expected him to take such an
approach himseltf.

S0 I'm not surpnised, here in Week 8, that Mike's enthusiasm for
teaching the “Business and Techrucal Writing” course has waned But
Lum surprised, given what 1 know of Mike, that his dissatisfaction
takes such “nebulous” torm and that it leaves him feeling “on shaky
pround,” stripped ot maost of his earlier confidence.

L don’t know anvthing about “Tech and Business Wnitinp.” that's
not me, that's not me, Fm not a “Tech and Business” writer
fhere’s a ditterence, you know, 1 mean when I'm in, when I'm
teaching 102, that's the kind of writer I am [ write that stuff, |
think that stutt, T'm interested i1, and | thank of myself as that
hind of a wnter With “Tech and Business™ 1it’s something that | can
do and that 1 understand, but IT'm not a “Tech and Business”

person, somehoss, it's a way ot—-s0 mavbe that's 1t, that, because
it's 24 [ teel like oo more of an imposter than in 102 or 10]

What, | wonder. accounts tor this sudden shitt in attitude? Is it really
as sudden as it appears? Later. Mike will say it's because the course
was new to him and that he will probably feel insecure with cvery new
course he teaches: -and he mav be night But if that were the only
explanation, 1 would have expected him to be gaining confidence as
the semester progresses, not losing it That 1s what happened last year
n 101 Why st happening here?

Actually. Tean imagine several answers to this question. One thing
Enotice when [ o back to the transcript« 1s that by midterm, Mike is
starting to teel anxious about his own work as a graduate student. This
semester, it has turried out that rothing is due until the end ot the term,
which has lett him relatively tree for the fi vt half of the semester but
ts beginming to worry him now. Plus, he's starting to think about
wniting a thesis and applying tor jobs 1n the spring. Wath ail this work
hanging over his head, he's teeling pressure, vet he's too “scattered”
to do anvthing about it "1 just don't feel like a student this year,” he
savs "Am | burning out or somethung? What is this?”

The possibility that this anxiety about his student role could spall
over and attect his teaching s something that has oceurred to Mike,
and 1t no doubt a factor in his newly expressed doubts about 209 But
there 1s something about his language in this Week 8 interview that
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suggests another problem, as well. Increasingly, Mike is feeling like an
“imposter” in his 209 class, and he’s not sure why First he says “Idon’t
know anything about ‘Tech and Business Writing ™ But then he says,
“It's samething that | can do and that | understand but I'm not a Tech
ond Business person ” What does it mean to be a “Tech and Business
person”? And why does Mike now feet he's “not a "Tech and Business’
writer” when at the beginning of the course he was feehny good
precisely because he had done this kind ot wnting?

Suspended Moments

One way to answer this question is to look agan at those “suspended
moments” Mike wrote about in his essay, the moments in which he
“talls out of the teacher persona” and worries that he'll treeze and go
blank What interests me as | read through our transcripts is how these
moments, so trightening ta a new teacher, contrast with another set of
moments Mike doesa’t bring up in the essay he writes later One
instance of this contrasting experience oceurs just a week earlier than
the one he chose to wnte about On this occasion, Mike has been
talking about how it teels to teach “Busimess and Technical Wrihing,”
where he finds lumself alternating between “moments ot panic and
feeling like I'm completely in control “ The control comes from feeling
more settled, “settled in that | know what I'm doing,” he says, and 1t
mantfests itself in sudden moments hike these.

Fvers once ina while Tget these moments, [ hear myself up there
talking and 111 think to myselt. “"God, T know what I'm tatking,
about' T hase samething to sav here ™ This is, vou know, Limpress
my selt sametimes and 1 ust get these moments where 1sit back
and bstenand o Hev, OK, Fean do this, you know, this s gownd

When | ask Mike exactly what tniggers these moments, he explains 1t
this way

When T m talking about it instead of toking responsibility for the
book and trying to teach them everything that's in the book, just
pulling the parts out that make sense to me or don't make sense
to me, then suddenly 3t's a blend, and there’s a personal connec-
twen there, with the things that T know and teel about wniting
mysell And so suddenly Tap into that and I'm going, you knuow,
from a natutal thiny

Notice how closely this passage parallels the one quoted earlicr Both
monments occtr “suddenly” when atike is “up there talking”, both
involye a separation of consciousness, in which he either sees or hears
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himseif; both occur at moments when he “knows what he’s talking
about” and is “making sense” of the material. And yet one is described
as a moment of “terrible fear” while the other s clearly a moment of
pride. What accounts for the difference?

Again, Mike's language may be the key here. For him, as | reported
tn the last chapter, teaching feels best when it 1s “natural,” when it
“makes sense to me,” “has a personal connection,” and draws on
“things I know and feel about writing myselff.” In the first instance, he
mayv have known what he was talking about. but as he acknowledges
at the time, he hasn't known it long

Umon the process of discovering this information half a step ahead
ot them I'm appropriating the language in that book 1 think that's
inasense  that's what teaching 15, 1s being able to appropriate
all these different fanguages You know we talked about that aca-
demic community in the {teaching seminar], when we were talk-
iy about Rose {Lies on the Boundary} and everything? And '
bemng skilled not only in learning a language, being welcomed into
avadenna and academice language, but for me this teaching thing,
with the teatbooks anyway, and certanly with different subject
matter - Because T understand writing personally. It L have to do
anv of the writing that | need. that T have assigned 0 any of my
asses, Tam capable of domg [it] But | am not versed in the
language and the concepts and the way of thinking about 1t that
these teatbooks are, so I m sort of appropriating that language,
‘tause that's what I'm asking them to read, and then I'm tryving to
Mmake that mesh with what Lunderstand about wnting, butat's not
a pettect fit because I'm only, I'm only coming across it maybe
three or foue day s ahead of them, vou know* m staving ahead of
the class, Thaven't tead the whole book yet, and so I'm reading 1,
and then 'mtaking notes and then I'm orgamzing those notes into
lecture notes that Fmgiving them But vou know as I'm goiny,
Along s Bike g word, a kev phrase, or a concept that 1 haven't
thought of betore, that s absolutely brand new. according to the
hook, that sort ot makes me feel this distance suddenly between
what [ nsaving and what T under-tand or feel,

Mike's analvsis here s interesting for several reasons For one thing, it
reveals how new wating teachers, just like their undergraduate stu-
dents, "appropriate all these ditferent languages” when they enter an
academic community Fven as Mike describes this phenomenon, his
use of the word “appropniated” demonstrates what he has appropri-
ated from the teaching seminar At the same time, Mike's language alo
reminds us how strony the presumption s, even in a writing class, that
the teacher's role is to lecture, and what powerful pressure the chetoric
textbook mav exert on new teachers ot writing
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Actually, | suspect that all these issues are tied in together. For the
teacher in Mike's mund, it isn’t enough to understand writing person-
ally, one must be prepared to talk about it authoritatively in the lon-
guage provided by the academic community. But since the new teacher
15 not vet a full-fledged member ot that community, he or she must
appropriate that language from the text.

Unfortunately, this act of appropriation doesn’t come easily. Para-
doxically, when Mike himself tries to do it, to appropriate the language
of the 209 text, he stops thinking of himself as a teacher and sees
himselt instead “as a lecturer, as somebody talking, as somebody im-
parting information ” This is exactly the way he felt through most of
101 last vear, and why that whaole experience was so frustrating for
him

In his first semester of teaching 101, Mike says, somehow “every-
thing was contamned {in] that textbook.” In tact, 1t was “the imphed
philosophy of that textbook and the invisible authors of that textbook
who were the real teachers in my mund who knew this stuftf and |
didn’t 7 He poves on to say,

The only thing L oould do at that pomt was—vou just don't feel
that you can rely on yourself, so you have to rely on the book,
even though you alwaye said vou'd never do that, you know |
hate teachers who just tollow the book® “Why am 1 1n class” |
could do this at hame'” So then [ sort of disguised 1t U'd read the
Pook and toy to put it into my own terms 1 had lecture notes and
evervthine 1 zuess sorta saw myselt as mavbe a provfreader
and aneditor and mavhe a httle bit ot acoachor - something but
pot reatly a teacher, vrase Fibdn b thunk Toould teach that seuft. |
didit know it an the same sway that the people whoowrote the
bPook knew it

Although he g bittle appatled at having fallen into this trap, Mike
thinks he understands haw it happened

1 think that « how at's presented to us i classes T mean, you're
taking a ddass i anthropology, s probably the only class you'll
take i anthropology and here's the book tor the course on thus,
and this 1s all the knowledge there s and when vou're done
with that dass then you re done with that information and you
kpow how to do whatever it s you took that course to do, theo:
retically T mean that's the way Uve alwavs thought about at 1
guess. subconscioushy So when 1 looked at the testbouk, espe
Oally «ince [didn't think Feaew how o teach wnting at all it was
Iike, " Well, this must be, everything must be i here, soaf | give
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them this, then .. they will know how to wnite and 1t's not my
fault 1f 1t doesn’t work ” | was very removed from that w hole
process, [ was an intermediary. I wasn't a teacher really.

Fortunately, though, something that happened toward the end of the
first semester released Mike from his dependence on the text. As he
was teaching a lesson on descriptive language—the lesson that | men-
tioned in an earlier chapter—"something just clicked” and he found
himself teaching from what made sense “personally,” as opposed to
what made sense “logically.” As he puts it:

Some of the ideas | had about wnting were just as applicable and
were often just saving the same thing the book said but 1n a
different way, and thdt began to make 1t a Iittle more meaningzful
I sort of understood what 1was doing at that pointainstead of just
assuming, that by following the book it would make sense

Buoved by that experience at the end of 101, Mike began to gain
contidence 1n his own expertise. In 102 second semester, he was able
to get away from the text and to draw on his own resources to teach
what he knew about writing—an experience that accounts for the
eagerness with which he anticipates teaching 102 next semester

In the meantime, though, in 209, Mike’s relationship with the text 1s
more ambivalent Although he thinks he 1s no longer intimidated by
the text ("Boy, [ don’t do that stuft anymore') 1 am sometimes sur-
prised at how easily he deters to sts authority. In the section on writing
memaos, for instance, Mike requires wus students to follow the text's
“rules” for appropriate memo tormat because the form seems “logical”
and consistent with what he knows about tnformation theory. But at
the came ime, he admuts that the structure is not something he himsel t
teels comtortable with, and when he constders using that format te
write up his own assignment sheets, he quickly abandons the dea.

Stull, [suspect there 1~ a difterence between the way Mike used the
test an the tirst semester, and the way he regards it now In 101, he
didn’t even try to connect wath the text, he xlmpl\ deterred to st Now

m 209, he does try to understand 1it, to make its language his own

Sometimes 1 throw that stuff out 1 can’t teach something that
L don't believe, vou know But evervthing that T give them |
mean, Funderstand, makes sense to me. [ guess that's what 1 do as
I m reading the whole thing U'm reading along and, you know, I'm
studving it hetore 'm thinking about teaching it I'm learning 1t
Fmtrving to tygure out what stis and put it together with thinge«
that f know Oh veah, that makes wense, that makes sense, that
makes sense, come across something that doesn’t make sense and
Phave to think aboutit, and Tsorta goanto ths httle teacher mode
and <y "Well what would 1 do with thil?” vou know, "1 can't
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understand thss,” you know Then ! 20 back into reading it and
sort of try and assimulate tt somehow

To some extent, as Mike acknowledges, his ability to claim exper-
tise, to move away from the sources of authonty he has habitually
deferred to, 15 a tunction of experience and the confidence it confers.
But as 1 listen to Mike tal}. about hus teaching, | again suspect that there
s more to 1t than that As he attends to his teaching, Mike develops
specific strategies that give him access to his own expertise. In some
cases, as with the memos, these strategies involve applying what he
has learned trom the experts—in this case, the text he 15 using and the
course 1n learming theory he once took But his most successful teach-
ing; moments come about when he has made “personal connections.”

And suddenly 'l have an idea that makes tremendous sense
And then I'm so excited by the rdea and I'm so immersed in what
that would be and what 1 could learn from it and what everybody
could learn from it, that it's just a matter of presenting that. I'm
pot teadchuyg any—1'm not thanking; of myself, “OK, how dalteach
this papec®” — 1it's ike 1 got this great idea, look at this great idea

And that's the best part of 1t 1s coming acims one of those
wdvas and 1t ust flowing naturally from that, there’s no other way
to du it, 1 mean, here's this idea and the only way to get it across
1 to do it this way and then let people do things, tun withat, you
know, and do whatever they want, and just sort of sit back and
gande and nudge or whatever along the way And that, then I'm
conscious ot—God, this 1s svhat teaching s, this 1s what | want to
be denny; all the time!

{n monments hke these, 1t s casy to share Mike’s excitement. Butat s
also worth noting that even as he desenibes this transcendent expern-
ence  a moment in which he knoies intwitively “what teaching, 18" —he
i simultaneousty disavowing, vet again, the role of teacher. “I'm not
teaching any - he starts ta blurt out T'hen even he notices the contra-
Jction

Embracing Contraries

Facher 1 this section, in the contet ot Mike's remarks about the
political nature of teaching, I noted that his allusion to Peter Flbow
might steike some as surpnsing. After all, Elbow has been criticized by
David Bartholomae and others for giving insufficient attention to the
pohtical and ideological implications ot what 1t means to teach writ-
ing But there 1s another sense in which Elbow has given his attention
to political 1ssues, and that1isn the context of individual empower-

L1s




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

104 Seeng Yourself as a Teacher

ment. In Embrucing Contranies (1986), Elbow writes about the poier
dynamic of the classroom, the pressures created on both student and
teacher by the complex and often contradictory roies we {eel ourselves
compelled to play. In Mike's case, Elbow has helped him understand
that he cannot abandon his own political nature when he takes on the
teacher persona To foist his political beliefs on his students would be
anethical But to pretend that he 18 ot a person with strong poiitical
beliets would onlv torce tus 1deoiogy underpround, where it might
color his teaching in dangerous ways Instead, he must acknowledge
both these roles, embrace them, and be clear to both himself and his
students about when and how he moves from one te the other

In the same wav, Mrke scems to have learned that he must both
inhabit and disavow the role of teacher. e may feel uncomfortable
assumung the writing teacher’s role, appropriating the wnting text’s
language, but as a new teacher he needs a vocabulary to talk about
what he knows, and there 1s simply no other way to develop it. Stll, |
hnd myselt wanting to warn Mike. There may be other dangers in
assuming too readily a role so encumbered with negative images—
teacher as lecturer, teacher as imparter of information, teacher as en-
torcer of rules [ we step anto that role unaware, we may lose what 15
best i our teaching And unless we occastonally forget who's “sup-
posed to be the teacher,” we may muss the dehights that come from
learning along with our students

Closet Philoscpher

I 'have alreadv spoken in chapter 2 ot Meredith’s reluctance to see
herselt as an Fnglish teacher And, indeed, much of her reluctance, 1t
seems, i5 theoretical—or to use her term, philosophical. Because she
teels herself at odds with much that she sees around her, inctuding her
colleagues, the 101 text, the curniculum, and the general “worldview™
ot the university, Meredith 1s beginning to think she may be in the
wrong field entirely: As she puts at

Fdon thnow, maybe 'mnot a teacher of wnting [ mean, [don't—

when | hear other people teaching, like 1 ee Kilmer [another TA} -

teaches with the door open, and | told Deb, | said, “1 histen to her

teach and T think. "My God, I don’t teach like that' [laughs] |

hope that's not what I'm supposed to be doing because—I don't
know

What teaching “like that” entails, Meredith doesn't cxplain here, but
other comments give a clue to what she 15 ressting - At one point,
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playing devil’s advocate, I ask her how she would respond if a col-
league 1n another field questioned the value of the personal writing
that she asstgns. Almost immediately she s on the defensive:

I'm gonna try and teach some grammar, but that—I rebel against
that too, it's itke, "Why should we spend the whole time teaching
prammar’” What really are we, that's what | don’t know. So |
Jdon't know, | mean [ don't know how [ would answer that person.
Idsav "OK, vou tell me what a teacher of composttion s How do
vt know what it s 1f you're 3 bology teacher, how are you so
sure that vou know ?”" | mean what would he say, what would thev
wav? That we're suppuosed to teach—what do they think we're
suppased to teach?

Clearly, Meredith has an dea of what she's “supposed ta teach ” She's
supposed to teach “grammuar”--a term she uses broadly to inctude not
only the usual conglomeration of prescriptive usage and sentence
structure, but also matters of style and torm “Well 1 don’t want to
teach grammar,” she says “Idon’t want to be a grammar teacher.” And
bestdes, she asks, why should we have to teach tt? Why haven’t they
learned that betore?

ft's tronic, of course, that NMeredith should express her rebelhon
agamst teaching grammar in the same terms that others use to assgn
it to English teachers “Why should we have to teach grammar, why
haven't they learned that before?” From the way she talks about
“grammar ' here and elsewhere, though, 1t's clear that this is not the
major wsue for her. The major issue, rather, is a pohtical one. it has to
do “not with wnting but with wnting about what” —and with who has
the power to decrde what we in Fnglhish teach

This 1= not the tirst ttme Meredith has brought up these thorny
pohtical issues In our second interview, she was already speculating
about the purpose of 11

We say 102 16 writiny trom sources, so what does that make 1t ?
Shouldn't it —1sn't 1t really the case that 102y academic woiting,
and 101 18, that we're qust sort of playing around until we have to
make thent do 102 because 102 18 Ttke a--there’s all this polittes
imolved that we're supposed to be teaching peeple how to write
tor other courses I mean, that's what | concetve that 102 s -~
UK w0 we e making them write this wav because they have ta
know how to write i other classes T wont to say “to hell with
other Jasses.” | mean, what about us? Don’t we have our own
thing to do? { mean. s there anvihing that we have, are we just 2
paw nor samething tor e ervbody else’ [ mean, s writing just a
uhhitanan thing?
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The notion that wniting is “just a utithtaran thing,” that it's a “tool for
the rest of the university ” that eventually “gets tied back up to the job
thing” 1 what Meredith really rebels against. And since this seems to
be “the wav the whole university system 1s geared now anyway,” it's
no wonder that she doesn t really see herself as an Enghish teacher but.
rather as a "closet priest” or a “closet philosopher”—one who 1s “just
using this [teaching English} as a facade

What Meredith calls her “priest problem” her “theological thing”
mav have vanous levels ot meaning On the one hand, she seems half
sernous about wanting to be a priest A converted Catholic, she tells me
at one point that she would be “otf 1n a minute” if the church changed
it views on women in the priesthood--though later she savs she
dudn’t reallv meanat Elsewhere, the priest in Meredith seems to get
blurred with the psvchotherapist Aware that her personal assign-
ments might seem “weird” to outsiders, she find in the textbook at one
point a “mice sate assignment” to use 1t's a “standard textbook assign-
ment.” she savs, “and nobody can say vou're making them, you're
beng a psvihoanaly st or a priest or anvthing [laughs] ~

As tor her “closet phulosopher” role—-well, that may have various
meanings as well One instance in which she seems to assume this role
i~ when she talks about her revstance ta teaching traditional argu-
ment. a mode she s quite familiar with by virtue of her academie
tratming Part of that resistance dertves trom the frustration she feels at
trying to teach, injust one paper, “the science of argument”—some
thing she sees as a “whole thing in stself * But there’s more to 1t than
that After all. she savs. “Tdon’t want to teach logic That's why I'm not
in philosophy 7

But perhaps Meredith's resistance to argument goes bevond impa-
tience with tormal logiz. At one pont, reterring to a conversation we
had last vear, she savs,

lmavipg that i m apohitical that's really mposasible, vou tan't
beapelitical You aiways have to have some kind of politics So, f
Foare about something then I'm gonna want te make an anjument
forat e Im not totally unargumentative, | guess But maybe
there - something about just being that way tor the <ake of being
that was or something that gets me -1 don t know how to teach
that wathout feehing Tike I'm encouraging this combative type
mentality or - DPoes that make sense?

Another time. detending her own “evpressivist” iewpoint against
by pothetical cnticisms from those who advocate teae hing “academie
discourse, Meredith talks about teehing uneasy with the whele notion
o persuasion
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What [ have the problem with 15 the manipulation end of 12, that
what I think people ars  tking about 15 writing to make a point or
wrting to prove that blahblabblah and so vou should behieve
blahblahbtah because—1 mean that's what Lhear comung from the
other side

What bothers her more, however, 1s another suspicion she has—the
suspicion that “there’s some underlymg worldview underneath this
[pro-argument] side " That, she says, is what disturbs her most about
teaching argument “And that's where T want to say, "Where does the
nature of the thing itselt dictate that 1 take a certain worldview?”

When [ ask Meredith how she would describe that worldview as
different from her awn, she responds,

Well, | think at's verv—"male” 1~ what I was genna sav I mean,
that was nght on the iip of myv tongue, but I didn’t put that
through the hlter But [ mean this objective—1 mean when you
«ud proot 1 suddenly thought “Oh, you mean objective proof,
what coupts as proot ™ Behefs and feehings and these things don’t
count as proof, what we want 1s reason, we want a structured
ATEUMENt, we want premise, premise. premise conclusion, hike .
10 loge class, and that < a very, maybe not just male but that, that
assumes certain things about the world, that knowledge s only
gained. the onty knowledge that counts s thes cerebral tvpe ot
knowledge Does that make sense” [ mean, T think that's what gets
me mad about this argument, because [ teel hike there’s comething
unsaid on the othet. there's scomething at work under there that's
k"*‘lng

What ~downplaved? Covered up? Although Meredith deesn’t hin-
ish her sentence, 1 think understand what she's getting at Here, then,
1v another perception that abienates Meredith trom seeing herself as an
Fnghsh teacher Not only s she expected to teach academic discourse,
but there 1s “something unsaid,” “something at work” in the conven-
tions of that discourse that s at odds with her own waorldview. The tact
that she sees this sometiung as “very msle’ s signiticant, 1 think --as
is the tact that this perception shps “through the tilter” she normally
has i place

Teaching as a Woman

What Meredith means when she talks about putting things through
“the tilter” s that she 1s often caretul to sceeen what <he <avs m
public or at Jeast she has been in the past Recently, she's tound
herselt betng more open, with her students, with me, with evervone
In one of vur carhest interviews, she tatks about what this feels ike
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I guess my fear now probably 15 of babbling—because | used to be
so nervous that | would write everything down exactly and have
it all planned out and be very formal and have it very set, but now
that I've started to feel more comfortable, more relaxed, I'm capa-
ble now of standing up and babbling |laughs]

The new openness Meredith is experiencing here seems to have come
about for a number of reasons. For one thing, she's no longer a rookte.
The mere fact that she has taught for a while now may be helping her
to relax For another, she’s finding the style of teaching in the English
department more to her liking than the purely lecture mode she's used
to. But the main reason Meredith 1s speaking her mind these days may
have more to do with her personal fe---and with her growing aware-
ness of the part gender plays in her teaching,

Fhave already quoted trom an interview in which Meredith spraks
about writing as a child—the sen... uwe she would “get in trouble™
with teachers it she wrete personal things for school, and her determi-
nation not to do to her students what was done to her by those teach-
ers Although she doesn’t, in this instance, describe “what was done to
me” in terms of gender (pvrhaps the tilter 1s in place), | sense that this
mas be at least part of what 1s on her muind

As at happens, the particular interview n which these remarks
oveur has overlapped with the tail end of my interview with Keith
When Meredith areves, Keith has just raised the question of how
pender affects teaching, and since we are nearly tinished, [ ask
Meredith to come inand jomn us This 1s how the conversation pro-
ceeds

Lty We were qust tatkane about whether men—you and | have
tathedd about this, oo whether a man gets more, has more

hind ot automatic cene of control or authority in the classroom
thar a wonan has and whether wze makes a ditteren, ¢

Meredith [to Keth | Aren b they more inbmudated By vou than by
me’

hetth Yeah well see T was ust saving [d ke to find wavs to
mimimise that because Lw ould ke the tespect et to be based
o somethimg other than that

Vereditht Oh, vou should triee 1t to vour own advantage
Atew moments later, Kesth returns to this subyect
Ketth That < miteresting theugh, she cave, Use st to vour advan
tyee "
Aieredith Well, veah, because T have to work hard to get them te

finaudible] that you ust have by virtue of walking into the
classroom | mean




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Seeiny Yourself as a Teacher

Ketth But then, if [ were your student, just imagining myself, there
would be qualities that you have that [ as teacher don't have,
I mean, your soft-spoken presence

Meredith That's good?

Keith For me, it would be, it would be very —disarming

Meredith 1t would throw you ott guard?

Ketth Well 1t would take a lot of the tenston out of the class

What 15 apparent here is that both Keith and Meredith see disadvan-
tages in the way gender constructs their relationships with their stu-
dents 11l have more to say about Keith's view of thisina bit. For now,
it interesting Just ta look at the tanguage they both use uncensciously
here “It's disarmung,” “It would throw you off guard?” For Meredith,
who s alwavs “on guard,” the classrovn can be a dangerous place-~-a
place where students and teachers “intimidate” each other and where
male teachers use gender and size “to their advantage.” Given who
ohe 18, though, Meredith is unhikely to reap such advantages. And she
scoffs at Ketth's suggestion that a “sott-spoken presence” might have
come advantages of its own

When Keith leaves, Meredith and 1 don’t pursue this topie directly,
vet 1t comes up almost immediately in another context When 1 ask
Meredith what 15 going on n her classes, she otters an update on a
atory she had told me earhier One of her students, a somewhat bellig-
erent male who had challenged her when she gave him an F on a
paper, has “suddenly become very diligent, actually wrote some good
papers, and his whole attitude has changed * When | ask herat she
takes credit tor this, she replhes

Well, Tm sort of 1 shock because T tood up - what | thought |
was domny was standing up for myselt, I didn t really think it had
anvibing to do with, with making nm work harder, really didn't
care at that point whether he worked harder or not, alt | cared
about was if he would just lease me alone and stop intinudating
me I mean D dudn't expect it to affect his work, [ thought he
wold st do what he had to do to get by <o I'm kind ot in shock
It Like standing up tor vourselt [has] unexpected benetits
faugehs]

Anshe savs thus, her pleasure s evident and 1t reminds me of her sense
ot pride in telling me the VOR story A connection between “standing
up for myselt” and succeeding as a teac her 15 something she would
never have expected, but once it happens, it seems to open the way tor
turther revelations By the end of the semester, Meredith can say,

It'« hke there's this private world i my head, and there's thie
world out there and they used to be totallv disconnected They
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seem to be sort of comung together And that applies to everything,
other areas of my life Well, you know that. Teaching gets into
evervthung

At this pont, it sounds as it Meredith has found her voice as a
teacher And having tound her own voice, she'is more than ever
commutted to helping her students find thetrs—especially her women
students Near the end of the semester, commenting on how she has
changed as a teacher since she began, she comments.

And that's anather thing I've nohced that's very interesting this
time, 1s that [ seem to be concentrating more on women students,
and | thak the reason 1< being aware  that there had been this
research done, that even female teachers would call on male sty
dentsand use male students’ names more than female students’
And that really bothered me | thought, “Well do 1 do that?” |
guess because Limmediately felt guslty hike 1 probably do do that

And T would go back and torth, there would be some days
when, | can remember a couple of days when 1 just made all the
women tatk {laughs], but then I realtzed that with the papers that
female students seemed to be writing better papers this vear, and
that mavbe | was deing something - -this was 1n the atternoon
class though 1 mean vou neser know what causes what, but, but
P wondered it mayvbe | was acting on that somehow, that | was
pething these better [inaudible] from the female students | went
ott on a difterent tangent, didn't 12

Now, with the perfect vision of hindsight, 1 can see where this
tangent is leading Meredith. Within months she will decide to leave
the graduate program in Enghsh, in search of a hfe, a carcer more
compatible with her “worldview * Stll, I don't think this move away
tfrony our program is a move backward for Meredith In fact, [ tend to
see her new mentoning mterest in her women students as a “tangent”
enhoan the sense that all her most productis e mos es as a teacher have
been “tangential”—that 15, diverging trom an oryanal purpose or
course Incher case, the “origmal course” might have been the trads-
tional wrihing course, with sts emphasis on grammar and form Or 1t
might have been the oniginal course ot her teaching career, in which
the lecture was her predonunant teaching mode In each of these
mstances, to see herselt as a teacher, Meredith tisst had to dissociate
herselt teom one image - teacher as gprammarian, teacher as lecturer,
teachet as male— before she could construct another that felt compat-
thle with her worldview The fact that <he eventually chose not to
pursue this construchion project probably says less about her as a
teacher than st may about the rest of ue To what extent have we
compromised our worldviews, I wonder. to see ourselves as teachers?
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More Conflicting Images

Although Meredith herselt seems reluctant to detine herself as teacher,
keith sees 1 her the teacher he would Iike tobe Or at least part of that
teacher Actually, Kesth, bke Peter. seems to hold 1n his mind several
ditterent images ot the teacher, and these images are not always casy
to reconcle

The teacher that keith admires in Meredith s the “soft-spoken
presence” he comments onm the conversation quoted above. For hum,
this presence 1s defimitely temale, and i that respect it is harder to
access than another image that he sees embodied —hterally—in his
tavortte teacher trom undergraduate school, Rosco Thorp In the re-
Hective easay he wrote for last vear’s teaching seminar, Keith de-
« nbed Thorp's powertul presence this way

{1y teacher eoer commanded the respect of students because of
phystal presece alimie. at was Rosao He was a huge man But the
marnitude of s physioad presence ivas not based only on sheer size and
Rtk Atter all numy men are by But Rosco wwas beyond big Erery i h
of the nun mvuded strength and tenacity And he quite simply lovoked
piean Roweo ~toed about ©°3 and weghed an even 300 pownds His
fercht was surprispiy since he had st a ley duriarg Worid War 11 But
et reath onze Loy, e was more of @ man physu ully than mest men who
braed tant legs Yoars of wsptg crietohes Tud thickened hus furry anms to the
vine of @ rormadl man s logs His hands looked hhe huge calloused paies
Koo s huld head stood out mcontrast to s thick, et bluck beard.
erizzted by a tere roguce siver hatrs Dark cues ¢leamed oul of i crugsv.
wnelzte fae Tahern as g whole fus demeanor as one that prompted
niest e b et end ot s way He aws the only man 1 ve ever seen who
conhd otk throueh a densely croceded baras it ne ene eere there. a path
ot cpen for e as of mracdowsly e moved through crowds ftke
Mowes mened fh'“ll\"l e Red sea

Koo s method on e et dav consisted of lombering sowly mite the
Claesreom on s cridches atting dowen on the desk at the tront of the
roscrrnr it el ey the mtindated taces After a few mnutes he
wvneled ot of snort amd only then wodd he begin to all rall i s deep
peamant ccioe Shortly mto the cass perind he soondd begi to talk abut
Vet iterature ond wenldd wsually read a e of s favenite peenis
Frow eyes seoudd tiomkle wnd w smle would replace his wsual scord as he
dransatialiy Boomed ont Carl sandburg or Frnly Iuckimsont i hes deep
Pitoe stredent~ ere able te ghimpse the soft heart under the tough
cuteror Rut me ome ever forgot that this was Koseo s s He was the
besen Those twho dubn b Iike this arrangement were free to drop

Although he sees himselt as no match for Rosco physieatls, Keith
comes oser to tittiny, this image that most ot as would At 3107 and
2040 pounds, with the busld ot a veteran bodybuilder, Keith knows he
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has a commanding presence in the classroom. And, as Meredith sug-
gests, he 1< willing to use it to his advantage when he has to. But he has
also been aware, even from the beginning, that his physical presence
can be a disadvantage. For one thing_ it suggests a “tough guy” image
that just doesn’t suit hus style In the story he tells of his first day of
teaching -~the story from which the above passage 1s quoted—Keith
reveals what happens when his attempt to imitate his hero, Rosco
Thorp, falls through.

Eoerythmy was working 1 looked touvh 1 ounded tough And then
I begun to explam my philosophy of teaching. such as 1t was As | talked
abxut the work<hop concept and the importance of reotsion, | began to
Lok Closely at my <tudents faces for the first time In therr faces | saw
the faves of freemds and people 1 knew A few of the guys i the class
remunded me of some of the high scheol students that 1 had coached m
ltting over the years They looked like such a nue bunch of peaple |
wanted <o mich o qust sitand chat and et (o know them. but what
about bemy tough” The charade was becomng harder and harder to
manitain. And then something slipped through the ved “Don't think of
Me s a teacher.” Lsaid “Think of me as a coach-—a writing coach

That did ot Before | had any wdea what 1 was domg, | wndid every-
thorg T had worked ~o hard to accomplish with the big first impression |
contitued ramblmg on, talkmyg about how 1 cared deeply abowt the
progress of each and every student. about how they could all feel free to
cail mee at home at anvtime, about howe 1 koped we could all get to know
fach cther and have a good trme e ass durmg the semester My Ged ' 1
iwus bemng nice | was bemng - myself.

What is interesting about the story Keith tells here 1s how neatly it’s
all tied up As the class goes on, one of the students addresses him as
“toach” and he hikes the sound

Coach” Nostudent would have ever called Boseo Thorp coach! | was
shocked s disappomted But then | reahzed that Iliked the sound of
tat ttle Gk And the studetts hhed the <ound of tt oo as many of
them qun kly began usiy the Litle when addressmy me

Whent I inally disomnsod my ass on that et daw, 1 felt vood What
seertied at first Dhe a tadure was really no falure at all 1 had made the
mstake of belteriny that Thad to butld some sort of Cassroom persona to
Hide Fehod and 1 had modeled ties persona on Rosco Thory, a perwn
crry e difterent from the real me 1 discovered that 1 didnt have a
chassronmn full of schemog. desonng students whe were out to usurp
iy asthority and muthe me look ke a fool My sfudents were real people
with real probdems, real feelings, and real fears Most of them were
probubly as nervous about that first day of Englich 101 a1 was More
vrportantly 1 was remnded of semelhing 1 showid have been well aware
ob Loant wear a hat that doesn't fit In other wonds, if I can't be me m
the dasroom then I cheating both my-elf and my students In spite of
all my etorts b be womeone Laas ot | otidl managed to be myselt | i)
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managed to show my student the genuine Keith Willams on that first
day We el on to have a fun semester We ot to know each other very
well 1 even gut some calls from students at odd hours of the micht |
wouldn't have had 1t any other way Most mmportantly. they became
better writers and | becante a better teacher, all because nty real self was
akle to shine through

Kesco Thorp was a vital influence onmy dife He alw a goud friend
Without fus tutelage, I would probubly have never considered a career in
teuchiny  But 1 discovered on that first day that [ can’t walk forever m
his shadow, altways followng m hus foolsteps Roseo is Rosco and 1am
Me And Me is all [ ever have to be

Rereading Keith's essay a full year later, 1 nate with interest the

, essentialist concept of self 1n this narrative—"the genune Keith Wil-

hams.” “my real self,” “the real me.” But by the time I become aware
of that language, Keith himselt has already moved away from it Heas
also moving away from the image of teacher as coach that he had
wized on back then. One way to see the change n his thinking is to
look at his metaphor of the hat. In the narrative, the lesson s simple
“| can’t wear a hat that doesn‘t fit * By the following fall, however, the
matter of the hats has become a httle more complex. Referring to a
«tudent i one of his clasees, whom he has had to speak to rather
sharph, Keith observes

She qust needed somebody to put there foot down once, which |
did, and she respected that but L didn’t hike having to dot, Tdidn't
think 1t was something 1 should have to do. 1 puess 1 reahze af
vou're gonna he a teacher now and then you're gonna have to put
on a different hat and be nasty, but T didn’t ike having to doat i
telt. “Ftow dare you ask me to put this haton”” But it was all right
atter that

Whale betore keith seemed to be looking tor an all-purpose hat to wear
dav and might, he’s now acquiring a wardrobe ot hats he can slip on
and oft as needed  The coach’s hat s one ot these, but it’s clearly not
appropnate for all eccasions *

The Coaching Model

it was in the beginning that the coaching hat was maost appropriate for
Keith Then, he says “1 knew nothing and | wanted some sort of
model or guide [ could follow and that's the only one | had any
expenience with ™ The coaching model, which Keith sees as basically
»a wav of dealing with students” seemed perfect
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because the coach 1s somebody who, | mean, when | wrestled [ sl
sometimes wonder what it was that kept me at it i1 the beginning,
because [ didn’t fike 1, 1t was hard work, and the coach always
keeps vou motivated somehow to show up. practice, and put
evers thing you've got tnto it while you're there And sometimes |
think that's all a wniting teacher can do at times, 1f you assume
that the best wav to become a better writer 1s firet of all to write

In addition to the motivating factor, the coach has other strengths as
well When I ask it there are “techmques” that the coach taught him
too, Kerth responds,

Yeah Yeah. And | alwavs—and there 1s one person who [ always,
when | think of a coach | think of h.m And the teaching was
nurmimal We'd be taught a very Little, and then we would practice
1itover and over and over agan I'don't know to what extent 1
follow 1t When 1 do show. teach a techrique, it doesn’t seem o
much I'm teaching it but I'm showing it, as an example of what
thev can do, or what you, or “here’s somethung you can try to liven
up vour writing a httle bit” I had a teacher 1n [undergraduate
schoot} who did that, and she used that Baker textbook, and look-
Ing atat now, 1t's a rather traditional textbook, but she would sort
of, ske would pomnt out ways to make our, use more complex
sentences, and it didn’t seem like she was up there lectuning on
srammar rules It was hke she was showing us something she
wanted us to try, just to give it a try to see how we bked it And |
fearned a lot from that. but Fdon't think [ learned because she was
teaching me butbecause she showed 1t to me 1n an ntereshing way
and then § started practicing,

Interesting here 1s the distinction Kerth draws between “teaching” and
“showing ” Like the distinction between showing and telling that we
are all tamihar wath, this is clearly a distinction that privileges the
showing By imphication, it reduces teaching to “lecturing on grammar
rules”- -something that should clearly be kept to a minimum-

For me, to be 4 coach 1s to be someone who pives a little bit of
teaching but a lot of support [t's bref intense periods where
you're teaching things, but the rest of the time vou're pushing the
student out onto the w restling mat or the field o whatey er to take
what he or she has learned and put 1t into practice, and then
vorrecting where necessary

At the same time he finds the coaching metaphor attractive, though,
Ketth concedes that it has its imitations For one thing, thinking of
himselt as “more of a friend, a coach, than a teacher” has made 1t
difficult when the time comes to give low grades. And for another, the
coaching model doesn’t it every class equally well. The “Business and
Techmical Writing™ (lass he's teaching this semester “requires more
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weaching than Comp 1" he says, by which he seems to mean that it
requires “taking some material and presenting it to the class.”

Another limitation of the coaching model 1s other people’s reactions
to it. Keith knows that not everyone has such a positive view of
coaches as he does Some of Keith's students—especially the women—
«eem to bristle when he uses sports metaphors, and one of his tellow
male TAs “duesn’t like it at all.” Keith understands these reactions.
“Some people might have a negative view of what a coach is,” he says,
"and others might teel excluded because they have no famsliarity with
coaches ” The notion that he limself might have some of these same
negative reactions s not one that occurs to Keith, though it does occur
to me as 1 read our transcripts —and expecially as 1 listen to him talk
with Meredith

My first sense that there s more communicated i the coaching
metaphor than Keith himselt is aware of oceurs in one of our earhier
conversations, the one in which Keith remarks on the difficulty ot
piving low grades while acting as “a friend, a coach ” Encouraging him
to pursue his analogy, 1 ask it there is anything coaches do that 1s
equivalent to giving low grades, and he tells me about a time he got
suspended from a wresthng tournament because he lost his temper
when he allowed himself to be pinned by an opponent who was in
better shape When [ suggest that this sounds more like a disciplinary
measure than an actual grading, situation, he agrees

Yeah, that's true Tt seems hike a coach more, the bad grades come
out in verbal tashion. You just =1 don’t remember many coaches
I've had or Tve seen, who comphment as much as they eriiaze
You buld up for a big event of some kind and all vou hear 18
tegative stutt about how badly vou've been practicing, and how
vou better pet sour mind on what vou're doing, and things that
muake vou - but 1n a way that 1t's not so negative that vou give up,
vou work harder Then atter the event vou hear all these posibive
thinge, how “You worked really hard for this,” and “I'm proud of
you” and all that

Although Keith apparently sces nothing negative in his charac-
terization ot the coach here, 1 sense a certain potgnancy in his voice
when he admits, 1 don't remember many coaches 've had or F've
«een, who comphiment as much as they cnticize ” 1 this is indeed the
case, then it's easy to see why not everyone would feel positive about
the «oaching model, and why Keith himself might feel some unac-
know ledped dissatistaction with at

it s not until the conversations with Meredith, however, that Keith
begmns to explore that dissatisfaction Or perhaps this 15 the wrong
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language. For Keith duesn’t so much express dissatisfaction with the
coaching model as express interest in others. Just as he still dons the
Rosco Thorp hat for those occasions when he needs to “put his foot
down” with certain students, he’s still fairly comfortable wearing the
ceach’s hat. He just senses a need to add others to his wardrobe.

Teaching as a Man

I've already mentioned the occasion on which Keith and Meredith
began their conversation about gender roles and teaching. It was one
of those happy accidents that generate food for thought on all sides.
For Keith, though, these conversations scemed to hold special import.
It was he who suggested that we all meet together and continue the
conversation over the following two weeks. And it was he whe would
say, at the end of the semester.

I enjoyed the interviews especially with Meredith because 1t was
ke point/counterpmnt sometimes. We seemed to understand
each ather, but it's almost ke a mutual admiration We admire in
each other the things we don’t see 1n ourselves.

What Keith seems to see in Meredith, and in certain women teachers
he has had, 1s a nurturing persona-—not a mothering one, he is quick
to say-—but

a teacher that, it vou don't feel like participating, 1f you're intimi-
dated by other students as | often was when I was a kid, you get
a teacher who somehow, it's not exactly a mothenng instinet, but
st such a nice gentle way of drawing you out and making you
teel secure at the same time [ could never do that

In addition to having the "soft-spoken presence” he has menhoned
carhier, such teachers are “quiet” and “nonthreatening.” In their class-
rooms he could “teel comtortable” and “express myself without
worry ”

1o Meredith, this characterization comes as a bit of a surprise. She
15 not sure she sees herself as a “nonthreatening” teacher, and though
her goalis certainly to get the students ta “express themselves without
worry,” she 1s otten frustrated in her pursuit of that goal Although she
i~ clearly pleased that Keith sees her so positively, she suspects that he
may not understand the disadvantages that go along with that soft-
spoken presence And perhaps he doesnt

Though he begins by setting this whole discussion in the context of
gender, Keith keeps shipping durning the conversation into talking
about personality: At one point, Meredith catches him up on that:
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bty Well Keith, you suggested this mutual meeting so what
have you been thinking about? ’

Keith 1 have just been thinking about how your perspective {to
Meredith], I mean you sad that [ should take advantage of the
fact that— {Meredith “Oh, veah ”] T would think | interpret
what you're saving, that you think fcan probably nhmidate a
lot ot students

Meredith Well vou have an advantage going in because they will
automativaliy pay attention to you, you don’t have to prove,
there’s something that you don't have to prove that I have to
spend a fot of ime proving, it seems to me, before | can get to
the next potnt, or something like that Does that make sense?

keith Well, see, 1 think that you see advantagesin my personality,
1 wee ads antages in yours, and [ don't think either of us appre-
Gate totolly the [Meredith “U'm not talking about personality ],
1| mean what we sev as weakness :

Meredith I'm qust talking about your physical size and the fact that
vou re male

A but later, Keith makes clear why he doesn’t see this as entirely a
gender 1ssue

Well, some - there are some teachers Ive had. female teachers
who seem to me like theyre probably quiet people but maybe
were trving to assert themselves so much that they came across as
threateming. in a way

in keith's view, it 1s not gender but personality thatas at issue Fven
wormen teachers can be so assertive that they inimidate students And
men  well, men can be sott-spoken presences, too, can't they?

In tact, keith's experience suggests that he may have less control
o er the image he projects than he thinks At one point, talking about
the way he's percerved by others, he acknowledges this himself

Ketth A few weeks apo a tniend of mine who s really knowledge-
able about psvohilogy and all that stutt described me as asser
tve [laughs] | thought was totally the oppuosite of assertive,
because | don't hke assertive people Assertive means pushy

Meredith el that's, veah, that 1s assertive

Keith So Thave pereeptions of mavselt. don't see myself as others
“we me

onll. Keith s reluctant to see the larger imphications of what he's
saving here The notion that he still sees differences in terms of person-
ality rather than gender s evident in a comment he makes at the end
of the semester Looking back on the interviews with Meredith which
he has tound o productin e, he savs
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Bov. she and I seem to be on opposite sides of the fence as far as
our, our approach | mean, because of our personahities.

But he's intrigued by the whole issue, and as he struggles awkwardly

to explain it to me at the end of the semester, it's apparent that he's at
¢ least willing to consider that 1t might be more complex than he's so far

acknowledged '

Une mteresting thing that I'd ke to talk to Meredith more
about—maybe we could do something with the writing aspect —is
there are several mes we talked about the role gender plays in
the classroom as far as your persona and power n the classroom,
and L wonder if that' s—"cause she really sees it as something that's
a real problem and . I've always seen it as something— When
~he's trying to, she would ke to be 1n my posthon, to—{ don't
know, not necessanly to be male—the advantages of being, of my
presenve as opposed to hers, whereas | see advantages to her
presence. And [ wonder it there are some nescapable things in-
volved with gender and teaching, or if there are ways to, if it’s, the
problems are i ourselves or of they're actually deep-rooted 1n
saciety to such an extent that tn the classroom there 1s this real
structure that at this pownt there's not much vou can do about To
what. T fn sure 1t's in the classtoom, bat to what extent 1s it (tape
runs out and he continues to talk as 1t's turned over] or the extent
towhichwe feel it a problem ourselves, as a teacher, which, which
1~ the one we have to work oat first 1 would think how we see 1t
i ourselves  bat on the other hand, maybe even if somehow we
came to terms withatin such a way that we were comfortable with
et sl isn’t gonna work n the classroom-—who know's?

Although Keith's thinking 1sn't easy to untangle here, its tangled na-
ture sugprests the complexity of the 1ssue he is constdering Is gender,
m tact, “inescapable”” Are the problems it somet:mes rases in the
viassroem “in ourselves,” or are they “actually deep-rooted in soci-

Al

ety
At this pont, Kerth is inchined to believe the problems are in our-
sehves, or rather in our pereeptions As he says a moment later-

S maybe st s just o situation where 1t's what we percetve or think
we perceive, of what we teel inside as a teacher ‘Cause you'rne
never gonna nmake every student comfortable 1in the classroom
but the teacher of all people should be comfortable of anyone 1s
Cause I somehmes wonder if some of these concerns make 1t
dithcult tor Meredith to perform in the classroom the way she
wants to, and to do the kind of job she has in mind of doing tn the
dassroom: Fwonder it these really do petinthe way ot this, to any
great estent

.




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Seemny Yourself as o Tew her 19

As | Iisten to Keith speak, | wonder to what extent his perceptions
are shaped by his own gendered experience. A< a gay male, he 1s
certainly sensttive to the “deep-rooted” attitudes about gender that
shape our relationships both in and out of the ciassroom. When he
resists Meredith’s tendency to see the role of teacher as “inescapably”
shaped by gender, is it perhaps just Meredith’s two-gender construct
that he resists> When Keith himself encounters this question, reading
an early draft of the manuscript [ am preparing, he is intrigued by its
impheations. Over the past few months, he has noticed that his “think-
ing about being a teacher” has developed in interesting ways. More
and more he finds himself thinking about “how much of myselt s
hidden trom my students, and what a fine hine Tswalk “

Conclusion

As 1 watch these TAs go through the process of becoming teachers,
negotiating their identities among, what Deborah Britzman (1991) has
called “a cacophany of past practices, hived experiences, cultural
myths, and normative discourses™ (59), 1 reflect on the question |
began with What 1s 1t we share, those of us who are reluctant to see
ourselves as teachers? With these TAs, 1 realize, it's more than lack of
confrdence—1t's also ambivalence. They re not sure they want to be
teachers, given the way our culture sometimes defines that role Teach-
ers are lecturers, disciphnanans, grammanans, authority figures. They
would rather be triends, foster parents, coaches, priests, or thera-
pists - all roles that they see more positively than the teacher role, all
roles that they can see themselves performung in some way.

I can understand their ambivalence In my own case, reluctance to
e myselt as a teacher seems tied to a similar dissatistaction wath the
role ot teacher as disseminator of intormation For years | have attrib-
uted this ambivalence to a personal fatlure Somehow, | could never
retain intormation long enough to pass iton to my students. Whenever
I fonnd rayself an the lecturer mode, presenting background informa-
tor on the Enghsh Romantic movement or distinguishing between
expressivist and epistemic approaches to teaching wnting, | would
close the classroom door, afraid some colivague would walk by and
hear what a fraud | was But histening to my TAs talk about their
teachiny has given me another way of thunking about this ambiva-
lence Saybe it wasa't my collzague an the hall whose judgment |
feared. but my own Mavbe [did know enough to be a teacher -1 just
didnt know what 1 knew

{34




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

120 Seeing Yourself as a Tead her

Now, having acknowledged my ambivalence, | am ‘better able to
deal withit [ canmagine new teaching roles for myself—roles that are
more conststent both with who | amy and with what 1 believe about
aching Some would say, perhaps, that my ability to take this per-
spective ts a tunction of age and expenierce—that | have time now to
retlect. and a wide range of teaching experience to reflect upon But
that’s not the whole story For the fact 1s, 1 have learned an enormous
amount simply by talking with these voung TAs Listening to them, 1
have fearned to histen to the voices within me Watching them grow
nto their roles. Thave learned to see myselt as a teacher.
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Interchapter:
Seeing Myself as a Researcher

When | began this project, I wasn't sure what 1 was doing. At one
point, writing a grant application and casting about for a way of
Jescribing the “speaific objectives” of my research, | wrote:

This study secks to describe and analyze the experiences of five graduate

teching assistants w1 a college composition program Its purpose s to

cam msight mito the ways these teachers construct their knowledge of

thetr disciplme develop thewr teachuny Wkills, and negotiate the formation
of thew professional wentibies

There s something awful about the sound of that paragraph Inasense
this has been the object of my study, and yet these aren’t the purposes
[ began with. These are purposes i constructed later, to satisfy those
who give research grants and put together conference programs. My
project began in another place entirely, reading with fascination these
TAs journals, wanting to sit back and read and histen more

As the project evolved, Tdid develop general questions. What 15 1t
Like to teach writing as a new TA? What is on new teachers’ minds?
How do they integrate who they are with what they do as teachers?
How can we make it caster tor them? How can we help them become
their best teaching selves” And all the time, in the background, another
et of questinns. Wihiat can | fearn about myselt from histening to these
new teachers? What can all ot us learn about ourselves?

One late atternoon in fanuary, | am at Ilonida State University. sitting
in on Wendy Bishop's graduate research seminar This s another of my
feave projects Visiting writing programs at other campuses around the
country, looking tor ideas we can use in our program

The graduate students are engaged 1n a collaborative study of tirst-
year creative writing ctsses and are reporting on ethnographic re-
wearch i progress  After one report, someone observes that the
<tudents in creative wnting classes seem to wdentify as wnters more
readily than do students in regular composition dasses. They talk
about why this mught be so, and 1 otter an observatior from my
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interview project. It surprised me, | say, that the TAs | talked with seem
so reluctant to think of themselves as teachers. At first | thought it was
just lack of confidence; then | realized that it's also ambivalence:
they’re not sure they want to be teachers, gven the way our culture
soraetimes defines that role

And then suddenly | am saying something more It's hke me with
research, 1 tell them. It's a word 1 almost never use Though 1 am
clearly engaged in two research projects, 1 don’t think of myself as
researcher And though part of that may be due to lack of confidence—-
a lack can't really attribute to being new to the role—1 think another
part may be due to a similar ambivalence——an ambivalence about
what it means to be a researcher in our academic culture.

As 1 think about what I've said later—what I've contessed to this
roomful of strangers—I find that I've stumbled onto something 1 do
resist the role of researcher, and I'm not surw why But it does seem
connected somehow to the image of rescarcher | carry around in my
head What 1s that image | carry, and where does it come trom?

When my cabbatical leave officrally began last scummer, one of the first
ritual tasks | undertook was to clear out my office in the English
department and move to a private study-—a narrow, window less office
on the fourth floor of our university hbrary That a researcher was one
who “holed up” in librarics was an unguestioned assumption for me,
though once 1ot there, | didn't quite know what to do. Clearly, there
was plenty to read on the subjects | was mnterested in--ethnographic
research, pedagogical theery, case studies of new teachers at all levels
of cducation—and vet I wasn't real v excited about doing this reading
Atter a few desultory swings through the on-hine catalogue and the
CCCC babhography, dutitully noting relevant citations on the hittle
shps of paper provided at the computer stations, I tound myself
spending less and less time 1n the hbrary. The texts i most wanted to
read were not there

As the vear went on, | did iind myself gomng back to the library from
hme to ime, tollowing Gp on a colivague’s casual reterence, tracking
down a book T had seen advertised But my reading seemed far too
unwystematic to quality as “research ” | have long pages of notes un
Donald Sschon, for instance, but tar fewer on Wendy Bishop and Debo-
rah Britzman. whose case studies of teachers may have influenced me
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more 1 have no notes at all on Peter Etbow’s What Is English (1990),
which inspired the noton ot “interchapters” 1n this book, nor on Lad
Tobin's Wrting Relationshups (1993), which I read 1in manuscript and
which not only contirmed my 1deas but helped me find my voice. Even
as D write the section you are reading, | am aware of all 1 mrght have
read tor this project but dudn’t. the feminist theory a colleague saw as
essential to certain sections, the rescarck on teacher socialization |
learned about serendipitously from a colleague in another field. And
vet

And vetaf Thadat to do all over agan, 1 doubt that | would do it
very didterently Sometimes, we just have to mahe our own choices,
construct our own pmtes‘smnal identities as we go along [t's true that
| ve had to squint a bit to see myselt as researcher .. but littie by httie,
the image 1s beconung clearer
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Afterword

Fall, Again

The new TA group gathers as usual tor the 3p m Monday practicum.
$1x women and four men this time, their ages scattered evenly along a
continuum trom twenty-two to forty-tive. Despite the different ages,
though—not to mention ditterent temperaments and backgrounds-—
this group seems to have “chcked” from the beginning. Even now, as
a hvely discussion ot porttoho grading grows louder and more com-
bative, they mteract hike a big exuberant family around the dinner
table a tar cry trom the “dystunctional famuly” my fiv e interviewees
came in with

More than once this semester | have thought If they had all been
Iike this, T would never have started this project. And that's true The
dissonance 1 telt in last vear's TA group prompted this project-—but
what I've learned 1n the process 1sn't just about those TAs. It's about
all new teachers, mavbe about teaching in general

in the beginming, | would reaite the cthnographers’ mantra- “Trust
cour data.” 1 would tell myselt “The meanings will emerge ™ o
course, | knew the meamngs weren't simply lurking there, waiting to
be discovered They “emerged” as themes of my research only because
I wrestled them torth, constructing and reconstructing them continu-
ally as | talked with the TAs, histening to our tape-recorded vonversa-
tions, reading and rereading our transenpts

When the theme of “taking it personally” emerged, | tried to hold 1t
back It wasn't, I thought at the time, really central to my purpose; it
had little to do with teaching writing per ¢ And yet it kept coming
back. 1n all vur conversattons, threading in and out of other topies,
demanding my attention taking 1t personally, canng too much for
tudents, beiny angry and trustrated, feeling exaitement and pride

125
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Finally, [ turned and taced it. What the TAs were telhing me was that
teaching writing 15 a personal act It engages the emotions, not just the
intetlect, and involves human interactions that cannot be separated
trom the other acts we perform as teachers of writing: constructing
svilabi, planning classes, reading texts and responding to papers. In
ane sense, of course, this i obvious —which may be why Tignored it
~o long But the tact is, we rarely talk about the personal aspects ot
teaching Or it we do, we tend to talk behind closed doors, unloading
eur trustrations on colleagues, exulting over triumphs with friends
and partners, admitting our tears and msecurities 1n private journals.

fo some extent, these habits may be changing A the field we call
“English” broadens to include areas ot inquiry hike feminist theory and
cultural studies, writers in academic journals and speakers at protes-
sional conterences are deconstructing the personal/protessional di-
chotomy, and using teaching as the site of therr explorations 1 think
particularly ot essays T have read recently, by Nancy Miller and jane
Tompkins in hterary theory, Lad Tobin and Nancy Sommers 1n compo-
sitton Though quite ditterent trom each other, these writers share a
commuon agenda exposing the hidden connections between who we
are as people and how and what we profess to teach. Such an agenda.
ot course, has prompted reactions trom eritics who see it as “self-indul-
pent.” “theoretically nave,” even “dangerous ” And indeed it can be
dangerous to talk openly about personal 1ssues 1n teaching—or if not
dangerous, then certainly awkward and difficult But so be it. If our
tirst attempts seem awkward, as they sometimes are, we must grow
more sophisticated. We must hnd wavs to read our own teaching, our
relabionships wath students and peers, as caretully and as subtly as we
read the other texts we are used to studying

[t ] resssted the theme ot “taking it personally” 1n the transcripts, the
TAS themselves revisted theory, or so it seemed from our imitial conver-
sations In therr journals last spring, 1 had caught a briet plimpse of
1ssues that snterested them  the relative value of personal, creative, and
academic writing, the virtues of freedom vs. structure tn the class-
room. the complex nature of pedagogical power and authority | knew
these ideas were stilll important to the TAs - | could sense their proes-
enven the background of our conversations Yet when we talked, they
rarely: raised such subjects on their own, and even when | brought
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thern up. they seemed reluctant to pursue them. At first | didn’t under-
stand the nature of this resistance. But then it occurred to me that I may
have helped create it. In the senunar we had called “theory™ only those
1deas expounded 1n our readings. The wdeas the TAs held, the assump-
tions and values they brought to their teaching, were always secon-
dary, always responses to theory, not theoretical in their own right. [t
was only natural then, that the TAs would think of theory as some-
thing alien to them, something to study 1n graduate courses, some-
thing, w1 many cases, to resist

This year, as | returned to my work with the new TAs, I determined
to change the wav we talked about theory Betore the TAs even arrived
on campus, | sent out letters, asked them to think about “What it
means to teach writing * Although the questions 1 gave them didn’t
use the ward “theory,” they did raise theoretical issues: What are we
doing when we teach “writing” in college” Where does writing ability
come from? s teaching writing the same as teaching literature® Psy-
chology? Calculus” What does the writing teacher need to know and
aunderstand? What should be going on in a writing classroom? What
should students be doing? What role should teachers play? What does
it mean to “grade papers”? What kinds of teacher responses to writing,
are most helpful to students” What can we learn by thinking about our
own whool expenences? About teaching and learning apart trom the
context of school”?

When the T1As arrived on campus, they were primed for discus-
aton —-discusstons nto which T would occasionally intenject the term
“thearv” or “theoretical thinking * In the fall practicum, for example,
when two TAs argued about the value of a teachung practice, I would
often let them go for a while, then stop them and pose a question
What theories underhe the postbions vou're taking here> At what
points are these theories in confhict? Atfter class, the TAS wrote re
spunses to our discussions, retlected i greater tranquiliey on the ideas
they heard therr peers expounding At the end of the semester, 1 asked
them to cempile teaching portfohos, and to demonstrate in those port-
folios their capactty for “theoretical thinking ”

Ihd my new approach make a difference for these TAs? Iid it
decrease their resistance to reading and hearing about Theory with a
capital 12 T don't know There are too many variables. Still, 1 hike the
kinds of thinking 1 heard in our discussions, and 1 like the way the TAs
telt free to “go public” with their ideas In thetr offices they would
gather and argue vehemently with cach other, in therr classrooms they
would explain therr teaching philosophies to their students, in their
teaching portfohos thev would reflect on the philosophies that under-
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lay their teaching practices For the most part, the TAs still refrained
from using the word “theoretical” to describe their own thinking. Like
me, they seemed much more comfortable with terms like “phifosophy
of teaching ” Still, | think they were doing the kind of thinking | had
hoped tor, seeing how teaching 1s based on theory, and how theory too
denves trom experience and 1s always 1n flux. In the end, perhaps it
doesn’t matter whether my prompting empowered the TAs’ think-
ing-—-or whether it just empowered me to hear the thinking they had
been doing all along 1, as Sara Lightfoot says, “Good teachers regard
themselves as thinkers, existing in a world of 1deas,” then | believe
these new TAs are well on their way to becoming good teachers.

What surprised me more than the TAs' resistance to theory was their
resistance to the role of the teacher Despite my own struggles to see
myselt as a teacher, | had never understood the extent to which that
role trustrates and confounds us. My own struggles, T had always
assumed, were due to personal inadequacy, a problem deep within me
Through the TAs, I began to see my resistance differently, to under-
stand it as p‘art of a larger phenomenon, part ot the culture of teaching

Recently, at the urging of a colleague, I wrote an article for a campus
newsletter on this subject of seeing yourselt as a teacher. In the article
[ talked about the imposter svndrome, and the difticulty some ot us
have negotiating our identities as teachers. Although | suspected that
others would dentify with what [ was saying, was still surpnsed at
the number of responses [ got One note came trom a colleague new to
out campus “Thanks tor shanng your insights on teaching,” <he
wrote "L was just getting over teeling hke an impostor at my last
school Now here [am, making it up as | go again The scary thing 1s
how behievable my colleagues ind me ” A hittle later, at our ottice
Christmas party, a male protessor of rehgious studies with a quiet,
selt-assured manner confided. “You're right Male teachers feel like
mposters, too Ldoe, every time 1 walk into the classroom ” In one
sense, | find myself comtorted by these admissions, pleased to have
mv adeas and reflections vahidated by others. But how sad it is that
cven committed veteran teachers can't fully inhabit their roles!

What would happen, I wonder, if we all came out of the closet, if we
adnutted our frustrations with the roles we play as wniting teachers
and threw our energies into imagining, more attractive alternatives?




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Afterward 129

Would we find, as some of these new teachers did, generative meta-
phors to sustain us? I admut | cannot quite imagine myself as a coach
or a priest or a stepparent. But there may be potential in another role
['ve been practicing of late What ethnography requires of the re-
«earcher, it teaches the teacher as well: to suspend judgment, interpret
generoushy, allow meanng to emerge, More than anything, though, it
teaches us to sit back and listen— to hear vurselves in others, and to
hear the Others within us.
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Seeing Yourself as a Teacher

Conversations with Five New Teachers
ina Universitv Writing Program

Elizabeth Rankin

What s 1t ke to teach writing? How do new reachers of
omposition conceve their roles’ With these and  other
questions in mind. Elizabeth Rankin began a series of weekly
conversations with five second-vear teachers in 2 university
writing program. In Seeng Yourself as « Teacher. Rankin invites
us to liten as the new teachers talk about everyvthing from their
relationships with students to their pedagogical theories to their
tdeas about their roles as writing teachers. She also nvites us to
retlect. as she does, on some of the questions that emerge trom
these conversations: How do we integrate the personal and
professional in aur lives? Why do some teachers resist the whole
~oncept ot theoryr How do the teachers we've known influence
the teachers we will be? Why do some people stuggle more than
others o sce themselves as teachers? Rankin's retlections on these
and other pressing questions suggest that these issues have
meaning not just for new teachers, but for veteran writing
teachers, scholars, and administrators as well.
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