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ABSTRACT 

While much attention has been paid to the borders between those within and 

beyond the discipline of composition, the primary goal of this project is to examine the 

discourses which exist within composition and, subsequently, how these discourses might 

work to undermine pedagogy and scholarship. I take the position that even those working 

directly in composition do not offer clear, consistent consensus regarding concepts which 

are fundamental to the legitimacy of composition as a discipline. Thus, as we strive to 

meaningfully frame our work for our students and stakeholders, it is imperative that we 

confront the ambivalences in our own discussions. Throughout this project I use critical 

disability theory to reconcile underlying concepts of composition, such as instability and 

the contextual nature of language, with competing concepts that often undermine 

effective pedagogy. Addressing these gaps via disability theory illustrates various 

conceptual similarities between the two disciplines and highlights the problematic 

tensions found in composition. Chapters two, three, and four here confront gaps between 

composition theory and practice and offer ideas from disability studies as a means of 

exploration and potential resolution.  

I first examine the specific notion that writing centers are intended to foster 

student autonomy through a long-term focus on creating better writers, rather than better 

writing. By exploring the deeper theoretical implications of the writer versus writing 

dichotomy, I hope to expose as destructive one of its key assumptions—the possibility of 

writerly autonomy—and consider its effects on writing center work and composition 

practice more generally. From here, disability theory offers a means to decentralize 

autonomy as a defining term, via specific theories of representation and dependence. I 
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then focus on what we can accomplish, given this rejection of autonomy, and how to 

most effectively share and build knowledge with students. I explore the relationship 

between knowledge transfer and narratives of overcoming disability through analysis of 

scholarship on first-year writing courses. I argue that a belief in easily generalizable 

knowledge, like a belief in autonomy, manifests in misconceptions of the successful first-

year writing course and thus that knowledge transfer should be reconceptualized as 

agency, and offer a brief discussion of threshold concepts as one potential source for 

transfer-as-agency pedagogy. Building on these concepts, I then consider how to most 

effectively locate composition within the university structure, focusing specifically on 

WAC/WID programs and the disability concepts of accommodation and universal design. 

Theories of universal design illustrate that composition must be integrated into the 

curricula beyond first-year writing; this sort of comprehensive curricula is not without 

complication, however, so I also explore issues of authority which arise out of universal 

design perspectives. Finally, I offer three imagined scenarios meant to illustrate how 

individuals working within this disability theory-based framework might address 

different challenges related to writing instruction and to reinforce the enormous value of 

a disability studies approach to the work of composition.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTERSECTIONS OF DISABILITY AND COMPOSITION STUDIES:  

INITIATING DEEPER INQUIRY 

 In Reframing Writing Assessment to Improve Teaching and Learning, Linda 

Adler-Kassner and Peggy O’Neill argue that composition exists within a set of cultural 

frames, many of which are not under the direct control of those working within 

composition, and that “Once we understand the frames already in place we can begin to 

develop ways to build on these structures, to reframe writing and writing assessment in a 

way that will support our values and beliefs” (11). Adler-Kassner and O’Neill refer 

mostly to frames more broadly imposed by stakeholders positioned outside the discipline, 

the boundaries and expectations of those within administrative and bureaucratic 

frameworks of universities and within the larger society who have interest in the 

outcomes of higher education. A central assumption of their work, though one not spoken 

directly, is that there is a strange ambivalence in many of these frames. Composition is 

incredibly important, as evidenced by the strong interests many within and beyond the 

discipline have in its success; yet, it is still perceived as simple, even easy, as those 

without any direct experience still assume the power to determine its content and 

teaching methods. Given this ambivalence, Adler-Kassner and O’Neill argue that we 

must know the parameters of the current conversations surrounding composition in order 

to most effectively engage in them—and more importantly, to negotiate with those who 

may not have specialized knowledge about writing but who have significant power to 

influence pedagogy and scholarship.  
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 The need to “understand the frames” is a central assumption of this project as 

well. However, my goal here is not to examine the borders between those within and 

beyond the field but to examine the discourses which exist within the discipline of 

composition and, subsequently, how these discourses might serve to uphold those 

external frames discussed by Adler-Kassner and O’Neill in significant, problematic ways. 

A primary goal of their work is to build further “legitimacy” for the field of composition 

by fostering productive dialogue between those within and those beyond the field, and 

this project takes the position that even those working directly in composition do not 

always agree—or, perhaps more pointedly, their scholarship does not illustrate clear, 

consistent consensus regarding fundamental concepts which are vital to the legitimacy of 

composition as a discipline. So, as discussions of composition continue through this 

process of reframing, scholars and teachers working within the field must always 

consider the possibility that we build and maintain the frames of our field through 

ambivalence in our own discussions. 

  To suggest the need for consensus or reconciliation does not, however, require 

that members of the field reach singular conclusions about how to teach, how to assess, 

or even how precisely to define writing. Such a suggestion would only contribute to the 

notion that composition is easy, as if through debate we might finally find that one-size-

fits-all approach which has so far eluded us; it would conflict with much that we know 

about writing. Yet, it is precisely the things that we do know—about language and 

communication as complex, highly situated experiences—which must remain at the 

center of what we write and teach as members of the composition field. It is not possible 
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or even favorable to settle on a comprehensive, absolute set of best practices, but it is 

possible to resist those practices which are incompatible with our current understanding 

of how writing works and is learned and how it may be positioned effectively within 

institutional structures. My argument here is that such resistance is indeed necessary to 

strengthen the influence of composition itself, both as a scholarly discipline and as a site 

of effective pedagogy, and an important method of resistance is to examine the language 

used within the scholarship of the field and to identify those points at which theory and 

practice are misaligned. The language we employ in our classrooms, scholarly 

contributions, and discussions constitutes a rhetoric of composition, and in this way, it 

functions as a means of discipline, a way of setting those expectations and limits which 

constitute the frame. The ultimate goal of this project is to illustrate ways that those 

working within composition might foster greater consistency within the rhetoric 

employed in scholarship as well as teaching, as a step toward strengthening disciplinary 

identity. We must acknowledge the rhetoric with which we describe ourselves, our 

students, and our institutions as a source of discipline, and in doing so we recognize it as 

a means of constructing a discipline—a way of regulating the discipline of composition 

itself.  

Throughout this project I use critical disability theory to address the question of 

how we can reconcile underlying concepts of composition, such as instability and the 

contextual nature of language, with competing concepts that often serve to undermine 

effective pedagogy. Critical disability theory is a valuable lens through which to examine 

the ambivalent and potentially disempowering rhetoric within discussions of 
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composition, and it serves to illustrate ways that we might bridge the gaps between 

theory and practice. There are extensive conceptual linkages between theories of 

composition and disability, with much room left for further meaningful exploration, and a 

disability studies perspective offers significant contributions to a more productive 

understanding of composition theory and practice.  Like any field, composition has the 

potential to stagnate or fall short of its professed goals, and a disability studies 

perspective offers a means of greater, more productive engagement with composition’s 

disciplinary and pedagogical aims.  

 

Grounds for a Relationship, As Well As Some Caveats 

As will be discussed more thoroughly in later chapters here, tensions between 

theory and practice play a defining role in both composition and disability studies, as 

members of both fields grapple with recognizing matters of context and personal 

experience while at the same time trying to maintain political and administrative power. 

These latter attempts to assert control are, within both disciplines, shaped in no small part 

by the tensions among those within the field and with those without—whether from the 

larger university structure or an ableist society more generally. Indeed, a look at the 

broader historical trajectories of attitudes toward disability and composition studies 

illustrates various parallel trends as the two disciplines have struggled for consensus and 

authority.  

The earliest discussions and representations of both are rooted in medical models 

of understanding, with disability and the need for writing instruction each signified as 
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weakness or deficiency requiring some sort of intervention. Disability has throughout 

history been portrayed as quite literally a medical problem, and medical models of 

disability continue to shape popular beliefs about disabled individuals and disabled 

identity. Likewise, early discussions of college composition typically frame writing 

instruction as indicative of flawed students and the need for remediation.  The early 

metaphors used to define writing centers, for instance—the writing clinic, the writing 

lab—suggest a place where students might go to be diagnosed and treated, fixed of all 

their writing ails. As Peter Carino puts it in “What Do We Talk About When We Talk 

About Our Metaphors,” symbols like these convey a clear message: “It is one thing to let 

the rabble into the palace; it is another to make them comfortable there” (39). Those 

“rabble” are the students who are seemingly healthy enough to pass initial screens of 

writing strength, like admissions essays or entrance exams (Vidali “Freak Show; see also 

Miller 124-72), but who are not quite fit enough yet.  While such attitudes toward writing 

are no longer made as explicitly or as frequently as they were in the early decades of the 

discipline, they are by no means silenced. As any writing program administrator dealing 

with faculty with distorted views of writing courses and writing centers can attest, 

composition, like disability, is still frequently seen as an unpleasant but potentially 

treatable reality.  

Despite these persistent misconceptions, or perhaps because of them, work in both 

disciplines shifted toward social constructionist ideologies as a way to resist stifling 

binaries of abled/disabled, good/bad, weak/strong, etc. Within a social model, disability is 

conceptualized as the production of an ill fit between an individual and societal 
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expectations. Rather than seen as literal flaw or abnormality, disability is instead an 

experience constructed via sociocultural beliefs and ideological power relations. Tom 

Shakespeare clarifies that while medical models of disability seek quantification and “to 

reduce the complex problems of disabled people to issues of medical prevention, cure or 

rehabilitation,” the social model seeks “barrier removal. . . and other responses to social 

oppression” (199). “Social model approaches are progressive,” Shakespeare continues, 

while “medical model approaches are reactionary” (199). Similarly, scholarship in 

composition moved away from the restrictive binaries about writing found within the 

current-traditional and process approaches and toward the notion of writing as a product 

of one’s sociolinguistic background as well as the fluid conditions of each individual 

writing experience. In an early article on the limitations of existing theories of 

composition, for instance, Lester Faigley demands that scholars of composition “take a 

broader conception of writing, one that understands writing processes are historically 

dynamic—not psychic states, cognitive routines, or neutral social relationships” (537). 

Like social model approaches to disability, social models of composition complicate 

theories of writing in productive ways by pushing for more comprehensive 

representations of the writing experience.  

Members of both composition and disability studies continue to generally 

embrace socially-based models but have also begun to explore their problems and 

limitations. Within disability studies, a primary limitation of the social model has been 

the shift away from the daily, lived experiences of disability. To embrace a perspective 

which conceives of disability as something constructed within relationships, as existing 



7 

within the gaps between people and their environments and ideologies, is also to 

potentially essentialize disability and efface personal realities such as pain and 

objectification. In establishing the importance of society to definitions and 

representations of disability, there is thus the risk of delegitimizing disability itself 

through the suggestion that it is not actually “real” or that it would cease to exist in any 

material way if such gaps were closed. Such risks have contributed to the growth of life-

writing (see Foss; Couser, Recovering; Couser, Signifying; Torrell; Mintz) and 

discussions of embodiment (see Snyder and Mitchell; Titchkosky; Siebers 

“Embodiment”; Hughes and Paterson) within disability studies, as ways to balance the 

generalizations of the social model with a focus on lived experiences—and, perhaps even 

more importantly, on the often unpleasant and difficult details of these experiences. 

Tobin Siebers clarifies, for instance, that despite any misconceptions encouraged by 

social constructionist models of disability, “Pain is not a friend to humanity. It is not a 

secret resource for political change. It is not a well of delight for the individual,” and thus 

theories which ignore the reality of pain “contribute to an ideology of ability that 

marginalizes people with disabilities and makes their stories of suffering and 

victimization both politically impotent and difficult to believe” (“Realism” 746). Siebers 

acknowledges the value of the social model, but he also illustrates the ways that it 

remains insufficient on its own; indeed, an understanding of disability based solely on 

social constructionism has the potential to disempower disability.  

Composition likewise has a somewhat complicated relationship with social 

constructionist views. As in disability studies, social theories of writing are intended in 
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part to recognize and explore complexity by disrupting established binaries. Perhaps even 

more importantly, in doing so, they provide a foundation of ideas and objectives on 

which to build a collective composition identity. Work in disability studies has shown, 

however, that the establishment of this collective identity may potentially undo one’s 

original intentions, as there is an understandable tension between accepting precepts of 

the social model in ways which are politically and administratively productive and 

accepting them in ways which allow for an inclusive recognition of individual diversity. 

Thus there is still a need to push for balance between collective and individual identities, 

and a primary assumption of this project is that we must do more to actively maintain this 

balance in composition. While composition theory typically acknowledges complexity 

and diversity, the work of composition often adheres to models of language and literacy 

that nevertheless serve an ultimate purpose of classification. Concerns about political and 

administrative effectiveness are often necessary and on their own are not necessarily 

problematic, but they become so when they allow for practices and rhetoric which 

undercut our beliefs about writing being situated and discursive.  

As with disability, there is a fear that to embrace individuality and the legitimacy 

of personal experience too fully is to forfeit some measure of collective power. Too much 

emphasis on the personal experiences of disability may provoke challenges to group 

identity and disparate goals; likewise, too thoroughly stressing the influences of context 

and the enormous complexity of writing experiences may incite tricky questions about 

how to define composition and who, if anyone, can effectively teaching writing.  Yet, 

political and administrative efficacy and the legitimacy of immediate experiences need 
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not be mutually exclusive concerns. Disability theory offers insights into how 

composition might build more effectively on social models, by developing in ways that 

allow us to more meaningfully employ our knowledge of language and communication as 

dialogic, highly situated experiences.  Embracing the contextuality of individual 

experiences—of writing, of disability—need not mean relinquishing specific pedagogical 

models or forfeiting disciplinary territory. In the case of both disciplines, there is a 

delicate balance required between conformity and individualism, and while there are 

often greater political and financial benefits from conformity, it is possible to recognize 

this truth without sacrificing the integrity of beliefs and, in the case of composition, 

without creating a rift between one’s theories and one’s practices. There are ways to 

maintain a sense of collective identity and purpose while still acknowledging the 

immense complexity of these identities and purposes. Referring to Susan Miller’s central 

metaphor in Textual Carnivals, Amy Vidali suggests that “rather than shunning the 

carnival metaphor and its freak shows,” scholars and instructors of composition “might 

revel in this carnivalesque space, where bodies cannot, or refuse to, behave as they are 

told” (“Performing” 636). Looking further into the connections of disability studies to 

composition can help us to do just that and, in doing so, hopefully strengthen our 

discipline. 

 The goal of the following chapters, then, is to illustrate ways that concepts 

developed within disability studies may help us more effectively employ our 

understanding of language and writing instruction within our pedagogy and our 

scholarship. Put another way, disability theory offers ideas which address the need to 
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balance collective efficacy with an immense diversity of experiences, and these ideas can 

help those of us in composition to more productively reconcile the ambivalences within 

our work, between what we assume to be true and what we continue to say, do, and teach. 

This further exploration of parallels between composition and disability studies will build 

on the current literature by offering a more developed theoretical connection between the 

two disciplines, a connection that will hopefully serve as both a foundational support for 

already established discussions of pedagogy as well as a catalyst for greater 

collaboration. 

 Before moving on to a review of the literature and the more specific connections 

of later chapters, it is important to note several assumptions which underlie the entire 

project. First, and perhaps most importantly, this project does not rest on a belief that 

disability and writing are parallel experiences, or that disabled individual and writer are 

parallel identities. To suggest such an association would be to embrace the same sort of 

easy, flattened amalgam which scholars of disability studies work so hard to resist in the 

first place. Moreover, disability theory teaches us that there is an important and 

unavoidable difference between broader struggles of a political and social nature and 

daily struggles such as pain or discomfort, and to fully equate disability and writing 

experiences would be to ignore this distinction.  As the deeply-rooted theories in 

disability and composition demand, one must always keep in mind the multiplicity of 

circumstances which shape our definitions and our purposes, and thus any future 

partnerships between the disciplines must also be careful, as I hope to be here, to 

appreciate their differences.  
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Moreover, there are important distinctions to be considered between categories of 

mental, intellectual, and physical disability, and while I use disability as general term 

throughout this project, there is no intended implication that such distinctions are trivial 

or irrelevant. However, I have chosen to discuss disability in broader terms for two 

primary reasons. The first is to allow for a sustained focus on the broader rhetoric and 

cultural representations which continue to stigmatize disability as a general category. 

This broader focus draws from Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s explanation on a similarly 

inclusive use of the term disability within feminist disability studies, as she writes that 

such work 

acknowledges communities of people based on shared disability 

experience, and it recognizes the differences among the wide variety of 

stigmatized forms of embodiment that constitute disability in its broadest 

conceptualization—from blindness to intersex to dyslexia, for instance. 

Nevertheless, it focuses on examining the patterns of meaning attributed to 

those bodies rather than specific forms, functions, and behaviors. 

(“Feminist” 1558)   

Likewise, the goal of this project is to examine these wider “patterns of meaning” and 

consider their place within a more productive understanding of composition. The other 

reason to avoid any focus on specific forms of disability is to resist any literal or material 

comparisons that might come out of such a choice. Again, the goal of this project is not to 

suggest an exact parallel between writing experiences and experiences of disability, and 

the choice to highlight connections with a specific type or category of disability might 

implicitly encourage such a connection. Emphasizing intellectual disability in this 

discussion, for instance, could lead to associations between writers and lingual or 

cognitive differences which are problematic for several obvious reasons. Such 

comparisons would likely allow for a distorted, dangerously over-simplified conception 
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of composition, potentially leading us back around to a current-traditional model based 

on the distinction between strong writers and those who still require some “fixing,” and it 

would likewise gloss over the complexities of disability identity. 

 Just as there will not be a focus on specific forms or categories of disability, there 

will not be a focus on a single site of composition. As the goal is to showcase the broader 

applicability of disability studies theory to composition as a discipline, it is worthwhile to 

consider how different ideas may apply within various writing environments. Thus, as 

will be discussed in further detail in the later breakdown of chapters, disability studies 

concepts will be applied to specific concerns relating to writing centers, first-year writing 

courses, and WAC/WID programs. While concepts have been paired with sites so as to 

hopefully illustrate their relevance in accessible, pronounced ways, the expectation is that 

such pairings invite additional, more complicated ones in the future. This choice to 

address various points at once prevents a thoroughly nuanced discussion of each site 

individually; however, there is a similar desire, as with my use of the term disability, to 

address fundamental, pervasive concepts of composition rather than those which are 

exclusive to specific sites or situation. Again, the connections established here are 

intended as a base from which to expand the relationship between disciplines.   

 

What Do We Talk about When We Talk about Disability? 

While there is a fair amount of scholarship focused on the intersections of 

composition and disability, the majority of this work tends to follow one or more of 

several already-established branches of thought. These existing branches are valuable but 



13 

leave much room to further engage the deeper theoretical relationships between the two 

fields. Perhaps the most obvious, or at least longest-standing, intersection between 

disability and composition is that which deals with the immediate concerns of working 

with students with disabilities. Much of the early work showing awareness of disability 

within the writing classroom falls into this category and focuses on the practical needs of 

students with physical, mental, and/or intellectual disabilities. In 2003, Huijun Li and 

Christine M. Hamel surveyed the literature of the previous decade concerning “Writing 

Issues in College Students with Learning Disabilities,” for instance, and they show that 

the most prominent discursive trends were heavily practical. The most prevalent topics 

for discussion were  

(a) overview of the available assistive technology for college students with 

LD/WD [students with learning disabilities and writing difficulties]; (b) 

empirical studies of the effectiveness of assistive technology for college 

students with LD/WD; (c) characteristics and error patterns in the writings 

of college students with LD/WD; and (d) instructional methods for this 

student population. (31) 

Literature on the practical needs of students with disabilities has continued to grow 

steadily since this survey was done, and the growing recognition of critical disability 

theory has had a positive effect on the ways that disability is framed within the literature, 

just as evolving theories in composition have deepened our discussions about writing.  

Still, what continues to unify literature of this sort is the focus on the immediate 

pedagogical experience, rather than theoretical connections between the two fields. In 

“When Something is Not Quite Right: Pragmatic Impairment and Compensation in the 

College Writing Tutorial,” for instance, Rebecca Babcock offers a contemporary view of 

her experiences observing sessions between tutors and students with learning disabilities 
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and/or neurological differences. Babcock is careful to identify the terms of her discussion 

of disability, such as “pragmatic impairment,” and unlike Li and Hamel, her discussion is 

grounded more thoroughly by concepts of writing center discourse. Yet, while she 

indicates a clearer awareness of the discursive complexities of each field, her goal is not 

to examine overlapping theories. She explains her observations of tutoring sessions 

through the dual lens of pragmatic impairment and writing center pedagogy, and with her 

final sentence—“Consideration of these factors will help immeasurably in meeting the 

needs of tutees with pragmatic impairment and others who learn differently”—illustrates 

her primary concern with improving the experiences of learners with disabilities. Similar 

methods of observation and reflection have been used extensively as a way to better 

understand the experiences of students with disabilities within various sites of writing 

within the university. Numerous authors have adopted an approach very similar to 

Babcock’s, learning from their observations of tutoring sessions involving students with 

disabilities (Wewers; Babcock, Tell Me; Salvo et al.; Kiedaisch and Dinitz, “Learning”; 

Boudreaux; Neff; Hewett). A comparable body of literature explores the experiences of 

classroom instruction, as scholars examine ways that students with disabilities challenge 

and inform their pedagogical beliefs and classroom practices (Price “Writing”; Oswal; 

Gerstle and Walsh; Barber-Fendley and Hamel). Works like these focus primarily on the 

direct, immediate interactions between instructors and students and often offer insights 

which help to inform pedagogical choices for all students.  

 Closely related are works concerning multimodal approaches to composition. 

Multimodal scholarship is distinct from, but often overlaps significantly with, scholarship 
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in disability studies. In a chapter from Composing Media, Composing Embodiment, Jay 

Dolmage thoughtfully summarizes the need for compositionists to embrace 

multimodality within their pedagogy, asserting that “our normate culture continuously 

reinscribes the centrality, naturality, neutrality, and unquestionablility of the normate 

position,” which, in the case of writing instruction, is the position that alphabetic text is 

the only acceptable means by which to represent, and subsequently evaluate, one’s 

writing ability (110). From this assumption, composition pedagogy “marks out and 

marginalizes those bodies and minds that do not conform” (110). Thus, just as “we must 

be careful about which bodies we conceptualize,” we must be careful about the types of 

writing and literacy we label normal—and, subsequently, those we stigmatize (110). 

Patricia A. Dunn makes a similar argument in Talking, Sketching, Moving: Multiple 

Literacies in the Teaching of Writing, exploring the implications of an educational system 

in which ordered, alphabetic text is considered the only acceptable form of composition. 

She recognizes that, on the one hand, this specific requirement supports our assumptions 

within the field regarding the importance of written language; moreover, it gives us 

something tangible from which to work. Yet, as both Dunn and Dolmage note, this 

narrow standard produces the dangerous implication that a lack of language skills is 

linked to a lack of intelligence. This is precisely the assumption which Brenda Jo 

Brueggemann resists in Lend Me Your Ear, as she speaks from her position as a deaf 

individual to examine the cultural associations of silence. A primary conclusion of her 

work is that most people are culturally conditioned to be “innately suspicious of silence” 
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as a symbol of lack or deficiency, in the same way that teachers of composition may be 

suspicious of methods which differ from the norms of composition culture (121).  

  Discussions centered on multimodality are similar to those more practically-

oriented works already mentioned in the sense that all of these works assume the 

improvement of pedagogy as a primary goal. Where discussions of multimodality differ, 

however, is in their greater focus on challenging the precepts of composition. In this way, 

as opposed to works which concentrate more exclusively and directly on the experiences 

of students with disabilities, texts on multimodality engage arguments which attempt to 

actively disrupt assumptions about language and literacy and, in doing so, offer a more 

explicit potential to impact all students, whether or not they identify as disabled. 

Moreover, while they typically do not address fundamental theoretical connections 

between writing and disability, they do serve to establish important links between 

disability and the physicality of writing, as well as between the general critical stances of 

both fields. As Margaret Price writes in “Accessing Disability: A Nondisabled Student 

Works the Hyphen,” “Incorporating disability into one’s pedagogy as a critical modality 

means taking on a set of seemingly unmovable stereotypes, assumptions buried so deeply 

into our students’ and our own language and knowledge that it’s difficult even to see 

them” (54). Numerous other works engage concepts of multimodality, and the related 

concept of universal design (Dunn, Learning; Fox; Price, Mad; Walsh and Gerstle; 

Kiedaisch and Dinitz, “Changing”; Walters; Driscoll, Brizee, Salvo, and Sousa), in the 

writing classroom. They offer more comprehensive definitions of both literacy and 
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composition and, in doing so, challenge instructors to reexamine their pedagogy and 

assessment practices. 

 Also challenging beliefs on composition pedagogy are those works which focus 

on the integration of disability into the content, as opposed to the structure or 

implementation, of composition courses. Such works again tend not to delve into the 

theories or assumptions shared by the two disciplines; taking as a given that composition 

courses are very often taught, whether explicitly or implicitly, from a cultural studies 

perspective, they simply apply a critical disability lens to this perspective. Knowing that 

composition courses are often already taught with a focus on critical engagement with 

issues of race, gender, sexuality, etc., they argue for more thoughtful inclusion of 

disability as well. This more thoughtful inclusion entails discussion and examination of 

disability in ways that are consistent with the beliefs of critical disability studies and do 

not simply reinforce disability as “other.” In her discussion of the use of disability texts, 

for instance, Julie Jung argues that  

mainstreaming of disability narratives within composition readers, when 

articulated with a theory of individual subjectivity, legitimizes the belief 

that accommodation is an individualized process. Thus accommodation 

becomes synonymous with “fitting in,” a definition that locates the 

responsibility for adaptation within the “abnormal” body rather than 

within the institutions and ideologies that construct it as such. (161) 

Jung’s argument specifically targets the tendency of editors of composition readers to 

include disability texts in ways that suggest disability is an entirely individual experience 

and divorce it from larger social frameworks—in other words, in ways that are 

antithetical to an effective cultural studies perspective.  
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 While various scholars have described their experiences with incorporating 

disability texts and disability perspectives into the classroom (see Bloom; Gould; 

Browning; Kennedy and Menten), Jung and others (Martin; Wood, Dolmage, Price, and 

Lewiecki-Wilson; Sommers and Heilker ) are careful to maintain that this must be done 

thoughtfully, with an awareness of  the terms of critical disability studies and not simply 

a casual concern for incorporating diversity. In response to an article by Kathleen Gould, 

for instance, in which Gould details her attempts to incorporate disability perspectives 

into her pedagogy, Paul Heilker commends Gould’s intentions but carefully points out 

the damaging language with which she continues to describe disability. Heilker notes, for 

instance, that in her article Gould conflates illness with disability, a distinction that may 

be subtle to many but which nevertheless “point[s] out how very far we have to go,” 

generally, when it comes to effective engagement with disability in the composition 

classroom (39). These works argue that an effective critical discussion of disability is one 

that considers disability identity as a full-fledged, complex construction of personal 

experiences and sociocultural influences, not as simply a new chapter heading in a reader. 

In this way, scholarship and instruction which move beyond the practice-oriented 

discussions of disability and attempt to more fully integrate disability identity in the 

critical studies conversation represent an important point of progress in the developing 

intersection of composition and disability. They leave much theory still to explore, but 

they assert a clear potential for disability studies to contribute meaningfully to the critical 

discussions to be had in writing courses. 
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A final prominent intersection of disability and composition studies is composed 

of scholarship which examines the rhetorical constructions of disability and disability 

identity. This intersection is based on the assumption, not shared by all composition 

scholars, of the fundamental connection between composition and rhetoric. Much of this 

work focuses on how disability is rhetorically constructed within a broader societal 

context (see Lindblom and Dunn; Garland-Thomson, “Politics”; Linton; Heilker and 

Yergeau; Brueggemann and Fredal), while others texts focus more specifically on the 

ways in which the language of various academic documents such as accommodation 

statements and admissions essays (see Price “Access”; Vidali “Performing”; Vidali 

“Rhetorical”; Kerschbaum; Barnard-Brak and Lan) serves to define, and often further 

stigmatize, disability within higher education. Kenneth Lindblom and Patricia A. Dunn 

point out in “The Roles of Rhetoric in Constructions and Reconstructions of Disability,” 

for example, that “One of the major stumbling blocks for creating a better world for 

people with disabilities is that ordinary people think of accommodation as unnecessary 

but nice additions to the ‘normal’ world” (172); unfortunately, as various scholars have 

shown, the discourses of higher education often indicate tacit belief in this 

misconception.  

 Overall, this is perhaps the most difficult area of overlap between composition 

and disability to define, because its reach extends so far beyond concerns of pedagogy or 

even higher education more generally. The assumed connection of composition to 

rhetoric allows for the many exploratory strands of scholarship bringing together rhetoric 

and disability, such as examinations of disability within literature, disabled identity 
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within sports, or constructions of disability in visual media. Disability has been and 

continues to be branded and defined by language found across subjects, genres, and 

periods. As Simi Linton aptly puts it, then, it is imperative that we explore the “linguistic 

conventions that structure the meanings assigned to disability and the patterns of response 

to disability that emanate from, or are attendant upon, those meanings” (8). The breadth 

of such a project speaks to the immense complexity which disability offers in its 

relationship to rhetoric, as well as to composition, and how much more there is yet to be 

examined beyond the various categories of scholarship discussed thus far.  

As the goal of the current project is to explore and develop theoretical 

connections between disability and composition not found in these aforementioned 

works, it is also useful to consider those individual scholars who have, though not always 

directly, begun to establish a more fundamental association between the two fields. They 

each recognize disability theory’s potential to disrupt composition in meaningful ways, 

and in doing so they provide a foundation for my own disruption of specific composition 

concepts. In “Becoming Visible: Lessons in Disability,” for instance, Brenda Jo 

Brueggemann offers a call for greater attention to the conceptual links of disability and 

composition, justifying this need through numerous parallels of the two fields. She 

affirms that  

Issues of disability matter in composition studies and classrooms, first, 

because we have a long, proud history of making the invisible visible and 

of examining how language both reflects and supports notions of Other. 

We should be receptive to disability studies' powerful exposure of the 

dehumanizing societal constructions of disability and difference. Second, 

we also rightly pride ourselves on our attention to practice—and on our 

refusal to separate it from the theoretical assumptions that explicitly or 

implicitly inform it. . . . Third, connected to the first two reasons, because 
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we already challenge the binaries of theory/practice, writing/thinking, and 

self/other, we should be well- equipped—even eager—to embrace the 

critique of the (false) abled/disabled binary that is articulated by disability 

scholars. (371) 

Here Brueggemann rightly acknowledges deeper theoretical connections between 

disability and composition, and in this way recognizes that disability theory has much to 

offer composition that has yet to be fully explored. Perhaps most powerful of her three 

reasons is the last, as discussions of composition and disability theory illustrate similar 

sorts of ambivalence toward the binaries she mentions. They struggle against the 

boundaries imposed by these binaries but at the same time find their identities intimately 

wrapped up within them. Such might be said of various critical theories, but as 

Brueggemann implies and as I assert even more explicitly, critical disability theory offers 

a uniquely valuable perspective from which to examine concepts of composition studies.  

 Amy Vidali offers an example of a more focused conceptual link in a recent 

discussion of plagiarism and disability. In “Embodying/Disabling Plagiarism,” Vidali 

considers various similarities between plagiarism and disability, concentrating especially 

on the experiences of passing, ownership, and policy which underlie both plagiarism and 

disability. She explains that 

Broadly, both plagiarism and disability are structured by debates around 

authority, ownership, and diagnosis. A writer may fail to recognize the 

authority of other texts, and in classroom settings be diagnosed as a 

plagiarist. A disabled writer must be recognized as disabled by designated 

professionals to receive accommodations, and in classroom settings risks 

being diagnosed as deficient and 'other.' Rhetorically, both involve 

challenges in positioning oneself as a rhetor, as a plagiarist may struggle 

to understand and situate the importance of her own voice among other 

texts, while a disabled rhetor may have little authority because of, and 

over, her disability. (757) 
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She explores the ways in which authorship and disability are guided by similar dynamics 

of personal experiences and societal expectations, and that, from these dynamics, similar 

methods are used to try to assert, subvert, or police certain identities. Through various 

specific connections, such as between textual ownership and facilitated communication 

and between passing off another’s work as one’s own and passing as disabled, Vidali 

argues that rather than approach plagiarism from a prescriptive, rigidly-defined 

perspective, we should more openly acknowledge the factors which make plagiarism 

more than a simple matter of judicial policy. “We might honor the inherent ambiguity in 

plagiarism,” she proposes, “by considering how disability studies endorses ambiguity” 

(764). Through her argument, Vidali illustrates a specific point at which a disability 

studies perspective can foster a more meaningful understanding of fundamental 

composition concepts, in this case specifically authorship and collaboration. Such an 

understanding, according to Vidali, comes through greater engagement with the 

uncertainties inherent to language and communication, and disability studies offers a 

valuable perspective for such engagement.   

 Robert McRuer offers a similar perspective in “Composing Bodies; or, De-

Composition: Queer Theory, Disability Studies, and Alternative Corporealities.” Like 

Vidali, McRuer advocates a disability studies perspective precisely because of its 

potential to disrupt and problematize the boundaries of and within composition. He 

describes composition as “a cultural practice that would seem to be inescapably—even 

inevitably—connected to order” and wonders “How, then, do we acknowledge and affirm 

the experiences we draw from multiple academic and nonacademic communities where 
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composing (in all senses of the word) is clearly an unruly, disorderly, cultural practice?” 

(48). McRuer’s focus is broader than Vidali’s, however, as he concentrates on the 

argument that we must move away from the expectation, in composition, of a finished 

product—whether that be a finished piece of text or a finished student writer—and that to 

do so requires confronting the tensions between this expectation of product and the 

generally accepted attitude that product is not what is most important. Disability, he 

argues, faces similar issues of production and expectation, as “able-bodiedness. . . is 

experienced by most able-bodied people as simply natural” (52). “Despite (or because of)  

the vast institutional network that exists to compose a viable finished product, the 

production process that would demonstrate that able-bodiedness is a cultural and 

historical construct cannot be acknowledged,” for fear that such acknowledgement would 

unsettle the illusion of the innate superiority of able bodies (52).  

 Thus, just as Vidali recommends we use disability theory as a way to explore the 

ambiguities of plagiarism, McRuer suggests we use it, as well as queer theory, as a means 

to resist “straight composition”—i.e. “common sense or currently hegemonic 

understandings of composition” that focus on a “fetishized final product” (53):  

If. . . composing straightness and able-bodiedness is always on some level 

impossible, then perhaps the same could be said about straight 

composition. The perpetual panic over what is supposedly not happening 

in composition classrooms and what supposedly needs to be happening 

there guarantees that our identities are indeed compulsory, even if—or 

precisely because—we are not getting those identities exactly right. If we 

are thus catapulted into cycles of repetition as students and scholars of 

composition, following Butler we could argue that the repetition ensures 

that straight composition too is inevitably comedic, impossible to perform 

dutifully and without incoherence. De-composition and disorder always 

haunt the composition classroom intent on the production of order and 

efficiency. (55) 
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He wants to acknowledge the potential of disability studies to provide a more substantial 

conceptual base for composition, a way to move beyond the “comedy” of straight 

composition.  

 The ambivalences recognized within these last few texts, between the attitudes 

and theories of composition and its policies and practices, are precisely what requires 

further investigation. Despite the significant growth of scholarship concerning matters of 

pedagogy, instruction, and rhetoric as they relate to disability, the value of a disability 

studies perspective to greater disciplinary knowledge has yet to be adequately explored. 

Authors like McRuer, Vidali, and Brueggemann recognize ways in which disability 

studies can support composition scholars and instructors toward a more theoretically 

grounded understanding of composition as a discipline, and the goal of the current project 

is to further investigate this potential. In particular, I will examine ambivalent positions 

toward writerly autonomy, the role of FYW within transfer processes, and the location of 

writing instruction beyond the first year. 

 

A Breakdown of the Following Chapters 

Chapters two, three, and four here will each present a point within composition 

studies which represents a gap between theory and practice and will offer ideas from 

disability studies as a means of exploration and potential resolution. Addressing these 

gaps via disability theory will help to illustrate various conceptual similarities between 

the two disciplines and highlight the problematic tensions found in composition 

scholarship—as well as the pedagogy described within and motivated by said 
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scholarship—in ways which will hopefully provoke disciplinary self-reflection. I will 

approach these gaps through discourse analysis, which, as Margaret Price describes in 

“Accessing Disability: A Nondisabled Student Works the Hyphen,” offers the “ability to 

uncover the micro-shifts in language that signal larger critical shifts” (63). In each 

chapter I will examine texts produced by people teaching and/or researching college 

composition, and while a potential risk of such an analysis is an overly narrow 

perspective, I support Price’s ultimate argument that “only by focusing on the particular 

can we achieve the sort of insight that will lead us toward stronger general practices” 

(63). Through this focus, moreover, we must remain aware of the “co-constitutive 

interaction between language and social context” (63). Each text examined here 

represents only a fraction of those available, but each is nevertheless produced within and 

shaped by the larger context of the discipline and is in this way significant. Moreover, a 

primary consideration guiding my analysis in the following chapters is that these texts are 

produced by members of the discipline. Returning to the Reframing argument offered by 

Adler-Kassner and O’Neill, it is of the utmost importance that teachers and scholars of 

composition find ways to interact meaningfully with those beyond the discipline. Yet, 

there is something almost premature about directing one’s efforts outward—toward 

administrators, toward the community—when there is still a great deal of conflict among 

members of the discipline. Such discord is by no means necessarily malicious or even 

intentional, but it remains and continues to muddle efforts like those described by Adler-

Kassner and O’Neill to empower and legitimize our discipline, and to most effectively 

engage with our students and our work. 
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The second chapter here examines writing centers and the specific notion that 

writing centers are intended to foster student autonomy through a long-term focus on 

creating better writers, rather than better writing. By exploring the deeper theoretical 

implications of the writer versus writing dichotomy, I hope to expose as destructive one 

of its key assumptions—the possibility of writerly autonomy—and consider its effects on 

writing center work and composition practice more generally. My exploration of what I 

consider a deep ambivalence toward autonomy begins with an examination of Lev 

Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development and its relationship to social 

composition theory, to illustrate that the use of autonomy rhetoric is fundamentally 

misleading. In a basic sense, the ZPD represents the space between one’s actual 

development and potential development, thus challenging the notion that one’s abilities 

are ever truly fixed, especially since an individual can be exposed to an infinite number 

of “cultural tools,” any of which may affect development. As Peter Smagorinsky puts it 

in Vygotsky and Literacy Research, “If the mind is socially distributed and develops 

through activity involving cultural tools, it is unlimited in the sense that its development 

is inseparable from the tools of mediation (59). If, as Smagorinsky suggests, we consider 

the ZPD as the space for social context, rather than the space of one individual’s 

intellectual potential, a future point of completion does not exist. Through this model 

there is always potential for development, and this development is always to some extent 

dependent on external circumstance. I will then examine various works from writing 

center scholarship as a way to highlight the extent to which autonomy rhetoric persists in 

discussions of tutoring, student progress, and pedagogy. This analysis will illustrate that 



27 

despite these principles of sociocultural context offered by Vygotsky—principles often 

employed within discussions of writing centers—there are various binaries underlying 

writing center work which continue to uphold an ultimate goal of the complete, fully self-

governing student writer. These problematic binaries will be explored as a means to 

illustrate the need to more fully clarify the place, or lack thereof, of autonomy rhetoric in 

our definitions of writers and writing.  

From here, disability theory offers a way forward, as a source for a stronger, more 

consistent theoretical foundation. As the chapter will go on to show in much greater 

detail, concepts of autonomy and binary thinking both play heavily into discussions of 

disability, and there are two basic truths which apply to both writing and disability and 

which speak to the need to decentralize autonomy as a defining term in both fields. A 

first truth, which I will explore from a disability perspective via the ideas of Tobin 

Siebers, is that disabled bodies and writers both defy traditional methods of 

representation. Siebers’ theory of New Realism serves as a means to resist the 

quantitative drive which ultimately seeks to control and subsequently pervert disability 

identity, and these ideas can be effectively applied to writing. A second truth is that 

dependence is fundamental to experiences of both writing and disability, and Lennard 

Davis’ dismodernism theory will serve to illustrate the significance, and benefits, of 

acknowledging dependence in this way. Taken on their own, the ideas in this second 

chapter may seem to suggest a sort of forfeit, an acknowledgement of all that we as 

writers and teachers simply cannot control and that our work can never quite be finished. 

These latter statements are indeed quite true, and I argue that such acknowledgement is 
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necessary, but this need not be equated to a surrender of disciplinary status or control. In 

arguing that we must recognize that which we cannot do, and should not claim to do, my 

goal is quite the opposite—to strengthen the discipline. This becomes clearer, however, 

when this discussion of boundaries is balanced by a consideration of potentials; thus the 

third chapter focuses on how, given what we know from chapter two, to recognize what 

we can accomplish and how to most effectively share and build knowledge with students.  

To build this connection, in the third chapter I will explore the relationship 

between knowledge transfer and narratives of overcoming disability through analysis of 

scholarship on first-year writing courses. Transfer, like autonomy, is a concept with 

which composition scholarship indicates a relative ambivalence; on one hand, transfer is 

a primary goal of first-year writing instruction, but on the other, what we know about 

matters such as context and genre seem to resist the sort of generalizable knowledge 

which is considered a prerequisite for transfer. I argue in chapter three that a belief in this 

sort of generalizable knowledge is, like a belief in autonomy, typically dependent on an 

assumption of eventual completion and that this belief manifests in the images of not only 

the successful student who is graduated from the need for writing instruction but also the 

successful first-year writing course which produces her. Such images are illusory, of 

course, but they persist in the rhetoric of transfer in numerous ways which must be 

addressed, as a means to establish more clearly what first-year writing courses can truly, 

meaningfully accomplish. These images intersect with disability theory in their 

similarities with overcoming narratives, which depict individuals having conquered their 

disabilities through personal strength and determination. Such representations reinforce 
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the notion that disability is an entirely personal set of limitations and that those people 

who do not overcome are simply too weak, lazy, or lacking in self-esteem to achieve their 

potential.  

Understanding how such assumptions are destructive to disability identity will 

help us to see that misconceptions about what knowledge transfer is and how it might be 

accomplished are destructive to composition’s disciplinary identity—and thus that such 

misconceptions must be actively confronted. Through examination of ideas within 

disability theory regarding overcoming narratives and methods for resisting them, I will 

argue that knowledge transfer should be reconceptualized as agency—i.e. that when 

instructors attempt to foster transfer from first-year writing to other courses, what they 

more specifically should do is cultivate within students the capacity to act meaningfully 

and deliberately within future writing scenarios. Unlike the goal of autonomy, the agency 

goal acknowledges this capacity without discounting the various pressures which work 

upon students in each new writing experience, and this distinction ultimately marks it as 

the more theoretically sound perspective. Rather than focus on transfer as a means to 

ensure students’ future success, a hope which, as the chapter will explain, is inconsistent 

with our understanding of knowledge transfer as a multitudinous, context-dependent 

process, this conception views transfer as dependent on a variety of factors including 

intention and purpose and, for this reason, not synonymous with success. Chapter two 

will show that any claims to foster student success are inevitably complicated by the 

myriad factors which create each new writing experience, but the understanding of 

transfer as agency presented in chapter three illustrates that this does not mean we must 
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forego our sense of pedagogical authority. We do need to reevaluate our current 

practices, however, to consider what will allow us to most effectively employ the theories 

of our discipline, and within this chapter I will offer a brief discussion of threshold 

concepts as an example of one potential source for transfer-as-agency pedagogy.  

Building on these discussions of what composition can and cannot expect, or 

claim, to achieve, in the fourth chapter I will discuss matters of location and how to 

locate composition within the university structure in ways which encourage the most 

effective pedagogy and scholarship. I examine these questions from the perspective of 

sites of composition which exist beyond first-year writing, specifically Writing Across 

the Curriculum/Writing in the Disciplines (WAC/WID) programs. Analysis of works 

related to these programs reveals an additional layer of ambivalent rhetoric which I will 

explain through the disability concepts of accommodation and universal design. Within 

disability studies these ideas are seen as contributing to disability identity in that they 

influence the relationships between individuals and their environments, in terms of literal 

physicality as well dynamics of authority. The chapter will establish the ways in which 

composition has historically been accommodated as part of the university experience, 

added relatively late to university curricula and only begrudgingly accepted in its earliest 

stages. This sense of composition as something of an afterthought continues through its 

confinement primarily to first-year courses in a majority of universities, a constraint 

which in various ways may stifle its disciplinary identity. As with disability, a system 

through which composition is defined as an adaptation to the (supposed) norm is one 
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which keeps it suspended in a state of only quasi-acceptance, a concern to be dealt with 

rather than a site for complex and genuine identity.   

The fourth chapter will thus attempt to show that this accommodated status as 

well as the means to resist it depend in large part on composition’s position within 

university curricula. More specifically, I will use theories from disability studies on 

universal design to illustrate that composition must be integrated into the curricula 

beyond first-year writing in order to develop disciplinary identity and most meaningfully 

engage with students and with scholarship. This sort of comprehensive curricula is not 

without complication, however, and scholars in disability studies continue to examine 

various potential limitations and conflicts of universal design principles. In the chapter I 

will explore issues of authority which arise out of universal design perspectives, focusing 

specifically on matters of added value as well as identity production and investigation, to 

illustrate those considerations which are crucial to effective WAC/WID programs. While 

such programs potentially resist the ambivalence expressed through the accommodation 

model of composition in productive ways, they are not immune to flawed intentions or 

outcomes. I will examine problematic language and practices within discussions of 

WAC/WID to illustrate the need for reflection on the purposes of these programs, as well 

as their effects on pedagogy and disciplinary status, and ideas from disability theory on 

universal design will offer insight on how to most purposefully develop them.  

The ideas from the chapters thus far described will come together in a final 

chapter in which I present three imagined scenarios meant to illustrate how individuals 

working within this disability theory-based framework might address different challenges 



32 

related to writing instruction. In the first scenario, a writing center director works to 

address a tutor’s concerns about a student whom she feels has become overly dependent 

on the center. Together the director and tutor discuss these concerns and formulate a plan 

for working with the student which challenges the tutor’s impulse to stop meeting with 

the student and encourages her to reconsider her underlying objectives. In the second 

scenario, a first-year writing instructor confronts the apathy of students who see little 

long-term value in her instruction by engaging them in an extended annotation project 

using their course texts. By asking them to observe and reflect on patterns of change and 

variation throughout the semester’s texts, the professor focuses their attention on matters 

of complexity and diversity within composition; through highlighting what will likely not 

transfer from first-year writing, she attempts to foster habits of mind that will prove 

useful to them later. A final scenario follows a WAC/WID director trying to strengthen 

her program and address faculty dissatisfaction. The director tests a pilot project pairing 

faculty from writing-intensive courses with writing instructors, to determine how a more 

individualized approach may help to address faculty concerns while still emphasizing the 

main priority of more meaningful writing pedagogy. Through exploring each of these 

experiences, the last chapter will illustrate ways that a disability studies perspective can 

productively inform one’s choices in a variety of instructional settings.  

Through all of these chapters I hope to demonstrate the enormous value of a 

disability studies approach to the work of composition. Beyond its impact on scholarship 

and pedagogy, such an approach has the potential to significantly impact the broader 

status of the discipline. One might argue that such concerns about status seem self-
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serving in that they prioritize disciplinary position over the immediate demands of 

students and scholarship, but these matters are not mutually exclusive. A key assumption 

of this project is that disciplinary status is tied up with issues of effective pedagogy and 

scholarly engagement, and thus when composition is fully recognized and able to more 

meaningfully develop, the work of teaching and writing improves as well. Moreover, it is 

important to note here that while, throughout this project, I am critical of various choices 

and methods of representation, I do not suggest that the solutions are simple or that the 

problems identified here are merely a product of inept or idle thinking. Given a 

program’s resources and institutional culture, there may be few or limited means by 

which to pursue the ideas proposed here. As I will address briefly in the final chapter, 

myriad financial and administrative concerns may restrict a program’s freedom to change 

and expand, and while I remain true to the argument that we must address these internal 

conflicts to ensure the long-term success of our discipline, I realize that the pursuit of 

such changes is not a step to be taken lightly or easily. However, just as it is not realistic 

to hope or push for a flood of sweeping change, it is also not realistic to expect that we 

may tacitly maintain significant disparities between theories and practices and still 

nurture a strong, cohesive discipline.   
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CHAPTER 2 

STORIES OF/AT THE CENTER: DISPLACING THE AUTONOMOUS WRITER 

WITH THEORIES OF DIVERSITY AND DEPENDENCE 

 This chapter takes as its starting point the axiom, first introduced by Stephen 

North in 1984’s “The Idea of a Writing Center,” that the goal of writing centers is to “to 

produce better writers, not better writing” (438).  This is just one of many principles 

North introduces in the article, which has since taken on a canonical status within the 

literature of writing center studies and, to a lesser degree, composition studies more 

broadly. North attempted to resist the notion that writing centers exist only in service of 

the classroom, as “fix-it shops” where frustrated instructors could send their students to 

be diagnosed and treated (North 435).  North asserts that while the individual assignment 

or project is often the student’s primary concern, those at the writing center must “look 

beyond or through that particular project, that particular text, and see it as an occasion for 

addressing” the writer and his or her process (438). As Elizabeth Boquet and Neal Lerner 

put it in their retrospective on the piece nearly twenty-five years later, North succeeded in 

“throwing down the gauntlet and defining a field” (170). They estimate that during their 

tenure as editors of The Writing Center Journal, “no article about writing centers has 

been invoked more frequently to identity, justify, and legitimize the work that writing 

centers do (or hope to do) in their institutions” (171).  

North’s specific goal to focus on writers rather than writing continues to serve as 

the foundation for much scholarship on writing centers (see Oswal 120; Myers 51; Rice 

369-70; Grobman 47; and Decker for some more recent examples). Indeed, while many 
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of the ideas within North’s original work have been complicated and redefined over the 

past thirty years (see Boquet and Lerner; Lui and Mandes; North, “Revisiting”), the 

assertion that the writer is, or at least ought to be, the primary focus remains largely 

untouched. Even in texts which do resist this philosophy of writers over writing more 

directly, this resistance typically takes the form of concern about practical implications 

for students. In “Really Useful Knowledge: A Cultural Studies Agenda for Writing 

Centers,” for instance, Marilyn Cooper notes that the shift of focus away from writing 

assignments and specific texts creates a conflict between students and tutors, as “students 

come for help in making their document perfect (for very good reasons, like getting into 

law school . . . and getting their degree) and are confronted with tutors who have their 

own primary concern” (338). What arguments like these fail to address are the deeper 

theoretical implications of this dichotomy of writer versus writing, and thus my goal in 

this chapter is to explore one of the key assumptions of North’s dichotomy, the 

possibility of writerly autonomy, and consider its effects on writing center and 

composition theory. To be sure, North is not the only theorist within these fields to base 

ideas, intentionally or not, on a belief in the autonomous writer—one who writes 

independent of context— but the dissemination and influence of his work make it an 

effective choice.  

Disability identity theory offers a lens through which to assess our current 

definitions of autonomy and understand their effects on perception and scholarship. As in 

composition and writing center work, autonomy holds in the literature of disability a 

rather precarious position; it is both a touchstone, a guiding principle toward which most 
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tend to strive, and, I will argue, a deceptive crutch.  To construct this connection between 

composition and disability identity studies, I will engage the works of theorists from both 

fields, working first to deconstruct the myth of the autonomous writer and then to offer a 

way forward from this misconception. I will begin with the application of Lev 

Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) and its relationship to 

social composition theory, to illustrate that the use of autonomy rhetoric is fundamentally 

misleading. Vygotsky’s ideas regarding the bidirectional relationship between external 

language and internal thought, and the higher unit he calls “verbal thought,” provide a 

strong foundation for the fundamentals of writing center practice. Through its assumption 

that an individual can be exposed to an infinite number of “cultural tools,” the ZPD 

challenges the notions that one’s abilities are ever truly fixed and that a future point of 

completion can exist. In this model there is always potential for development, and 

development is always dependent on external circumstance. I will analyze various 

rhetorical binaries employed within writing center scholarship to illustrate the extent to 

which arguments continue to position autonomy as the goal, despite the fundamental 

conflict of this goal and ideas of social construction. 

I will establish the bridge between composition and disability identity theories by 

analogy with the ZPD, emphasizing that just as one’s value as a writer is inherently 

dependent on circumstance and environment, and thus always in flux, so is one’s 

dis/abled status. In “What is Disability Studies?,” Simi Linton asserts that unlike 

traditional approaches to disability, which focus on individuals and are “aimed at 

intervention,” contemporary disability study’s “focus is shifted toward…the idea that 
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what compromises the fit [between disabled people and society] is the rigidity, faultiness, 

deficits, and pathological structures” in society (518). Through this lens the disabled 

individual is no longer a static object of study, a thing to be changed, but rather a unit 

within a highly complex, ever-changing societal relationship. My examination of the 

social construction of disability will focus especially on the concepts set forth by Tobin 

Siebers in “Disability in Theory: From Social Constructionism to the New Realism of the 

Body” and Lennard Davis in “The End of Identity Politics: On Disability as an Unstable 

Category.” Their theories of new realism and dismodernism, respectively, will be used as 

means to resist the use of autonomy rhetoric within disability identity theory and, perhaps 

more importantly, to offer a framework for moving beyond the strictures of such 

language and toward a more consistent, theoretically sound approach for writing center 

scholarship.  

 

Composition’s Love-Hate Relationship with Context and the ZPD 

 Within the literature of writing instruction, terms like “autonomy” and 

“independence” are used in a variety of contexts, and as later discussion of rhetorical 

binaries will show, their use promotes a number of problematic contradictions and 

competing rhetorical frames. The terms are typically invoked to signify self-regulation 

and/or graduation—the autonomous student writer is one who (supposedly) tackles tasks 

through self-motivation and/or has moved beyond the need for writing instruction or 

tutoring. To use Stephen North’s terminology, she is one who has learned to “look 

beyond or through” her individual assignments and approach each act of writing with a 
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broader, yet more fundamental sense of expertise. Having been graduated from writing 

instruction—whether it be the first-year writing classroom or the writing center—she 

now possesses the intercontextual skills to interpret and address the various writing 

assignments which may come her way. This basic conception of the autonomous writer is 

problematic for numerous reasons, most prominently its implied relegation of context to a 

secondary position within the writing experience. A fundamental assumption common to 

both composition and disability theories is that context is a, if not the, central facet of 

signification, so it would seem rather strange to advocate a goal which compromises the 

position of context within the meaning-making process.  

Yet, this contradiction is less surprising when one considers the complicated 

relationship of composition theory to matters of context. On one hand, social 

constructionism takes it as a given that context is a determining factor of experience, and 

indeed the push for greater consideration of context has been a primary force guiding the 

larger movements within composition. In the movement away from current-traditional 

ideologies, scholars acknowledged the futility of a single set of rules for all writers, 

focusing attention on the context of the writers themselves, specifically the different 

levels of skill that different types of writers bring to writing tasks. In works like Nancy 

Sommers’ “Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers” and 

Carol Berkenkotter’s “Decisions and Revisions: The Planning Strategies of a Publishing 

Writer,” we can see the move away from universal standards and blanket methods of 

instruction. Yet, the process movement failed to weigh context heavily enough; 

Berkenkotter notes thoughtfully that we must “bear in mind that each writer has his or her 
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own idiosyncrasies,” and she also concludes that we need further “studies of skilled and 

unskilled writers before we can begin to infer patterns that will allow us to understand the 

writing process in all of its complexity” (167).  

Thus social constructivist views of writing have continued to evolve, as literacy 

researchers like Shirley Brice Heath and Lisa Delpit have exposed that process pedagogy 

was still too focused on codification, and not adequate to reflect how factors such as 

language socialization and race influence one’s understanding and use of writing. Even 

North’s “Idea” acknowledges the primacy of context, backing up his argument that tutors 

support the instructor’s position by asserting that “the instructor is simply part of the 

rhetorical context in which the writer is trying to operate” (441). The implication 

regarding adhering to a professor’s instructions has been challenged since (see Grimm; 

Sentell), but his overarching point that tutors must consider audience remains valid 

nonetheless. Fittingly, other works within writing center theory followed this lead, and as 

within composition more broadly, the reigning theme in most writing center scholarship 

is that each student is different, and thus that the core advantage of center work is the 

ability to work directly with individuals and resist large-group instruction in favor of 

context-driven, personal engagement. The center represents, as Muriel Harris puts it, “the 

antithesis of generic, mass instruction” (31).  

Complications arise, though, as we consider the consequences of embracing 

context to its fullest extent and acknowledging its endless variety. To do so seemingly 

calls into question the limits of our own influence and the viability of our field. Peter 

Smagorinsky and Michael W. Smith identify this problem in their discussion of 
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community-specific knowledge within composition, which they differentiate from 

general- and task-specific knowledge based on its recognition that “writers in different 

communities produce texts of similar structure in quite different ways because of the 

demands and customs of the particular communities in which they participate” (288). 

They warn that “Teachers who adopt the community-specific knowledge position are 

faced with a daunting instructional problem,” as “They must either instruct students to 

differentiate their writing in seemingly unlimited ways or be content with asserting only 

limited influence on student writing” (291). It might seem that if we admit that context—

one’s audience, one’s purpose, one’s motivations, one’s community, etc.—is never fixed, 

we risk making writing seem unteachable, a skill that belongs everywhere and nowhere at 

once.  

As a field, then, composition is faced with something of a paradox that has yet to 

be adequately resolved. We may acknowledge the infinite qualities of context and of 

language—and in doing so deny that there is any such thing as an autonomous writer—, 

thus admitting the lack of stability and fixed knowledge; or, we may impose limitations 

on our understanding of context and language and admit the possibility of autonomy, 

thereby making writing seem relatively more accessible, to both teachers and students. 

What I argue is that, in essence, the field has attempted to hybridize these options, 

creating a sort of oxymoronic paradigm that is at the core of various issues of theory and 

representation which pervade discussions and perceptions of university writing 

instruction. We choose to embrace contextuality and complexity while at the same time 

asserting the goal of autonomy, of the writer whose skills transcend the boundaries of a 
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given situation. However, it is impossible to fully reconcile these points. Thus, it is the 

goal of this first chapter to illustrate this ambivalence within the rhetoric of our field and 

to provide a stronger theoretical foundation for getting rid of the autonomy goal entirely.  

 Through Vygotsky’s theories in Mind in Society, as well as the additional work 

done by Peter Smagorinsky in his extensive exploration and extension of Vygotsky, it 

should become clear that the boundaries of definition of writers and of writing are 

unfixed. The distinction between “writer” and “writing,” however, is based on the 

misconception that context is not equally significant, or not equally fundamental, to our 

understanding of each. In a given writing context, there may be what is considered within 

the specific circumstances a “good” written product, and there may be a writer labelled 

within such circumstances as “good.” The logical way to distinguish between them—the 

good writing versus the good writer—then, is to assume interchangeability of context. 

The writer, as opposed to the writing product itself, presumably exists beyond the 

specific text; in a most basic sense, she possesses skills which apply beyond the texts 

which she produces and thus she is transferable from one context to the next. Indeed this 

must be the assumption, because if we set aside interchangeability of context as a factor, 

what we are left with is a good written product and a good writer of a particular type of 

product. Regardless of what type we substitute there, the focus for both of these options 

remains on product, but as North’s axiom tells us, the goal is to move away from too 

great an emphasis on product. The supposed goal is to look “beyond or through” the 

product, because a focus on writing is simply too limiting, he asserts, too dependent on 

factors which may not apply to the next task or next assignment (438).   
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What we are left with, if we make this move from good writing to good writer, is 

an implied level of autonomy. The good writer becomes one whose goodness is a stable 

quality and who moves inter-contextually, carrying her goodness with her to each new 

challenge and using it to achieve success. In such terms, the caricature of the good writer 

hopefully seems rather silly and impossible. Yet, the image of the autonomous writer 

persists in composition and writing center scholarship in part because the terms are not 

nearly so obvious; they are implicit and indirect, and as such we continue to employ them 

to our own detriment. Many authors cited in the examples to follow would likely avoid 

absolute statements about autonomy, would not openly declare student “completion” as a 

goal. Kenneth Burke reminds us through his concepts of identification and 

consubstantiality, however, that a connection need not be explicit to exist: “A is not 

identical with his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined, A is identified 

with B,” and in this way they are “substantially one” (20, 21). A tacit approval or 

inclusion of the autonomy goal is not identical to an explicit endorsement, but it is not 

necessarily any less pernicious; as they are means to similar ideological ends, they must 

be considered with similar apprehension. Thus we need stronger theoretical arguments 

for removing the expectations of autonomy from the discussions of our field. It is here 

that Vygotsky and Smagorinsky are crucial.  

 

Vygotsky, Smagorinsky, and the Role of Social Mediation 

 In Vygotsky and Literacy Research, Peter Smagorinsky argues that the central 

problem with scholars’ use of Vygotskian theory is that Vygotsky’s theory of the ZPD is 
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used only superficially. The ZPD is arguably the most famous of Vygotsky’s ideas, and 

in this sense it is expected that subsequent scholarship has made extensive use of it. 

However, as Smagorinsky argues, it is often pulled out of context and used merely 

because it is a relatively tangible idea that can fit conveniently into a wide range of 

arguments. He observes that “discourse typically becomes normalized in terms of its 

ideology when its practitioners’ historical, ongoing conversation ceases to question 

certain axioms, a process that in turn marginalizes other perspectives on the topic,” and 

this is precisely what he takes issue with in people’s use of the ZPD (24). It has been 

oversimplified to a point of absolute stability, with those employing it failing to take into 

account the ideological agenda which continually influence it.  In Mind in Society, 

Vygotsky writes that from the very beginning, a learner’s “activities acquire a meaning of 

their own in a system of social behavior and, being directed towards a definite purpose, 

are refracted through the prism” of the surrounding environment (30). In other words, 

one’s educational experiences are continually informed by cultural teleology—the 

expectations and values of the society in which the learning takes place—and as such, 

according to Vygotsky, can be meaningfully evaluated only through an awareness of the 

society’s prescribed outcomes. Smagorinsky argues that what scholars have done with the 

ZPD, however, is divorce it from this crucial awareness, employing it with little or no 

mention of its links to those specific goals and ideologies which comprise a culture’s 

educational teleology.   

What Smagorinsky hopes to do through his research on Vygotsky is bring greater 

focus to the importance of cultural teleology to Vygotsky’s work, arguing that  
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Cultures are infused with notions of ideal personal and societal futures 

that are promoted through the ways in which cultural activity is 

structured. Understanding the kinds of culturally defined futures that 

motivate people’s activity and the sorts of tools they develop in order to 

help mediate one another’s progress toward those futures is a central 

feature of a Vygotskian approach. (Smagorinsky 26) 

This notion of ideological design is fundamental to understanding and using the ZPD, as 

Smagorinsky argues, because any Vygotskian approach must consider questions of 

purpose and design and how these are inextricable from the cultures from which they 

emerge. Through these assertions Smagorinsky also indirectly questions the teleological 

purpose, and value, of researchers’ use of Vygotskian theory in the first place. This, 

again, is what he claims most scholars invoking the ZPD fail to consider within their 

broader arguments, choosing instead to normalize and contain Vygotsky’s ideas 

according to their specific purposes, without acknowledging that they are doing so. The 

goals of his work, in contrast, are to highlight the centrality of teleological concerns 

within Vygotsky’s work and, more specifically, to explore the ZPD through the lens of 

Vygotsky’s focus on cultural teleology and how preordained goals work to regulate 

performance and evaluative criteria. This focus on cultural agenda is crucial to the current 

argument, since further centralizing matters of teleology in our work may allow us to 

more productively frame the image of the autonomous student writer as a cultural 

construct—akin to others like the reclusive literary genius or the melancholy poet. It is 

just one of many possible educational objectives and one which, within the context of 

composition, is actually counterproductive. 

 Vygotsky defines his zone of proximal development as “the distance between the 

actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level 
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of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or 

in collaboration with more capable peers” (86). Or, as Smagorinsky more simply puts it, 

the ZPD contains “assisted performance toward new competencies within the learner’s 

range of potential” (52). In his account of learned concepts, Smagorinsky explains that 

within Vygotsky’s framework for understanding the ZPD, there are two basic types of 

concepts acquired by learners: scientific/academic and spontaneous/everyday. Some 

concepts, according to Vygotsky, are learned more formally, such as in a classroom or as 

part of an explicit student-teacher relationship, and are thus classified as 

scientific/academic; others are learned from situated, everyday practices and are not 

explicitly tied to an educational purpose. Smagorinsky notes how Vygotsky observes 

crucial links between these different concepts, as he understands “that principles cannot 

be divorced from application. His formulation requires the learner to establish a mindful 

relation between abstracted knowledge and experience in the world” and that there must 

be “interplay between the learner’s conceptual fields” (Smagorinsky 44). While this 

interaction of formal and informal education is obviously fundamental to the issues of 

environmental design and intent, within Vygotsky’s initial discussion of these concept 

types Smagorinsky further identifies a source for scholars’ misuse of the ZPD.  

Smagorinsky explains that Vygotsky’s discussion of concept types establishes the 

importance of anticipation to the learning experience, and it is through this notion of 

anticipation, he argues, that scholars tend to simplify the ZPD and subsequently link it 

problematically to other metaphors of learning. He notes that these learned “concepts 

enhance people’s ability to anticipate how future action will unfold” and help us to make 



46 

warranted assumptions about the world around us (45). Thus, they are “more than 

taxonomic structures. Rather, they serve as the basis for the planning of rule-governed, 

culturally-channeled worldly action” (45).  This notion of concept-facilitated anticipation 

may seem rather simple, Smagorinsky argues; as one acquires new concepts, one 

becomes more adept at anticipating, and thus understanding, others. It is this supposed 

simplicity of the anticipation model which allows for the conceptual bridge, constructed 

by researchers, between Vygotsky’s ZPD and popular learning metaphors, as it reduces 

the ZPD to a nearly universal conceptual form. Yet, this universal state can be easily 

achieved only through disregard for the “culturally-channeled” action Smagorinsky also 

mentions, as greater emphasis on the complexities of cultural ideology would likely 

complicate and disrupt the reliability of most metaphors. This disregard produces these 

images of learning that neglect Vygotsky’s belief that culture is a crucial element of the 

education process, likely as a way to avoid the messiness and complication which come 

with this belief. Smagorinsky takes special issue with scaffolding, as he sees frequent, 

direct links between this particular metaphor and Vygotskian theory, as if the two were 

interchangeable. Of particular importance here are the ways in which scaffolding and the 

ZPD are associated in scholarship on writing centers; through avoiding awareness of 

cultural teleology, these links contribute to an understanding of writing instruction as one 

step on the path toward eventual independence. 

The scaffold metaphor is used fairly regularly in composition scholarship, often 

with the general assumption that the techniques of scaffolding used for writing instruction 
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have grown out of our initial understanding of the ZPD.
1
 In “Scaffolding in the Writing 

Center: A Microanalysis of an Experienced Tutor’s Verbal and Nonverbal Tutoring 

Strategies,” for instance, Isabelle Thompson appeals directly to the conceptual link of 

anticipation that Smagorinsky points out, saying that for scaffolding to be fully 

successful, it must lead to not only completion of the task but also be “generalized so that 

the student is able to apply the process to other similar tasks” (422). She argues that 

scaffolding is valuable in that it is forward-thinking, as its “larger goal. . . is for students 

to learn how to regulate their own learning and performance” (422). In her own article on 

scaffolding and writing development, Susanna L. Benko seems at first to resist the easy 

linkages made between scaffolding and ZPD, saying that while the two “are related, they 

should not be conflated” (292). Yet, she maintains that scaffolding is still “a helpful 

metaphor for thinking about forms of instruction that allow students to move through 

their ZPDs” (292). The risk in conflating the two, for Benko, is seemingly not a 

theoretical one but rather comes down a question of semantics; one signifies a distance, 

she argues, while the other is a tool meant to help one traverse this distance.  

While many others have explored theories and methods of scaffolding and hitched 

their ideas to the ZPD without the sort of reflection Smagorinsky promotes (see 

Vanderburg; Schweiter; Foster for recent composition-centered examples), an article by 

Sadhana Puntambekar and Roland Hubscher, “Tools for Scaffolding Students in a 

Complex Learning Environment: What Have We Gained and What Have We Missed?,” 

                                                 
1
 Subsequent discussion is not meant to suggest that scaffolding metaphors are rooted exclusively in 

Vygotskian theory or ignore the extensive literature on scaffolding, beginning with Jerome Bruner’s work. 

Examples here focus on the ZPD and scaffolding only to illustrate their strong association and subsequent 

reductive roles in composition scholarship.  
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may exemplify Smagorinsky’s concerns about this linkage most directly. Puntambekar 

and Hubscher discuss what they consider the fundamental features of the scaffolding 

process and explain that 

The final key theoretical feature of scaffolding is fading the support 

provided to the learner so that the learner is now in control and taking 

responsibility for learning. Vygotsky (1978) theorized that the cognitive 

processes that first occur on an interpsychological plane move on to an 

intrapsychological plane, a process that he called internalization.  There is 

a transfer of responsibility from the teacher to the learner and the 

scaffolding can be removed, as the learner moves toward independent 

activity. (3) 

Smagorinsky’s primary concern about the scaffolding metaphor is its assumption that 

once the learning is done, the scaffolding is taken down. Once a building is fixed, the 

external scaffolding has finished its job as temporary support and can thus be dismantled 

and removed, and the same is presumably the case here, within the educational setting. 

Once the student has reached an intended goal, the support can (supposedly) be taken 

away, “faded.” As Thompson puts it, within the context of writing center work, “The 

tutor fades when the student has successfully internalized the task so that the tutor is no 

longer responsible for externally representing it” (421). Yet, as Smagorinsky asserts, this 

notion of dismantling, whether argued directly through the use of the secondary fading 

metaphor or merely implied through the use of the broader scaffolding metaphor itself, is 

entirely misleading. Unlike the brick and mortar of a building, a student never reaches a 

point of completion, a point of autonomy when she can stand alone, fully self-supported. 

He argues rightfully that throughout the learning process, 

scaffolds are continually being built, modified, adapted to the learner’s 

growing understanding, or cast aside and replaced with something more 

appropriate in relation to the learner’s conceptual and practical progress or 

new directions that either emerge during the process of construction or are 
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newly recognized by teacher and learner as meritorious and therefore as 

candidates to displace the original pathway. (53) 

What Smagorinsky, and through him Vygotsky, teaches us is that there is always 

scaffolding, and in this sense it ceases to be scaffolding anymore. What is so often 

labelled as scaffolding is more like a morphing element of the permanent structure, and a 

new metaphor is needed to capture these qualities more accurately.  

 Smagorinsky’s arguably deeper concern with the metaphor, and what is ultimately 

more significant to my argument here, is that questions about purpose and design—the 

cultural and teleological factors—seemingly have no place within it. The image of the 

scaffold is too straightforward and concrete, too suggestive of a fixed and unified end, 

and this is problematic for at least two reasons. First, it suggests that learning goals are 

achievable in a linear fashion; simply put up the supports, reinforce the bricks as needed, 

and one is eventually ready to stand alone. As we know in studies of composition, it is 

not so easy to put a finite stamp on every skill or type of knowledge, and things are 

certainly not achieved with such directness and continuity. The concreteness of the 

scaffolding metaphor also misleads us to believe that learning goals are empirical and 

universally agreed upon. In the case of scaffolding, the presumed aim, fundamental to the 

whole endeavor regardless of what subject or skill is being taught, is independence, the 

ability to traverse the ZPD and subsequently hold oneself upright with newly acquired 

knowledge. Yet, while we all might agree that any building should stand on its own, that 

it should not be held together with tape or propped up with two-by-fours that if taken 

away leave only a pile of rubble, the same cannot be said for the mind and the knowledge 

it contains, precisely because these are not fixed, physically-bound entities. As regards 
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mind and knowledge, a teleological perspective guides us to consider autonomy only one 

among any number of culturally-designed aims of the educational experience. 

 This is precisely why Smagorinsky advocates a broader understanding of the 

ZPD, one which is truer to Vygotsky’s original vision and escapes the limiting 

associations described thus far.  He explains that “If the mind is socially distributed and 

develops through activity involving cultural tools, it is unlimited in the sense that its 

development is inseparable from the tools of mediation” (59). In other words, because the 

mind does not develop in a neutral or vacuous space, it is necessarily influenced, 

continuously, by those cultural tools which surround it; just as cultural ideology is always 

unfolding and changing, without clear boundaries of beginning or ending, so is the 

mind’s development. Within this framework, the ZPD is reconceptualized as the space 

for social context and can no longer be characterized by layers of scaffolding or goals of 

autonomy. Smagorinsky rightly asserts that this broader understanding is highly 

significant to researchers in education, with  

implications stem[ming] from a conception of the extent and character of 

the zone itself, in particular the way the conceptualization of the ZPD 

suggests that the mind is not fixed in its capacity but rather provides a 

range of potential. The mind, therefore, is both elastic in terms of the 

different directions cognitive growth may take depending on the 

sociocultural environment in which it develops, and unbounded in terms 

of its scope and potential for growth. (57) 

Like the ZPD itself, the mind will continue to grow, and it may grow in an endless 

number of directions. 

 For the student of writing—which is essentially any individual who undertakes 

the act of writing—the implications of this expanded notion are significant.  Within 

writing experiences, the unbounded and elastic qualities of learning overlap. As an 
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activity writing is intimately defined by context, and thus defined by its elasticity and 

inherently unbounded. Because one’s context, the “sociocultural environment” in which 

one finds oneself, is always in flux, one’s precise value as a writer within a specific 

writing scenario will not remain constant beyond the bounds of the immediate writing 

experience. The value will shift and change from one context to the next, and in this way 

cannot be pinpointed and classified with any sense of permanence—i.e. with labels of 

“good” or “bad.” This is not to say that there is no writer at all or that there is no sense of 

authorship attached to a given text. Rather, it means simply that it is unproductive to 

consider these terms of writer or author separately from the contexts in which they are 

based. To return to North’s ideas, it is unproductive to uphold the binary of writing 

versus writer, because it implies that the two are separable and thus that the latter is, 

somehow, more durable and secure.  

Vygotsky’s discussion of the two types of concepts, scientific/academic and 

spontaneous/everyday, helps to support this claim regarding the lack of a writerly 

constant, as the possibility of anticipation is dependent on matters of context. As 

Vygotsky tells us, it is the interplay of these concepts that allows us to predict the 

development of future events. This ability to anticipate is of course fundamental to any 

expectation of independence placed on learners. To be independent, one must be able to, 

as Vygotsky puts it, “view changes in [the] immediate situation from the point of view of 

past activities, and . . . act in the present from the viewpoint of the future” (36). However, 

as this quote also makes clear, anticipation requires that we encounter same or similar 

situations, and from there apply our acquired concepts appropriately. It is only in these 
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same or similar situations, then, that we can be said to possess the capacity for 

anticipation and even begin to lay claim to any sense of autonomy—a claim which would 

be rife with paradox, given its utter dependence on all matters of context. To claim 

autonomy one must be able to anticipate, yet the ability to anticipate is itself dependent 

on contextual familiarity, which in turn compromises the significance of “autonomy.” On 

the other hand, if the situation is new and unfamiliar, we will need to learn and depend on 

external supports as we make our way through the demands of a new audience, new 

purpose, new genre, etc.  

 Within the specific frame of writing, many—particularly those working beyond 

the confines of the discipline—may assume that because the basic act of producing 

alphabetic text remains, there is only be so much new learning that can occur, but this is 

like assuming that since someone knows tennis she also knows ice hockey, simply 

because both are physical games. Smagorinsky uses a key word when discussing 

Vygotsky’s anticipation concepts, saying that they “serve as the basis for the planning of 

rule-governed, culturally-channeled worldly action” (45, emphasis added). Most writers 

tend to exist within microcosmic spheres of writing, in which specific rules are repeated 

and continually reinforced, and based on the cultural channels in which we travel, we 

learn what to do and how to anticipate what to do. When a writer learns as such and 

becomes better at learning and meeting expectations, she does so only within a specific 

context, operating within a certain set of circumstances. Thus, it is the intracontextual 

individual who improves, not the intercontextual one. It is not the generalizable “writer” 
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who is developed or even being measured, but the “writer of [insert genre here]”: the 

writer of legal briefs, of bilingual instruction manuals, of horror fan fiction.  

 Yet, the question remains as to how the discussion of Vygotsky and Smagorinsky 

differentiates the current project from other common claims that context is endlessly 

variable. If the field seems to acknowledge the flexibility and fluidity of language—and 

in many ways, it certainly does—why address or explore the issue any further? The 

answer lies in our continued ambivalence toward the goal of student autonomy. While we 

acknowledge wholeheartedly that language and writing entail the sorts of knowledge and 

actions which cannot be fully defined or neatly categorized, we remain attached to ideas 

of independence and autonomy. As we continue to invoke these ideas within our 

scholarship and within the rhetoric we use to describe our missions and purposes, we 

yoke ourselves to the notion that it is possible to somehow wrangle and defeat context 

and imply the hope of students whose knowledge and skills transcend circumstance.  

Works in the field tend not to express such notions so explicitly, of course, but the 

attachment to the illusion of autonomy can be seen clearly in the rhetorical binaries which 

are continually set up in writing center and composition scholarship and in the way that 

said binaries remain largely unresolved.  

This lack of resolution is why we must push for stronger and more consistent 

theoretical foundations for discussions of student writing and writing center work. The 

over-simplification of the ZPD, as shown in Smagorinsky’s discussion, is emblematic of 

what happens through the use of autonomy rhetoric, as such rhetoric attempts to place 

limitations on that which is fundamentally without limit, and in doing so it undercuts 
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much of the progress made since the current-traditional and process models were still en 

vogue. The goal of my argument, however, is not simply to offer further support for the 

importance of context but to illustrate that our stance on this matter is in fact 

compromised. As the discussion thus far has illustrated, a key facet of this compromise is 

our ambivalence toward the concept of autonomy and our perpetuation of an educational 

model—the allures of which will be explored in later sections—which remains 

unreconciled with theory; thus we must examine this ambivalence more closely as it 

exists within writing center scholarship.  

 

Mixed Messages in Writing Center Scholarship 

The binary of the independent writer versus the dependent writer is the most 

significant one to writing center scholarship for several reasons, not least of which is that 

various other pairs of opposing terms stem from this division of independence and 

dependence, reflecting the questions about purpose and objective which are deeply rooted 

in this most basic distinction. Moreover, while many of these subsequent pairs—to be 

discussed in greater detail in subsequent paragraphs—are sometimes used in ways which 

suggest s sense of fluidity, rather than mutual exclusion, this initial distinction between 

independence and dependence is still maintained rather rigidly, with the terms in clear 

opposition. Scholarship engaging this binary typically treats the latter as something of an 

affliction, as we tend to portray dependent writers as akin to needy neighbors, always 

asking for favors. As North’s “Idea” presumes, our goal is to produce writers whose 

goodness extends beyond the individual pieces they create—writers, in other words, who 
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will achieve a generalized “goodness” and thus will not seek instruction for each new 

writing task. Hence it is not surprising that the goals of autonomy and independence are 

common to writing centers, despite the tension between these goals and our 

understanding of language.  

In “Lexicography: Self-Analysis and Defining the Keywords of Our Missions,” 

for example, Eliot Rendleman illustrates the ubiquity of the independence goal, even in 

the absence of a clear definition for it. He admits that one of the statements he has most 

“dogmatically repeated to [him]self and to others since 1996” is that “One of the major 

goals of the writing center is to help [students] become independent writers” (1). The 

impetus for his 2012 article was the realization that he was not entirely sure what he 

meant by this phrase, and he wanted to both reflect on the phrase itself and model a 

method of reflection for other instructors and tutors. Such a project is incredibly useful—

an underlying assumption of my argument here, of course, is that the use of unexamined 

rhetoric can be harmful. He went on to create a survey for faculty and students, in the 

hopes of creating what might be considered a more comprehensive look at what people 

understand when they say and hear “independence” and similar terms. He found that the 

“words that all the groups use to explicitly define or to implicitly describe the 

independent writer converge on positive mental states, inventory of knowledge, habits of 

the mind, awareness of the self, and emphasis on isolation” (3). Rendleman’s elaboration 

of these traits generally suggests that they are all very positive and desirable, yet his 

discussion is problematic in at least two ways.  
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First, along with the above traits, he also notes that “Independent writers invent, 

draft, revise, proofread, and edit alone—rarely, if ever, seeking opportunities for 

collaboration,” failing initially to include any qualification of this statement. It is unclear 

whether this is meant as a positive quality, though he does seem to suggest that working 

by oneself indicates pride as well as confidence (3). He does return to this notion of 

working in isolation later in the text, as he attempts to bring together all of his findings in 

a more comprehensive working definition for writerly independence. He ultimately 

asserts that the independent writer is one who “takes sole responsibility for his or her 

writing and often works through the writing process alone (collocation), yet seeks some 

feedback to test ideas and the quality of writing during most, if all, recurring stages of the 

process” (4). While this does signify a slight qualification of the earlier statement, it is 

worth noting that the majority of people surveyed by Rendleman did not consider the 

need to qualify their beliefs; in general, they associate independence with isolation and 

thus clearly believe it is possible, and preferable, for a writer to exist and produce 

autonomously. Moreover, even within Rendleman’s own qualification there is still a 

tension between working along and working with others—the writer is solely responsible 

and often (possibly always) alone, yet seeks feedback. Within this conception, it is 

unclear whether the feedback is meant to be considered separate from the writing, and 

how the writer may seek feedback yet remain (supposedly) alone.  

The larger issue of Rendleman’s discussion, though, and what I consider more 

important to the current project, is the fact that he does not at any point in his article 

question the usefulness of terms like independence or autonomy. He never once considers 
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whether these terms are valuable or whether the many years during which he has 

espoused these goals, with working definitions or not, have had the intended impact on 

the students hearing about them again and again. Given that the goals of his particular 

project are to clarify the rhetoric of his own individual pedagogy and encourage 

reflection, it would be fitting for him to reflect more deeply on his own assumptions, but 

he does not. In this sense, he is emblematic of the sort of sway which autonomy holds on 

composition and writing center scholarship; there are strong reasons to resist it entirely, 

yet it remains, asserted as if without any need for justification.  

 Likewise, the treatment of terms on the opposite end of the spectrum, namely 

dependence, is influenced heavily by similar misconceptions. In another recent Writing 

Lab Newsletter article by Kim Nolt, for instance, the author makes the stigma of 

dependency clear. Writing of students who attend multiple visits at the writing center, 

Nolt warns that “Although multiple consultations often result in improved attitudes 

toward writing as well as increased confidence, tutors still need to be on guard about 

dealing with dependent students” (15). Her word choices here are indicative of an almost 

combative stance toward students seeking multiple tutoring sessions. Tutors must be “on 

guard,” as if fending off attack, and they must deal with them, a phrase that suggests 

annoyance and frustration more than collaboration or acceptance. She goes on to write 

that “No matter how much effort tutors use, some students will still rely on writing center 

tutors for direction through each writing assignment they do, resisting efforts to become 

independent writers” (15). This is reminiscent of North’s assertion that students should 
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learn to look through the particular project at hand, and the statement makes it sound as 

though returning to the center for a new assignment is a sign of weakness.  

Taken to the extreme, Nolt’s language implies that the ideal scenario is for the 

student to reach a point at which she holds all the knowledge and skills she will ever need 

and thus will never return to the center at all. Yet, given the reality that each new 

assignment entails a new context—even if for the same class or the same instructor, there 

may be a new question, a new set of expectations, a new set of texts, etc.—it is unclear 

why it would be in any way preferable for the student to avoid the center. Nolt takes care 

to acknowledge, however, the scholarship which “reminds us that total independence is a 

contradictory term” and that “tutors encourage students to visit at all stages of writing for 

feedback,” but she swiftly advises that “when we see students less often, we believe and 

hope they are becoming stronger and more independent writers” (15). Thus, as her 

argument illustrates, we encourage students to visit but we secretly hope that they will 

not need to; we know they cannot be fully independent, but we still consider this an 

important signal of success.  

 It is this rhetorical confusion which causes mixed attitudes and misconceptions 

about the writing center. In “Bring Writers to the Center: Some Survey Results, Surmises, 

and Suggestions,” Wendy Bishop illustrates a phenomenon that can likely be attributed to 

this ambivalent rhetoric, which is the strong shift away from writing center usage by 

students in upper-level coursework. Bishop surveyed nearly two hundred students at the 

University of Alaska-Fairbanks about their attitudes toward and habits for using the 

university's writing center. She, like other scholars, reached the key overall conclusion 
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that students in upper-level courses value the center less than those engaged in first-year 

writing coursework (Bishop 36; Gordon). More specifically, however, Bishop found that 

of the students surveyed who had not gone to the writing center, thirty-eight percent 

indicated this was because they had no need to do so (35). Students were much more 

likely to cite lack of need if upper-classmen, and overall, regardless of reason(s) cited, 

student usage of the center was negatively correlated with class level (36). Such patterns 

indicate that the perceptions that many within university settings have of writing center 

work may not align with the perceptions which we claim to try to foster and which much 

of our scholarship suggests to be true.  

Many students continue to believe that the writing center is a place to be 

graduated from, and in her article on attitudes toward writing centers, Barbara Lynn 

Gordon acknowledges the fact that many professors unfortunately subscribe to this same 

belief. She notes from experience that often professors worry about sending students to 

the writing center unnecessarily and thus tend to send students whom they believe to have 

serious “errors” in the writing, yet “Such thinking harkens back to the idea that writing 

centers are labs for weak writers” (160).  Gordon rightly decries this outdated 

misconception, but she goes on to say that “Given that people in a variety of occupations, 

including professional writers, frequently rely on peer response, it is likely helpful for 

students to receive feedback from others, and . . . the literature on the effect of writing 

centers bears this out” (160). She rejects the notion of the center as fix-it shop, yet she 

uses plenty of qualifying language—“a variety of,” frequently rely,” “likely helpful”—

within this resistance. She does not want the center to be seen as a place for only “weak” 
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writers and is exploring ways to resist the misconception that “need” for the center falls 

away in later years of study, yet she falls short of making a clear break from these issues. 

Within her language, like that of others, there is still implied the potential for full 

independence, the student who does not rely on peer response and does not take value 

from feedback. This student is the supposed exception which, I argue, is merely an 

illusion and which, veiled as it is within arguments espousing a more well-informed 

understanding of the center’s role, is rhetorically damaging.  

In a recent article in the Journal of Basic Writing, Heather Robinson also 

discusses the “risk [of] student[s] becoming dependent on their tutors,” continuing the 

stigma despite what seem like efforts to suggest otherwise (72). Robinson argues that 

working with tutors helps students to become more independent as writers—a 

problematic assertion, though she does qualify this as more independent “within the 

scope of the semester” (72). She points out that while it is easy to assume that students 

will continually increase their skill set, “for each semester, they start at the same place—

what the instructor wants” (90). “This makes sense,” Robinson argues, “if we think that 

students, as they progress through the curriculum, are having to come to terms with a new 

or more complex disciplinary discourse each consecutive semester” (90). This idea that 

skills are not simply accrued in a linear fashion is an important point within discussions 

about the role of the center, arguably much more important than Robinson’s placement of 

it within a footnote suggests. Yet, again, this possible admission of dependence on the 

part of the student is downplayed, as Robinson, like those in previous examples, 

maintains the general assumption that independence is a central objective of the tutoring 
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experience. Despite her quiet suggestion that independence is necessarily relative and 

context-specific, she does not take the next step of questioning, given this suggestion, the 

usefulness of independence as a guiding concept.  

Other binary terms remain similarly rooted in assumptions of the ideal, 

autonomous student, and while, as mentioned earlier, they are treated somewhat more 

flexibly, they reflect this same general sense of hesitation to acknowledge dependence. 

One such set of terms important to writing center work is that of directive and 

nondirective tutoring methods. In “Negotiating Pedagogical Authority: The Rhetoric of 

Writing Center Tutoring Styles and Methods,” Steven J. Corbett provide a strong 

overview of the discussions surrounding both tutoring styles and notes that, by most 

accounts, nondirective methods remain the mode du jour. Referring to the history of 

nondirective methods provided by Irene Clark and Dave Healy in their 1996 article “Are 

Writing Centers Ethical?,” Corbett explains that, 

in response to open admissions, writing centers began to replace grammar 

drills and skills with what would become the higher-order concerns 

(HOCs) and lower-order (or later-order) concerns (LOCs) approach to 

tutoring. Along with this new instructional focus, however, came a 

concurrent concern—fear of plagiarism. The fear of plagiarism goes hand-

in-hand with the idea of intellectual property rights, a political and 

personal issue pertinent to tutors, students, instructors, and program 

directors. (84) 

As such, writing centers began to devise methods for protecting themselves against any 

suspicion of plagiarism, and “the resulting restraint on tutor method soon took on the 

practical and theoretical power of a moral imperative” (Corbett 84). Peter Carino likewise 

notes in “Power and Authority in Peer Tutoring” that “except for a few notable 

exceptions, writing center discourse, in both published scholarship and conference talk, 
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often represents direct instruction as a form of plunder rather than help” and represents 

nondirective methods as more pedagogically sound (98).  

Yet, adherence to nondirective principles brings with it some problematic 

assumptions—beyond just those associated with dependence and plagiarism—which are 

at odds with an understanding of language as discursive and inescapably contextual. 

Within the debate over nondirective versus directive is the insinuation that directive 

methods may limit that which might otherwise remain free and unlimited—that, in other 

words, the directive tutor may reinforce a singular voice or model of literacy, to the 

detriment of the student. This misconception is typically located in the suggestion that 

nondirective tutoring provides freedom from limitation. Even those authors who 

acknowledge this misconception and admit that nondirective tutoring does not constitute 

a free, autonomous experience, still tend to discuss collaborative learning in ways that 

suggest a working toward independence. In other words, even those who recognize the 

misconception may tend to uphold it.  

A useful example of this sort of muddled rhetoric is found in Kory Lawson 

Ching’s discussion of peer response. While her discussion is not exclusive to writing 

center experiences, her focus on general collaborative learning theories provides a clear 

example of a sort of confused stance within the directive/non-directive debate. In 

response to Writing Groups by Ann Ruggles Gere, Ching rightly agrees with Gere that 

any sort of collaborative learning environment that is mandated—by the teacher, the 

program, etc.—is not truly self-governing. Yet, she pushes back thoughtfully against the 

notion that the proper response is to limit teacher intervention. She does not see teacher 
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intervention as damaging or necessarily limiting, advocating instead that we must “revise 

this limiting view of teacher agency, . . . to move beyond the envisioning of an ideal, 

teacherless context” (308). More specifically, she resists any extreme adherence to 

collaborative theory, arguing that collaborative learning may be seen as a new way, after 

expressivism, of limiting the role of the instructor. Just as expressivism stressed 

individual authority, collaborative learning merely “swings the pendulum so far in the 

other direction” by stressing group authority, both with the (potential) goal of keeping the 

instructor out of the experience as much as possible (Ching 315). She pushes back against 

collaborative pedagogy, referencing David Bartholomae’s critique of expressivist 

pedagogy as “an expression of a desire for an institutional space free from institutional 

pressures” (Bartholomae 64).  

Yet, despite her understanding of the paradoxical expectation and her resistance to 

the conception of an instructor-free environment, the rhetoric by which she describes her 

own proposal, which she calls an alternative genealogy, still suggests a striving for 

autonomy. Of her alternative genealogy, Ching writes, 

students and teachers have significantly different ways of understanding 

what constitutes effective writing. Under this collaborative model taken to 

its logical extent, students would learn to write only for other students, and 

they would therefore lack access to the conventions and dispositions of 

academic writing embodied by their instructors. What the alternative 

genealogy for peer response suggests, in its vision of teachers and students 

sharing responsibility in the classroom, is a third way to understand 

learning processes. Students do not learn from teachers or from peers, but 

rather by engaging in the practices of writing and reading alongside both. 

(315) 

The specifics of this third method remain rather vague, but it is clear that Ching wants 

neither teacher nor student input to be downplayed. Her ostensible aim is to establish a 
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dialogic method, and indeed she quotes Bakhtin’s assertion that “the unique speech 

experience of each individual is shaped and developed in continuous and constant 

interaction with others’ individual utterances” (89).  References to Bakhtin and to shared 

responsibility suggest recognition of the primacy of context and the fundamental role of 

each player within the writing experience. However, she elaborates that within this 

alternative method the  

aim of education is still socialization, but not in the limiting fashion of 

transmission or a collaborative learning theory that emphasizes consensus. 

Where those two other models imply assimilation into existing 

communities . . . this third model of learning highlights the dialogic 

shaping of an individual’s practices through coparticipation. (315) 

While Ching asserts at various points throughout the article that the problem of these 

other two models, expressivism and collaborative learning, is that they wrongly suggest 

the possibility of freedom from external influence and authority, in this passage she 

tacitly maintains this possibility.  She takes issue with these models, as well as 

nondirective methods and process pedagogy more generally, for perpetuating 

misconceptions about authorial independence, and she distinguishes her method as 

resisting these ideas. Still, in pushing back against these models here, she, too, implies an 

aversion to dependence.   

 When she uses words like “transmission,” “consensus,” and “assimilation” as if 

they’re entirely negative—and perhaps more importantly, as if they’re possible to 

avoid—she implies an aversion to dependence. All of these words suggest some sort of 

dependency, whether on another’s input, agreement, or feedback, and she argues that her 

alternative genealogy avoids these supposed pitfalls. Moreover, she references Bakhtin as 

a means to strengthen her perspective, despite the fact that he acknowledges dependence 
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with some of the same language through which she attempts to distance herself from it.  

On the same page of Speech Genres from which Ching takes her quote, for example, 

Bakhtin explains that the process of “continuous and constant interaction with others’ 

individual utterances” can actually be “characterized to some degree as the process of 

assimilation—more or less creative—of others’ words” (89). He likewise asserts that the 

“words of others carry with them their own expression, their own evaluative tone, which 

we assimilate, rework, and re-accentuate” (89).  

Bakhtin, like Vygotsky, considers language assimilation fundamental, even 

inescapable. While we may create something new, this newness is continually shaped and 

reshaped by that which has come before and will come later. Concerned with more than 

just the experience of learning but rather with the even more basic experiences of 

communication and interaction, Bakhtin claims that every utterance is framed by that 

which precedes and will follow it, even prior to its outward expression, noting that “the 

utterance of the person to whom I am responding . . . is already at hand, but his response 

(or responsive understanding) is still forthcoming. When constructing my utterance, I try 

actively to determine this response” (95). The influence of the continuous dialogue on the 

utterance as it forms and is ultimately expressed is similar to that of the teleology 

discussed by Vygotsky. Both are dynamic and omnipresent, and as such these influences 

must be considered as part of any pedagogical experience. To say that a method of 

learning circumvents this reality is essentially to suggest learning may occur within a 

vacuum. As I argue here, however, it is unlikely that Ching makes this suggestion 

purposely, but rather it comes about through the theoretical inconsistency of her rhetoric. 
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At one turn she recognizes the inescapability of context—the instructor’s guidelines, the 

confines of the institutional setting, etc.—but at another she reinforces principles meant 

to grant individuals freedom from “existing communities.”  

 In the course of his survey of the scholarship, Corbett briefly reviews a number of 

other scholars who adhere strictly to nondirective principles (see Jones; Brooks; 

Thompson) and more closely examines several others who resist them (see Cooper; 

Carino; Harris; Grimm), ultimately concluding that we must “practice along a continuum 

of instructional choices both collaborative and empowering, allowing for alternate 

moments of interpersonal and intertextual collegiality and agency-building” (95). The 

flexibility of this conclusion is appealing within the present argument in that it avoids a 

specific resolution in favor of a more fully situational approach. Yet, as discussions of the 

different tutoring methods suggest, though, it is not always easy to allow for this sense of 

fluidity, as underlying assumptions about independence continue to hold sway. Even in 

his own statement Corbett implies that collaboration and collegiality are on one end of 

the continuum, while empowerment and agency are on the other; he proposes the two 

sides be considered together, but only through alternation. Thus, he still implies that they 

are separable experiences, falling short of acknowledging that interpersonal and 

intertextual dynamics influence all tutoring experiences. Again, there is a reluctance, 

whether intentional or not, to throw off independence as an implied ideal.  

 A final binary worth briefly exploring, another that is likewise more subtle than 

the initial one of independence versus dependence but that is nonetheless heavily reliant 

on it, is that of the goals of the specific assignment versus the goals of the tutoring 
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experience. This distinction could also be expressed as the instructor’s goals versus the 

tutor’s, or even as short-term goals versus long-term ones. This binary is perhaps the one 

that is most easily aligned with the original writer versus writing idea proposed in North’s 

“Idea,” as it speaks most directly to the supposed division of immediate intentions, 

focused around writing, and those considered as having greater permanence, focused 

around the writer. Yet, this division, like the previous ones, is based on flawed 

assumptions about independence and its place within writing center pedagogy. Within 

this particular framework, the move away from the more immediate goals of the 

instructor/ assignment is equated with a move toward independence, as if attention to the 

former is inherently limiting and detrimental to long-term progress. It remains unclear 

how an understanding of language as inherently contextual and socially-mediated fits into 

such a framework; this understanding necessitates consideration of the specific conditions 

of every writing experience, while the binary instead encourages a shift away from such 

consideration.  

 In “What the College Writing Center Is—and Isn’t,” for instance, which 

continues to be cited by contemporary writing center scholars, Richard Leahy examines 

the tendency of writing center theory to focus on long-term goals. He uses North’s binary 

as support, saying that “Our aim is to help bring about long-term change in the writer, not 

to see that this particular essay gets a high grade” (47). Leahy admits, though, that there 

are both practical and theoretical complications of this goal. Practically speaking, he 

admits, “there’s no escaping the fact that the immediate object of the tutoring session is 

the fixing of this draft so that it will be ready to be submitted for a grade tomorrow or 
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next week” (47).  This is certainly true, as the vast majority of tutoring sessions are 

focused around specific assignments brought in by student writers. The second 

complication he addresses is more theoretical, as he notes that 

 On one hand "[o]ur ultimate goal with each student is to work ourselves 

out of a job" (Lichtenstein 1983, 31) so that the student grows away from 

dependence on a tutor. But on the other hand we would like all of our 

writers to come back innumerable times, because no writer ever outgrows 

the need for feedback. Writing centers want to hang on to that double goal. 

(Leahy 47) 

In a rather tidy package, Leahy expresses a crucial problem of writing center rhetoric. As 

he rightly reveals, writing centers communicate both goals at once, asking for two results 

which cannot be reconciled satisfactorily. Yet, despite this inherent problem, he accepts 

both of these goals. This is problematic not only because he seems to overlook the critical 

flaws of the “work ourselves out of a job” objective, given its incompatibility with a 

perspective of writing as situated and context-dependent; he also fails to acknowledge 

that this flawed objective would essentially prevent his other goal, of encouraging writers 

to return to the center. Still, Leahy actually seems to believe that both goals are worthy of 

adoption. 

 Heather Robinson’s work also illustrates the trouble of maintaining the distinction 

of short-term assignment goals and long-term tutoring ones, as the larger purpose of her 

article is to theorize student success and writing center value in terms of intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation. Robinson defines these terms early in work, saying she uses as her 

foundation self-determination theory, “which looks at the reasons why an individual 

chooses to undertake various tasks; that is, whether an individual undertakes a task for 

the inherent satisfaction it accords (intrinsic motivation), or in order to attain an external 
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reward (extrinsic motivation)” (77). She correlates extrinsic motivation to instructor 

expectations, among other factors, while intrinsic motivation refers to students’ inner 

desire and self-motivation. Given the admission in her footnotes, mentioned earlier, that 

students always start with what the instructor wants, this assertion of terms seems 

strange. How can these categories be set in either/or opposition, in discussions of student 

writing, if, as she admits, the impetus is always external? Even if Robinson had not 

asserted the instructor’s role as so clearly fundamental, it remains true that there are 

limitless possibilities for extrinsic motivation—the desire to pass a course, the eventual 

promise of graduation, or even the pressure of a peer who wants to read a first draft. 

In this way, the binary itself is flawed, and like those already discussed, it 

encourages goals for students and for tutoring which are ultimately counter-productive. 

Robinson goes on to say that encouraging the shift toward intrinsic motivation “is 

particularly important in helping students move from a focus on surface concerns to one 

on invention and textual engagement, which is what instructors generally reward in 

writing classes” (78). She classifies invention and engagement as intrinsically-motivated 

skills, yet her rationale for their importance, that they satisfy instructors’ expectations, is 

based on extrinsic reward. Paradoxically, students should write for their own satisfaction, 

because that is what will earn the high marks. Like the many examples already provided, 

Robinson’s article intimates the struggle between wanting to assert the goal of autonomy 

and feeling it necessary to acknowledge the inescapability of external influence. The 

admission in her footnote, about the “scope” of a writer’s development, indicates an 

awareness that what, how, and why we write is constantly changing, as the circumstances 



70 

in which we write are never static. Yet, her push toward intrinsic motivation could be 

construed as a denial of this inescapability, in that it implies the potential to move away 

from external influence.   

As the previous examples show, the binaries employed within rhetoric 

surrounding writing centers often project a strongly mixed message about the role of 

autonomy within writing center and composition theories. Scholarship remains dependent 

on the image of the autonomous writer, yet it is hampered by it at the same time. 

Discussions of writing center work continue to uphold as irreproachable the goal of 

fostering independent writers, despite its fundamental inconsistency. To use the terms of 

Vygotsky, the writer who seems independent is merely one who has learned to anticipate 

particular challenges, and thus whose knowledge remains dependent on context and the 

“tools of mediation” described by Smagorinsky.  Faced with a new context, this writer 

will begin once more, continually negotiating, with success tethered to the frame of each 

new writing experience. The persistence of the autonomous writer image motivates the 

current project of incorporating a stronger, more consistent theoretical basis for 

abandoning the goal of autonomy and removing pro-autonomy rhetoric from the 

literature which examines, critiques, and/or advertises writing centers.  It is in disability 

studies, I argue, that we may find this basis, as there are deep conceptual linkages 

between theories of composition and disability pertaining to autonomy. 
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The Rhetoric of Autonomy within Disability Studies 

 Like theories on composition and writing center studies, disability theory often 

involves working—directly and indirectly—within binaries. Discussions revolve around 

the terminology of disabled versus abled, pleasure versus pain, medical models versus 

social models, and so on. Scholarship on disability can also exhibit a similarly 

complicated, paradoxical relationship with concepts of autonomy and independence; as 

within writing center scholarship, there is not a single consensus on how to approach 

them. Examining autonomy and dependence through the lens of progressive disability 

theories, specifically new realism and dismodernism, can provide valuable insight on the 

roles which these terms can and should play within composition and writing center 

theories.  

 To fully understand the connections between composition and disability theories 

as regards autonomy, it is important to first recognize some of the different ways in 

which “autonomy” is typically used in works on disability. Within the literature of 

disability studies—that is, literature that examines disability from cultural, 

sociohistorical, and/or political perspectives, rather than from a purely biological 

perspective—there are two broad areas of study in which one typically finds the 

terminology of autonomy. The first focuses on autonomy in relation to healthcare 

decisions. As Carolyn Ells states in “Lessons About Autonomy from the Experience of 

Disability,”  

In health care, respect for autonomy is a prominent moral value. It is used 

to ground policies and practices about informed choice, the right to refuse 

treatment (including life sustaining treatment), truth telling, 

confidentiality, advance directives, and others. It is used as the key 
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argument for controversial acts such as physician-assisted suicide and 

abortion. Professional organizations have written respect for 

autonomy into their codes of ethics and standards for practice. When 

moral values conflict, respect for autonomy is often applied to settle the 

matter. (599) 

As such, autonomy is a key concern engaged extensively in health care-related disability 

contexts (see Wullink et al.; Racine et al.; Braswell). The other area in which autonomy is 

frequently discussed is the study of facilitated communication, as the experiences of 

interpretation and communication involve various issues of dependence. Questions of 

whether direct communication or translation occur and of the ways in which exchanges 

are limited—and thus questions regarding a person’s communicative autonomy—are 

central to discussions of facilitated communication (see Bennett; Lewiecki-Wilson; 

Wickenden). Both paths of inquiry, facilitated communication and healthcare decisions, 

offer unique insights into the ways that disability studies, as a field more generally, 

approaches issues of autonomy. 

 In regards to healthcare decisions, despite the fact that autonomy is seen as 

something of a gold standard within healthcare, people with disabilities tend to 

complicate the ways in which the term is applied and understood. As Ells explains in her 

article, “The dominant view of autonomy in health care follows the work of Tom 

Beauchamp and James Childress, according to whom autonomy is the ‘personal rule of 

the self that is free from controlling interferences by others and from personal limitations 

that prevent meaningful choice’” (608). Beauchamp and Childress’ view “accepts as 

norm a liberal conception of individuals who are free, equal (in deserving of concern and 

respect), and rational” (608). Yet, what this view fails to take into account, according to 

Ells, is the fact that one’s status (level of independence) is not fixed. Not only is it tough 
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to make an initial distinction between independence and dependence, but this distinction 

changes through time. Ells takes foundational concepts of disability studies, namely 

fluidity of identity and contextuality, and argues that this dominant view of autonomy is 

inadequate. She rightly asserts that  

we are only dependent or independent with regard to certain specified 

tasks and in light of certain specified assumptions We are all dependent 

upon others to help equip us with the basic provisions of a healthy and 

happy life (e.g., food, shelter, electricity, potable water, affection, and so 

on), but these dependencies usually go unnoticed. We might be considered 

independent with regard to some task to the extent that certain 

opportunities are already available to us or, conversely, we might be 

considered dependent to the extent that needed opportunities are not 

available without the intervention of others. Thus, labels of independence 

and dependence are largely relative to circumstances. (602-3) 

Disability study, then, because of its focus on a sort of status that is so often fluctuation, 

as well as its deep investment in the importance of cultural circumstance, is a valuable 

lens through which to view autonomy—in terms of healthcare and otherwise.  

 Yet, while scholarly works in disability studies typically take for granted the 

fluidity of independent/dependent status, many of these works still convey the 

assumption, as in writing center theories, that autonomy is one’s ultimate goal. There is, 

in other words, an ambivalence similar to that expressed in writing center scholarship. 

This ambivalence is commonly seen in the terms which scholars use to define people in 

terms of their proximity to autonomy, suggesting that while the concept itself is both 

indeterminate and problematic, it is worthwhile to get as close to it as possible. Even Ells, 

after examining the difficulties of autonomy rhetoric, goes on to support “relational 

autonomy” instead, a state which “tends to involve the achievement of certain skills or 

processes, derived and constrained by social circumstances, that facilitate self-direction. . 
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. [and] requires anticipation by others of what skills, attributes, and social circumstances 

are needed” (615). As the preceding examples from writing center scholarship show, 

autonomy is a difficult goal for many to resist, and Ells is ostensibly no different. Despite 

a definition which suggests a clear set of limitations beyond the self—“derived and 

constrained,” “anticipation by others,” “social circumstances”—Ells does not question 

whether “autonomous” is actually an appropriate label for such a state.  

 Another term used in disability scholarship is “dependent agency,” which 

likewise lacks an entirely clear definition. In their article focused on finding ways of 

acknowledging the status of individuals with intellectual disabilities, Leslie Francis and 

Anita Silvers explain that “Dependent agency, as we understand it, involves reciprocal 

relationships between the dependent agent and others” and that this “idea of such 

incomplete agency is not unfamiliar” (319). This of course seems like a viable 

perspective, but they then proceed to argue that as compared to those who exhibit 

dependent agency, “few, if any, [other individuals] self-determine without relying on 

anyone or anything else” (319). Through this statement they seem hesitant to fully 

disregard the notion of complete autonomy, as they continue to adhere, at least 

rhetorically, to the possibility of complete self-determination. They then go on to cite 

Sarah Buss’s Stanford Encyclopedia entry on autonomy, which claims that “An agent is 

one who acts. In order to act, one must initiate one’s action,” which one cannot do 

“without exercising one’s power to do so” (qtd. in Francis and Silvers 320). In a most 

literal sense, one may agree that this is true. If we consider Burke’s definition of action as 

opposed to motion, that “the basic unit of action [is] defined as ‘the human body in 
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conscious or purposive motion,’” it is true that action requires some sort of initiation on 

the part of the individual, and through this initiation said individual may be termed an 

agent. However, Buss then takes this claim to conclude that, “insofar as someone is an 

agent—that is, insofar as she is one who acts—she is correct to regard her own 

commitments to acting, her own judgments and decisions about how she should act, as 

authoritative” (qtd. in Francis and Silvers 320). What is questionable here is whether an 

action is necessarily initiated fully by the self or authorized fully by judgments or 

decisions that are entirely her own. As in discussions of composition, in the context of 

disability these questions are sometimes left only partially resolved, with answers meant 

to appear definitive despite their complications.  

 This entry on autonomy asserts that because action, as opposed to motion, 

requires the literal initiation of the agent, the subsequent act is thus governed by the 

agent’s own commitments, which implies that any challenge to one’s commitment serves 

to essentially invalidate the action. In other words, any circumstance or influence which 

complicates her judgments and decisions resists self-authorization and makes the action 

not fully her own, and more akin to motion; conversely, genuine action occurs only when 

free from circumstance or influence. This is of course, as a matter of the current 

argument, impossible, and so it is this latter suggestion that makes the argument 

problematic. While Francis and Silvers go on to focus more on the challenges which take 

the form of self-doubt or duress—when the individual believes a decision to be wrong but 

makes it anyway, etc.—there is the more likely scenario that she is simply influenced by 

motivations, facets of the initiative process, which originated beyond herself and which, 
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in this sense, challenge any possibility of complete or inherent authority.  They do not 

address these challenges, however, in favor of focusing on the more obvious ones, and in 

doing so they oversimplify their stance. While the authors begin their project with 

thoughtful assertions regarding the role of dependence and a resistance to complete self-

determination, their discussion implies a greater alignment with the encyclopedia’s entry, 

and thus a stronger faithfulness to autonomy, than they may be willing to admit.  

 The literature on facilitated communication shows ambiguity toward autonomy as 

well, often shown through discussions of access and translation. As Teresa Burke and 

Brenda Nicodemus write on Deaf individuals in “Coming Out of the Hard of Hearing 

Closet,” for instance, a Deaf person’s understanding of and control within a situation may 

be conditional upon access to information. They note, for example, that when working 

with an interpreter,  

in order to obtain a message, the Deaf person must look at the interpreter 

when the Hearing person is expressing herself. This imbalance of access to 

information has the potential to affect autonomy. One question is whether 

a person can be truly autonomous when access to information is 

constrained, not by the actions of the interpreter, but by the nature of the 

communication itself—that is, the visual mode of communication.  

This dependence on access is an important matter to consider, as it highlights the changes 

which may take place as information is exchanged and thus the lack of total control 

which can be claimed by any party within said exchange. Yet, they continue on to 

wonder whether the interpreter has “any responsibility to convey [the] additional 

information so that the Deaf person’s autonomous choices are made with similar access 

to information as the Hearing person in the interpreted interaction has.” Here it is as if 

Burke and Nicodemus assume that it is only facilitated communication, rather than all 
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communication more generally, that entails constraint and limitation, and that if the 

elements that may seemingly be lost in the facilitated interaction—here, the visual image 

of the speaker—are also conveyed, then autonomy is restored. Rather than explore and 

embrace the linguistic complexity inherent within the communicative scenario more 

generally, they seem to suggest ways to simplify it, as a means of advocating autonomy.  

 As these few examples show, scholars engaging with disability theory, like those 

in writing center studies, have also constructed a complicated, problematic relationship to 

autonomy. Just as scholars in writing center theory tend to implicitly embrace autonomy, 

those who write about autonomy within the frame of healthcare decision-making often 

tend to assert the fundamental importance of autonomy through their rhetoric, and the 

same trend can be observed in discussions of facilitated communication. Works on 

disability often employ prior knowledge which assumes the inherent impossibility of 

autonomy, that recognizes that context and social circumstance are ever-present and that 

choices do not simply stem from some internal center of inspiration. Yet, they often also 

offer statements which essentially retreat from these claims, as if hesitant or unsure of 

how to fully recognize their significance. Still, despite this sense of ambivalence which 

pervades some disability studies rhetoric just as it does writing center rhetoric, there are 

theories within the former that offer a way forward from this ambivalence by providing a 

clearer, more progressive point of view than those invoked in works on writing which, as 

the analyses up to this point show, have failed to take hold as a consistent theoretical 

foundation. 
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Moving Forward Through New Realism and Dismodernism 

There are at least two basic truths that apply to theories of disability and writing, 

to both the writer and the disabled body, and these truths are what ultimately speak to the 

need to actively decentralize autonomy as a defining term of the writer and disabled 

body. This is, of course, by no means meant to suggest that the two entities, or even the 

two fields more generally, are fundamentally the same, or even that autonomy plays the 

exact same role for both; the above discussion of the term’s uses within each field shows 

obvious differences. Yet, it remains true that works in both fields exhibit a clearly 

paradoxical relationship with autonomy and dependence. By acknowledging the deeper 

concerns, these basic truths, which are shared by the two fields of theory and considering 

how disability theories have addressed these concerns, we may work toward a stronger 

understanding of current writing center theory and its limitations. It is in this way that 

disability theorists Tobin Siebers and Lennard Davis help to move conversations about 

composition forward and away from the rhetoric of autonomy. 

The first shared fundamental truth is that disabled bodies and writers both defy 

traditional methods of representation. In “Disability in Theory: From Social 

Constructionism to the New Realism of the Body,” Tobin Siebers discusses the different 

levels of constructionism and the ways in which disabled bodies and experiences are not 

represented adequately within this taxonomy. He notes that despite the problems he sees, 

constructionism as a basic lens for representation is seen by many in disability studies as 

valuable, based on the assumption that this view makes it “more difficult to justify 

prejudices based on physical appearance and ability, permitting a more flexible definition 
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of human beings in general” (738).  Indeed, for most disability scholars, the social model, 

firmly rooted in theories of social constructionism, is a predominant model for theorizing 

disability. Yet, Siebers argues that despite their prevalence, theories of constructionism 

are not sufficient for representing disabled experience, and discussion of his ideas here 

will show that a similar claim can be made regarding composition. Constructionist 

ideologies have shaped and contributed to both fields, but Siebers offers a new theory 

which addresses their shortcomings.  

He begins by setting up the distinction between “weak” and “strong” 

constructionism, proceeding to examine the problems of each. Weak constructionism, he 

explains, “posits that the dominant ideas, attitudes, and customs of a society influence the 

perception of bodies” and “tries to advance a commonsense approach to thinking about 

how people victimize individuals unlike them” (738). Based on this definition, weak 

constructionists view human ignorance and misunderstanding as the reasons for prejudice 

and/or exclusion. Strong constructionism, on the other hand, attributes prejudice not just 

to these factors but also to “a linguistic model that describes representation itself as a 

primary ideological force” and “posits that the body does not determine its own 

representation in any way because the sign precedes the body in the hierarchy of 

signification” (739). In other words, the sign—the association of the body, signifier, with 

some sort of meaning, signified—exists before the body itself comes into existence. As 

such, the strong constructionist view carries a greater sense of boundaries as inescapable; 

whereas weak constructionism suggests the hope of resolution through social reform, it 

is, presumably, impossible to circumvent the order of representation. The limitation of 
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weak constructionism is relatively obvious, as it simply does not take into account the 

temporal process of signification. A focus on issues of normativity and societal reform is 

valuable but limiting, as it does not necessarily consider the fact of representation, which 

precedes these issues.  

A clear example of both the value and the drawbacks of weak constructionist 

thinking for disability theory can be found in Deborah Gallagher’s “The Importance of 

Constructivism and Constructivist Pedagogy for Disability Studies in Education.” 

Gallagher explains what she considers the crucial benefits of the concepts within her title, 

and in doing so she also illustrates the limitations which Siebers critiques. In essence, 

constructivism, according to Gallagher, offers the individual power or control that may 

otherwise be denied, giving them greater “authority in expressing who they are and what 

their experiences in the world are all about.” “At its epistemological core,” she argues, 

“constructivism affirms that because knowledge is constructed (made) rather than 

discovered (found), therefore all knowledge is inseparable from the individual learner’s 

language, cultural values, experiences, and interests.” Within this framework, 

constructivism, as opposed to positivism, assumes that there is no definitive line between 

external and internal worlds of an individual, and in this sense the internal becomes an 

inseparable facet of understanding and signification. Gallagher ultimately argues that the 

theory affords the disabled individual greater authority when it comes to making choices 

about how to identify oneself, how to experience the world, how to learn, etc. In a 

relative sense, this is true; as compared to objectivist or positivist belief, constructivism is 
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flexible and discourages the strict definitions which can prove harmful, especially to 

historically under-served populations like the disabled.  

However, what Siebers suggests is that this sort of constructionism remains fairly 

shallow, as it fails to acknowledge the underlying paradox of deeper constructivist 

ideologies. While it highlights the ways in which the world is built subjectively and with 

an eye for discrimination, it still fails to take into account that acknowledging the power 

and validity of the individual experience does not necessarily detract from the power of 

the structure which precedes it and which may continue to be its dominating force. What 

is still left to consider, in other words, are the assumptions of strong constructionism and 

the inevitable constraints of the process of signification. According to the strong view, 

because representation is a force which exists prior to the creation of the individual body, 

it is thus the case that there must already be signs prior to the body as well, and the body 

is merely categorized according to these signs upon coming into being. “The human 

subject has no body,” from the perspective of strong constructionism, “nor does the 

subject exist, prior to its subjection as representation. Bodies are linguistic effects driven, 

first, by the order of representation itself and, second, by the entire array of social 

ideologies dependent on this order” (Siebers 739). In this way, bodies are doubly defined 

and socially constructed: first by the fact of representation and subsequently by the nature 

of the many signs and the beliefs which govern them.  

 While he sees greater potential within strong constructionism to explore disability 

identity, Siebers explores the limitations of this perspective as well, as a means to 

ultimately argue for a new theory, one which serves to illustrate my specific argument 
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here, that disabled bodies, like writers, defy typical methods of representation. The chief 

limitation of strong constructionism, according to Siebers, is that because the body is 

born into an existing system of signs, there is no viable outcome but to be aligned with 

one or more existing categories; the body is regulated from the very first moment, either 

classified or banished entirely. Because of this, strong constructionism “present[s] their 

[disabled individuals’] bodies in ways that are conventional, conformist, and 

unrecognizable to them” (Siebers 740). These unrecognizable ways include “habits of 

privileging performativity over corporeality . . . and describing social success in terms of 

intellectual achievement, bodily adaptability, and active political participation” (Siebers 

740). An example of the impact of how this existing system exerts its influence on 

individuals can be found in an article by Nick Watson, in which Watson explores patterns 

of self-identity among disabled individuals. He interviews a number of people who 

ignore their impairments and do not identify as disabled or different. He writes of how 

these people “tell a story of how, through their social experiences, they have moved from 

a position of difference, one in which their self-identity is dominated by social ascription, 

towards a position through which they resist this ascription” by asserting themselves as 

not different (521). He argues that they “recover the self” only “through a wish to 

assimilate with the mainstream”—which makes him question whether the true self, or 

difference, is given any value at all within such a framework (521).   

The individuals continue to be defined by their relationships to specific normative 

boundaries, regardless of their decisions regarding assimilation, and thus variability is 

negated either way. Yet, as Siebers argues, the constructionist framework itself offers no 
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other option. He goes on to draw on Foucault’s notion of biopower as the underlying 

force of strong constructionism, and here the parallels with writers and representations of 

writing begin to become most clear. He describes biopower as “the force that constitutes 

the materiality of any human subject” and that “forms, secures, and normalizes human 

subjects” (739). At issue, then, is the fact that disabled bodies resist such normalization, 

since within this framework, only those bodies which can be classified and incorporated 

are counted as subjects. Disabled bodies thus only have two options: be classified in ways 

that distort or ignore the realities of their existence or inhabit some sort of borderland, in 

which one’s personhood is not even recognized.   

This choice, to be fit into existing structures or to remain marginalized, is 

reminiscent of the choices available to those who teach, study, and advocate for writing at 

the university level. The biopower discussed by Foucault is in many ways the same sort 

of power which is guided by quantitative data and positivist thinking, and writing, despite 

all the assumptions of the field and all that has already been discussed here thus far, 

continues to be measured by many through a similar lens. Adler-Kassner and O’Neill 

remind us in Reframing Writing Assessment that while professional discourse in 

composition relies heavily on qualitative research, “public discourse tends to focus 

around quantitative data that will prove what is (or is not) taking place in classrooms” 

(39). Student writers enter the university, with its preset expectations and ways of 

knowing, and as within any rooted structure, they are classified accordingly. The false 

sense of certainty conveyed by such a system is precisely why Vygotsky advocates for 

examination of goal congruence in matters of assessment, for, as Smagorinsky puts it, we 
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are often fooled into believing that specific assessments illustrate achievements or 

successes, “when in fact what is being measured is the cultural compatibility between 

learner and the means of mediation” (67). The fitness of a student or a disabled body is 

measured not by a set of irreproachable standards but by the individual’s understanding 

of and adherence to the calculated purposes and motivations of the society into which she 

hopes to enter.  

Siebers is speaking in his critique to the inadequacy of social constructionism, a 

conceptual framework based on classification, to represent disability identity. He does 

not reject the principles of social constructionism entirely—does not deny that cultures 

are in many ways driven by a need to arrange and codify—but rather argues that they are 

incomplete, and in this way exclusionary. There is a vague sense of optimism implied by 

Vygotsky’s concept of goal congruence, a suggestion that an understanding of the 

expectations placed upon us will allow us to move forward in our attempts to meet them, 

but what Siebers points out is that this is not possible for all individuals. Certain 

individuals and groups are essentially shut out of the structure entirely, in the sense that 

their choices are either to identify as something other than themselves or to be excluded. 

The social constructionist view of an orderly, prepared world does not allow room for 

differences and inconsistencies to exist without classification. Yet, disability, as well as 

writing, represents difference in multiple ways. In both cases, there are not only the 

differences among individuals but also the broader sense in which they signify diversity 

which cannot be understood through established methods of representation.  
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Siebers’ ultimate answer to the strictures of strong constructionism is what he 

calls new realism, and his ideas help to clarify the gaps between theories of composition 

and writing center work and the practical scholarship meant to embody them. 

Understanding his concept of new realism helps to illuminate what occurs to cause these 

gaps to exist and, subsequently, why the troublesome binaries I have analyzed persist. In 

essence, new realism consists of acknowledging all possibilities, as opposed to only those 

which fit into predetermined categories. It recognizes that strong constructionist 

paradigms, while convenient for many theories of identity and critical discourse, do, by 

their very nature, facilitate exclusion.  This is most obvious, he argues, in the case of the 

disabled body. This body is “at once [social construction’s] best example and a 

significant counterexample” (Siebers 740); it is relatively easy to conceptualize disability 

as simply a bad match between individual and societal structures, yet, at the same time, 

the experience of disability offers a reality which remains un- acknowledged—in other 

words, which is not accounted for in the social schematic. This reality is either forgotten 

or excluded by virtue of transformation into pleasure, achievement, and so on.  

Thus, Siebers calls for a new realism which would reject a dependence on theories 

which are inevitably defined by exclusion in favor of a perspective which recognizes all 

possibilities no matter how unpleasant or uncomfortable. If we conceive of new realism 

as a resistance to classification and an acceptance of all possibilities, then we must also, 

as Siebers advocates, think of it as very much an individualistic concept. Individualism 

here does not suggest a return to autonomy but rather signifies just the opposite; one’s 

identity is unique because it is shaped by a singular network of contextual factors. 
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Through this view, one’s existence or identity is not simply shuffled into preset 

categories but is continually molded by the specific reality which lies before her. 

Whereas a basic assumption of social constructionism is categorization, the basic premise 

of new realism is variability, both in terms of the immediate experience as well as its 

relationship to the system in which it takes shape. From the new realist perspective, 

disability identity finds an actual place within the societal structure, because it is not 

forced into the existing arrangement which attempts to conceal or stigmatize it. Siebers 

explains that conventional body theories still present pain “as a way of reconfiguring the 

physical resources of the body or of opening up new possibilities of pleasure” and objects 

such as prostheses and braces are seen as merely “marvelous examples of the plasticity of 

the human form or as devices of empowerment” (745). He is not discounting these points 

of view entirely but rather rejecting the notion that they are the only options, that 

experiences with things like pain and prosthesis can only be acknowledged in light of 

their eventual rewards. Within a new realist framework there is recognition of that which 

remains uncomfortable and unstable, those elements of experience which are difficult and 

upsetting and which do not necessarily come with foreseeable benefits.  

This understanding of variability and of individual experiences makes new 

realism especially appropriate to work in composition and to the goal of more thoroughly 

resisting autonomy rhetoric. As with disability, composition exists within a set of social 

structures which offer few options but to conform to standards which simplify and distort 

it. As has been discussed extensively thus far, a core facet of the social context in which 

university writing takes place is the basic educational goal of autonomy. Despite the 
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protests mounted by both theory and practice, it remains relatively unshaken. As I will 

discuss in greater detail in chapter three, autonomy maintains its privileged position not 

simply because of its place within the early movements of language learning and 

university writing but also because of its roots within Western humanist tradition, broadly 

speaking. While theories of language and communication reinforce matters of individual 

diversity and their significance to composition, in practice we often step back from these 

concerns into the safety of established expectations. What a new realist perspective 

compels us to do is acknowledge the rather paradoxical, even uncomfortable place which 

writing occupies within the university structure—the educational teleology—and through 

this acknowledgment work to build a more productive understanding of it.  

While writing experiences necessarily exist within and are shaped by this 

structure, like disability experiences they are continually being shaped and influenced. 

Experiences of writing are so deeply intertwined with ever-changing matters of context 

and of ideology that they cannot be adequately contained or understood through a single 

category or expectation such as the autonomy objective. In its broadest sense, 

composition is defined more by the flux of cultural ideology than by any single idea 

within it. Still, however, we continue to apply the autonomy narrative, despite the ways it 

fails to resonate with the actual writing experience. We ignore how language is constantly 

being recreated, recombined, and reconfigured, and we form our scholarship and practical 

work into something more consistent with traditional educational agenda. Instead, we 

need to more actively centralize matters of difference and variability, to stake out a place 

for composition which does not require us to simplify or overlook its particularities. 
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Doing so requires also that we be willing to recognize the difficulties of this perspective, 

which Siebers realizes is also the case with disability. Speaking of the fluid distinction 

between disability and ability, Siebers explains that most people would rather “think of 

people with disabilities as a small population, a stable population, that nevertheless 

makes enormous claims on the resources of everyone else. Most people do not want to 

consider that life’s passage will lead them from ability to disability” (742). Failing to 

acknowledge a particular sort of experience, whether the complexities of disability or of 

writing, allows one to also ignore the possibility that it may one day become her own.  

For composition this failure may take the form of a student seeking simple 

shortcuts or a teacher too afraid to consider what such ideas about complexity might 

mean for her pedagogy. Such feelings are understandable, but the consequences of our 

subsequent regression into strong constructivist views are parallel to those Siebers 

describes in terms of the body. We build categories and cram students into them via 

placement procedures and norming sessions. We use measures that reductively quantify 

what we are trying to do and that only highlight the myriad assumptions that frustrate 

composition and writing center work. Arguably the most consequential result, though, is 

that writerly identities are codified in ways which misrepresent the experience of writing 

and demean its instruction. Under the guise of assumptions about what a writer should be, 

the student of writing in the university is treated much as disabled individuals in the 

university often continue to be treated: as unwelcome and in need of remediation. One 

need not look all that far back in the history or research of a given institution to find 
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echoes of A.S. Hill decrying the need to “teach bearded men the rudiments of their native 

tongue” as absurd (11).  

While new realism offers an inclusive perspective, a greater affirmation of those 

who do not fit the current frames, Siebers does recognize that there are social and 

political risks involved in the move toward this conception. He asserts that,  

Individuality. . .must be communicable as a concept. Individuality derived 

from the incommunicability of pain easily enforces a myth of 

hyperindividuality, a sense that each individual is locked in solitary 

confinement where suffering is the only object of contemplation. People 

with disabilities are already too politically isolated for this myth to be 

attractive. (743) 

The risk in focusing too much on the individual is that disabled individuals will lose any 

sense of collective power by virtue of the endless variations of need, desire, and identity. 

The greater fear, then, is that they will remain forgotten or excluded, that the importance 

of the subjective experience will cast doubt on the possibility of the sort of intervention 

and acknowledgement Siebers is ultimately advocating.  

A similar fear may be found in discussions of composition and writing centers, as 

we wonder whether fully admitting the fluid roles of context and variability calls into 

question the long-term effects of writing instruction and, to return to North’s terms, the 

existence of the “better writer.” Siebers rightly asserts that “the greatest stake in disability 

studies at the present moment is to find ways to represent pain and to resist current 

models that blunt the political effectiveness of these representations,” and a parallel truth 

applies to composition and writing center studies (743). We must find ways to 

acknowledge autonomy as an illusory goal while at the same time resisting the 

assumption that such an acknowledgement is synonymous with or a precursor to failure. 
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In this way, we can approach our pedagogy and scholarship most meaningfully, with a 

clear awareness of contextual complexity and of the variations of identity within writing 

experiences. The next chapter will explore the means to resist autonomy narratives within 

one’s pedagogy in much greater detail, but first it is necessary to introduce the work of 

Lennard Davis, and his theory of the dismodernist subject.  

While Siebers’ theory offers us a way forward through acceptance of variability, 

Davis contributes an additional layer to this acceptance, a way to more firmly ground our 

understanding of writing in the recognition of difference and thus distance ourselves 

further from the rhetoric of autonomy. Davis’ theory of dismodernism helps us to 

understand the second basic truth common to both writers and disabled individuals, 

which is that dependence is fundamental to experience. In “The End of Identity Politics: 

On Disability as an Unstable Category,” Davis defines his theory by saying that 

dismodernism  

rests on the operative notion that postmodernism is still based on a 

humanistic model. . . . In a dismodernist mode, the ideal is not a 

hypostatization of the normal (that is, dominant) subject, but aims to 

create a new category based on the partial, incomplete subject whose 

realization is not autonomy and independence but dependence and 

interdependence. (275) 

He presents this as a response to what he calls the “instability of identity in the 

postmodern era” and notes that theories of identity politics are fundamentally rooted in 

notions of the universal. Identity politics, in short, is based on the assumption of common 

identities. Postmodernism, as Davis explains, came along to shake up this assumption 

somewhat and introduced the subject who is “pierced and narrative-resistant” (273). The 

problem, however, from a disability studies perspective, is that this subject “was still 
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whole, independent, unified, self-making, and capable” (273).  It is in this way that the 

postmodern subject continues to be based on a humanistic model and, in this sense, is still 

limited and predefined. The postmodern/humanist lens imposes strictures on reality in 

much the same way the strong constructivist lens described by Siebers does. Despite the 

focus on moving away from essentialism and toward the significance of the individual 

identity and experience, it still establishes a set of criteria that, while by many might 

never be questioned or even noticed, are precisely the means by which disability remains 

excluded. The disabled individual is not always or does not always identify as whole or 

unified or capable, and thus, within postmodern identity theory, she may recognize her 

reality or assert herself as a subject, but not both. This of course is precisely what Siebers 

argues as well; reality and representation, within current models, are mutually exclusive.  

More than simply reiterate what Siebers argues, however, and reinforce that we 

must recognize the realities of pain and discomfort, Davis suggests that we embrace pain 

and dependence as defining features of experience, as some of, if not the only, features all 

individuals have in common. What dismodernism offers, then, is a conceptual lens which 

does not exclude disability but rather embraces those qualities of instability and 

dependence that are so closely associated with disability and asserts for all individuals 

“that difference is what all of us have in common. That identity is not fixed but 

malleable. That technology is not separate but part of the body. That dependence, not 

individual independence, is the rule” (273). In essence, Davis’ theory provides what 

Siebers is calling for: a way to represent pain without sacrificing collective impact. 

Rather than the acknowledgement of pain or dependence being entirely subjective and 
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thus disconnected from social or political concern, these experiences become the 

objective link which warrants such concern. Such a conception takes into account the 

fluidity of disabled/abled identity and offers a way forward with new realist objectives.  

Building on the initial truth that disability defies traditional methods of 

representation, Davis proposes that it is precisely this defiance which all people have in 

common. He conceptualizes dependence not as a lack but rather as a positive reality—

positive not in the sense of beneficial or good, for it may not always be, but rather as 

something certain. Dependence, within a dismodernist perspective, is not an experience 

of lack or limitation, defined by its marginalized position in relation to “normal” 

experience. It is the presence of, not the absence of or distance from, normality; it is 

normal. The dismodernist subject, Davis explains, 

gain[s] help and rel[ies] on legislation, law, and technology. It 

acknowledges the social and technological to arrive at functionality. As 

the quadriplegic is incomplete without the motorized wheelchair and the 

controls manipulated by the mouth or tongue, so the citizen is incomplete 

without information technology, protective legislation, and globalized 

forms of securing order and peace. (275) 

Through this lens, the variability of individual experience, and the dependence which 

comes with it, is the basis for collectivity. Variation and dependence are the only truly 

shared experiences; difference, from the dismodernist perspective, is the only universal 

aspect of reality.   

For the writer, this dismodernist perspective is a way to acknowledge and 

embrace dependence and to wholly reject the goal of autonomy. A theory which rejects 

autonomy is one that will thus not see dependence as a failure; more importantly, rather, 

it will be seen as a truth of writing. We are mostly inclined already to resist any explicit 
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association of dependence with failure, as any wise words on pedagogy show. The 

trouble remains, as the preceding rhetorical analysis has shown, in the words often 

tellingly left unsaid and in the implications of our actual practice. In these places we steer 

clear of any overt conflations but often still maintain the notion that dependence is to be 

avoided and that autonomy is a, if not the, marker of the “better writer.” To continue with 

this assertion is indeed, as Lichtenstein says, to believe our goal is to work ourselves out 

of our jobs. Maintaining this goal also entails imparting distorted views of success and of 

composition more generally to our students as well as our various stakeholders. The 

dismodernist perspective gives us a means of more active resistance, through the 

expectation that we embrace the variability inherent to writing, rather than try to 

minimize or ignore it.  

Through this conception, the use of the writing center is an act of dependence, and 

necessarily so. However, this use does not enact or construct dependence as if from 

nothing; it acknowledges and engages with the dependence that is already present as part 

of the experience of writing. A student’s use of the writing center does not, in other 

words, define her as dependent, distinguished from those independent students who avoid 

the center. As all are dependent, the distinction lies between those who engage with this 

reality and those who do not. The tutor becomes, to use Smagorinsky’s terms, one of the 

“tools of mediation,” a facet of this dependent reality who not only helps the student to 

navigate writing experiences but who also constitutes an additional filter through which 

the student tries to understand her experiences. Moreover, because this perspective 

prioritizes universality in the forms of variability and difference, the tutor may shift 
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attention away from the goal of molding the “better writer”—and as such, away from all 

the stifling binaries discussed thus far. Understanding the role of dependence within 

writing processes entails understanding that the student writer will continue to shift and 

change, always adjusting to varying levels of familiarity and expertise. Through this 

knowledge the tutor can focus on the immediate writing situation with greater awareness 

of its potential, knowing not only the role that mediating factors play in defining the 

value of the tutoring experience but also that these factors are not fully within her or the 

student’s control. 

Yet, while this knowledge on the part of the tutor might seem to suggest a sense 

of pedagogical futility, this is not the case.  Just as Siebers and Davis both illustrate, the 

recognition of pain, lack or limitation—or in the case of the writer, the recognition that 

there is no point of completion in the process of learning to write and that dependence is 

inevitable—need not necessarily lead to social or political impotence. As I will discuss at 

greater length in the next chapter, dependence itself represents a significant point of 

exploration. Knowledge of contextuality and continuous external influences does not 

have to lead to powerlessness. This knowledge may in fact serve as a source of 

meaningful pedagogy and scholarship, positioned somewhere between the assumption 

that we can only offer support through immediate, isolated instruction (and thus are 

pedagogical ineffective) and the assumption that we can build “better writers” (and thus 

can impart universal knowledge for success). Writing instruction which engages with 

matters of difference and dependence acknowledges both our complex knowledge of 
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writing as well as the necessary limits of our pedagogical reach and provides a more 

meaningful way to unify these elements of our teaching and learning experiences.  

 

Conclusion 

The social and political implications of these ideas as they pertain to writing 

instruction in the university will be explored in greater detail in later sections, but suffice 

it to say here that the broad adoption of these theories has the potential to positively affect 

composition and writing center work in a number of profound ways. A conception of 

writing as a dependent experience may serve to validate, rather than delegitimize, various 

forms of instruction and support and, in doing so, offer stronger theoretical resistance to 

models of remediation. Such a conception also offers insight into central issues of 

composition and writing center work, like the complications of quantifiable data and 

questions about how to best position writing within the university, and ways to navigate 

these issues by bringing together theory and practice. This is especially important to work 

on writing centers, given the focus placed on independence, long-term progress, and the 

writer over the writing in much work on centers.  

Again, taken on their own, these theories of dependence may seem to suggest a 

sort of pedagogical impotence. One might wonder how, if at all, we might teach courses 

or run tutoring sessions centered on writing if it remains so inevitably complex and 

unpredictable, and indeed various composition scholars have argued that these factors 

make cohesive disciplinarity incredibly challenging, if not impossible, and illustrate the 

fruitlessness of much writing pedagogy. In The End of Composition Studies, for instance, 
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David Smit argues that “we must put an ‘end’ to the hegemony of writing instruction by 

composition studies as a field” and that the way to do this is to shift writing instruction 

entirely to other academic departments (12). Much of what Smit writes about the need for 

discourse immersion and the problems of overly generalized writing instruction is 

carefully considered, but his solution to do away with composition studies as a 

“distinctive academic discipline” essentially ignores all of the unique value it has to offer 

(13). He suggests rather ironically that ending composition studies “does not mean that 

professionals in composition studies will find their work coming to an end”; it merely 

“means that professionals in the field will have to reconceptualize their roles as 

facilitators whose ultimate goal is to minimize their own importance, even to do away 

with much of what they do now” (12-3). It is tough to see how this latter goal could do 

anything but lead to the end of composition work, and while Smit is right to point out a 

lot of the issues which continue to demand attention within composition, there are 

certainly other options for addressing them beyond the unraveling of the field itself.  

The inclination to essentially phase composition out of the curriculum seems not 

to consider that there is still a great deal of potential for fundamental, comprehensive 

change to composition pedagogy. This change may actually be in many ways compatible 

with ideas from Smit and others, in that it must acknowledge conflicts of theory and 

practice and it must take a firm stance against pedagogy and scholarship which are 

misguided or counterproductive. An immediate recourse to broader administrative 

changes, however, implies that this is primarily an administrative issue, when really it is 

an opportunity for disciplinary self-reflection. Getting rid of first-year writing or 
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removing requirements may work for some institutions within some contexts, but as 

general prescriptions for the field as a whole, these changes suggest that the way to 

resolve conflicts within composition is to retreat from them entirely. There are certainly 

problems with pedagogy which is overly generalized and misleading, but to admit this is 

not the same as to admit that instruction is impossible or unproductive. In the next 

chapter I will continue the focus established here on dependence, exploring the value of 

first-year writing through the concept of transfer and how we might reconceptualize 

transfer through difference and variability. Dismodernism urges us to “remov[e] the veil 

of ideology from the concept of the normal” and find meaning through embracing a lack 

of fixity, and thus we must strengthen writing pedagogy by finding ways to move beyond 

reductive narratives of autonomy (Davis 276). 
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CHAPTER 3 

FIRST-YEAR PROSPECTS: UNDERSTANDING TRANSFER GOALS THROUGH 

OVERCOMING NARRATIVES 

 When considering the values of first-year writing courses and how they may 

benefit students, stakeholders frequently turn to questions of knowledge transfer. The 

extent to which writing courses are considered effective and worthwhile often depends on 

the perception of transfer and how well various lessons and skills may be carried from 

one context to the next. As the concepts from the last chapter have begun to illustrate, 

however, this travel among contexts is hardly simple or straightforward, and thus transfer 

remains a thorny issue for composition studies despite its conceptual weight. Beliefs in 

social constructivism generally preclude the sort of universal skill set often implied as a 

prerequisite for knowledge transfer; yet, much of the scholarship on composition 

pedagogy still implies a reductive version of transfer as an ultimate goal. In this chapter I 

address these conflicting perspectives and challenge certain assumptions about the 

limitations of composition pedagogy, with the ultimate goal of framing transfer, as well 

as first-year writing instruction, more productively.  

 Transfer has become a key point of focus in some of the field’s major publications 

over the last several years (see Moore; Snead). Such a focus is valuable for several 

reasons, not least of which is the fact that there is a dearth of empirical, longitudinal 

studies on the subject of transfer, making it widely desired yet minimally understood. As 

of 2007,  

nearly all research studies of writing-related transfer [were] confined to 

the field of professional communication. Composition researchers [had] 
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conducted only three case studies (McCarthy; Walvoord and McCarthy; 

Carroll) that discuss FYC writing-related transfer problems—and these 

were not studies initially or primarily interested in transfer. (Wardle 65) 

Like autonomy, transfer is a term that, if used improperly, carries with it a number of 

troubling implications. It could easily suggest movable skills and a belief in the always 

troubling banking model of education, and it could fit seamlessly within discussions of 

clear stages and processes, of writing as a linear progression. The problems with these 

implications are obvious and speak to the concerns developed in the first chapter here.  

While not the site for examination in this chapter, writing centers are likewise 

important to discussions of transfer, not because they necessarily bear any greater 

practical expectation to foster transfer among students but because their use of autonomy 

rhetoric implicates them in such discussions. A belief in transfer that is misguided or 

wrongfully conceived is, like a belief in the autonomous writer, dependent on the idea of 

completion, of a point at which social context is no longer a determinant. In practical 

terms, these notions manifest in the image of the student who transcends the need for 

writing instruction—an image that is tied up in our current ways of conceptualizing the 

work of the writing center.  In maintaining rhetorical allegiance to the autonomous writer, 

writing centers imply specific beliefs about the transfer of first-year writing instruction. It 

is somewhat surprising, then, that within the limited literature on composition and 

transfer, there is little written which focuses on the role the writing center plays in 

transfer processes (for a relatively recent exception, see Hagemann). One might argue 

that perhaps this gap in the literature is due to current understandings of the work of 

writing centers and the subsequent assumption that transfer happens more naturally there, 

whereas instructors, supposedly, must go out of their way to foster transfer within the 
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classroom setting. Regardless, in this chapter I will shift focus away from writing center 

spaces and toward first-year writing classrooms. A practical reason for this, as mentioned 

above, is that the vast majority of literature on transfer focuses on  the first-year writing 

classroom as the primary site of writing instruction, and thus it is there that the rhetorical 

ambivalence toward transfer can be most clearly and frequently observed. Moreover, the 

location of FYW at the start of college curricula suggests its obvious significance within 

discussions of writing transfer.  Most importantly, however, the shift from writing centers 

to first-year writing is meant to continue the emphasis on gaps of theory and practice, 

rather than on specific instructional spaces, which underpins this entire project. Moving 

among sites serves to highlight the tensions as they exist more broadly within the 

discipline of composition.  

The figure of the ideal, transferring writer who has accomplished generalizable 

skills—and who, as my subsequent analysis shows, is treated as both implausible as well 

as emblematic of the goals of FYW--represents another significant intersection with 

disability theory, as she is analogous to the disabled individual who has (supposedly) 

overcome her disability. In both cases, the individual is assumed to be fixed, in that she 

has surmounted a specific set of obstacles. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson writes of 

overcoming as one of the five cultural narratives which “dominate our collective 

understanding of disability” and explains that it “defines disability as a personal defect 

that must be compensated for rather than as the inevitable transformation of the body that 

results from encounters with the environment” (“Feminist” 1567, 1568). Through 

signifying disability as exclusively personal and individual, narratives of overcoming 
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facilitate a false binary—the successful and pleasing disabled individual versus the 

failure. The successful person with a disability is one who has broken through any 

physical barriers put before her and in doing so illustrates that success is indeed simply a 

matter of fortitude and strength of purpose—these qualities, the overcoming narratives 

illustrate, are what separate failed disabled individuals from the rest of society. An 

immediate consequence of this story is the assumption that those who do not overcome 

their disabilities in this way, who for whatever reason continue to feel pain or 

discouragement or do not meet normative standards of achievement, are weak or 

deserving of pity or scorn. These individuals are stigmatized as “somehow having failed 

to… ‘beat’ life’s inevitable limitations,” an assumption which supports the false 

equivalence of disability—that is, the acknowledgement and acceptance of its reality—

and flawed character  (Thomson, “Disability and Representation” 524). Arguably of even 

greater consequence, however, is the effect of overcoming narratives on the status of 

disability more generally. If disability is seen as an individual problem easily solved 

through might and determination, all those who do not identify as disabled are entirely 

absolved of responsibility, as neither the environment nor societal norms are assumed to 

play any role in the conception of disability.  

In this chapter I show that an exploration of overcoming narratives and the means 

to resist them will help composition scholars to better understand how to resist the 

trappings and oversimplifications of models of knowledge transfer, and subsequently 

clarify the objectives of FYW. Both images mentioned above—of the individual said to 

have overcome her disability and the writer who has achieved “good” status through 
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transfer—are products of certain cultural mythos, persistent narratives which create 

problematic binaries of ideal and failure that serve only to obscure the complexity of 

lived experience. Thus, I begin this chapter by exploring overcoming narratives, focusing 

especially on the basic assumptions underlying representations of disability and what 

they tell us about the role of agency in cultural constructions of disability.  This 

discussion will help to ground the subsequent analysis of literature on writing transfer as 

well as my broader argument that the cultivation of agency is a means to move forward 

from limiting narratives of transfer. I establish agency as distinct from autonomy and 

argue that just as agency is fundamental to resistance of overcoming narratives, the 

cultivation of individual agency must be central to any theoretically sound attempt to 

promote transfer of writing instruction from one context to another. My specific analysis 

of the literature will focus on the distinction between two different models for 

conceptualizing the value of FYW, the potential value model and the immediate value 

model; I illustrate, with the help of a variety of examples from composition scholarship, 

that the latter offers better grounds to build a more meaningful sense of agency and thus a 

more productive understanding of transfer. Finally, I briefly explore the potential for a 

pedagogy based on threshold concepts to satisfy the demands of the immediate value 

model.  

 

The Stifling Effects of the Overcoming Narrative 

 Cultural narratives surrounding disability are often guided by specific, 

preconceived notions of achievement and value. In using the term “narrative,” I realize it 
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has many definitions. However, I mean to specifically designate those discussions which 

attempt to establish how something should be—should be defined, should be understood, 

should be taught—, as opposed to how something is. Overcoming is one of numerous 

narratives of disability, signifying the “acceptable” disabled body. Likewise, there are 

multiple narratives of transfer within discussions of writing instruction, differing in their 

fundamental assumptions about higher education in general and the proper place of 

composition within the university structure. The current argument is not meant to suggest 

that any specific experience, including those of negotiating one’s disability or transferring 

knowledge in normative ways, is impossible, inherently wrong, or necessarily 

detrimental. Rather, a major purpose of this argument is to resist such easy judgments and 

illustrate how the assumptions which underlie narratives of disability and composition 

lead us to the problematic, exclusionary images mentioned previously.  

 Drawing on Stuart Hall’s descriptions of the basic mechanisms for stereotypes, 

shown in Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, Carla Silva 

and P. David Howe write that  

a stereotype reduces complexity to simple characteristics, presenting a part 

as if it is the whole; presenting particular characteristics of difference as 

“natural,” irrevocable, and permanent features, thus fixing a particular 

meaning while ignoring the ambiguity inherent to all representations. . . . 

Stereotypes are imposed, instead of negotiated. (179-80) 

Narratives of overcoming one’s disability offer a fairly unambiguous depiction of the 

experience of disability: it is without real value and should be treated as merely an 

obstacle to surmount. To accept it, within this vein, is to admit defeat. In “Compulsory 

Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence,” Robert McRuer illustrates the 

consequences of being constantly exposed to images of overcoming, describing the 
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“unspoken question[s]” of the able-bodied (93), as they “demand” of those who are 

disabled or who have disabled love ones, “Wouldn’t you rather be able to walk?” or 

“Wouldn’t it be better if your son wasn’t hard of hearing?” He rightly asserts that “asking 

such questions assumes in advance that we all agree: able-bodied identities, able bodied 

perspectives are preferable and what we all, collectively, are aiming for” (93). When one 

is exposed primarily to a single sort of representation of the disabled experience as 

valuable, it makes sense that the various elements which remain constant within this type 

of representation—the character traits of those depicted, the nature of their paths to 

success, etc.—become seen as the only viable options. These stories become the reality 

rather than merely one set of options among many, and it becomes more and more 

difficult to understand or even recognize the discourses which created them.  

 Perhaps the most famous overcoming narrative in American culture and a prime 

example of the assumptions guiding our understanding of disability is that of Helen 

Keller. Born both blind and deaf, Keller went on to become a prolific author, public 

speaker, and political activist, all of which are typically described as being achieved 

“despite” her disability. The lesson deeply embedded throughout the history of Keller’s 

representation in American society is that any challenge can be defeated, that one can 

achieve anything if only one puts forth the will and the perseverance necessary. In an 

article on Keller subtitled “Rethinking the Problematic Icon,” Liz Crow describes seeing 

the public image of Keller as a child: 

The image was, and still is, used to uphold the myth of personal striving – 

it is the same message from my childhood: any individual, determined 

enough, can do anything; if Helen Keller succeeded, and against such 

odds, then there can be no excuse. In schools, especially in the United 
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States, Helen Keller is still regularly a subject for class work and the 

message is explicit: “students will forever understand that there is no 

obstacle so big that it cannot be overcome.” (18) 

Keller’s image fits well into American values, seeming to embody all that can be 

achieved through the proper spirit and commitment to success. The problem with this, 

however, as Crow points out, is that it leaves little room at all for other disabled 

individuals to take a different path. If Keller proves that all is possible, then to fall short 

of one’s goals or, worse, to cite one’s disability as a source of frustration or pain, is to 

display weakness. Various scholars with disabilities have written of the effect this image 

has had on them and how it has shaped their understanding of disability (see Kleege; 

Crutchfield).  Blind herself, Georgina Kleege wrote an open letter to Keller after a 

particularly hard day, trying to explain the ambivalence she feels in difficult moments: 

You set an impossible standard. You with your cheerfulness, your stiff 

upper lip, your valiant smile in the face of adversity. So those who came 

after you feel a moral imperative to fight back the tears, to minimize the 

trouble, to avoid asking for help. And for what, Helen? Sure, when we 

emulate your plucky, chirpy self-reliance, the able-bodied find us 

tolerable. They gush, “You’re so patient, so persevering. However do you 

manage?” But what are they really thinking? (190) 

These words of frustration illustrate the lack of choice offered by the overcoming 

narrative and the unattainable image therein. Despite the various and inevitable 

complications of Keller’s life—and not just those that involved her disabilities but those 

which accompany the life of any human being—public representations of her remain 

relatively pure and thus easily adaptable to simplified lessons on personal triumph. Those 

aspects of her life which threaten to expose her more complex humanity, such as her 

controversial beliefs on socialism, are given little attention and do little to nuance the 

“dehumanizing praise heaped upon” her (Hamilton). Keller’s “heroic episode of 
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overcoming was indelibly etched in American lore” precisely because it fit so neatly into 

the American understanding of success as the product of hard work and self-motivation 

(Hamilton).   

The continued presentation of the Keller story and of The Miracle Worker in 

schools also speaks to an affinity for what is familiar, what fits within current 

understanding. Hand in hand with stories of individualism and hard-earned success are 

stories of disability as a force or experience to be conquered, most commonly through the 

metaphor of disease. Numerous scholars have addressed the extent to which fictional 

media has for many decades treated disability as an affliction in need of cure (see Keith; 

Stemp; Dowker; Davis, “Identity Politics”). Another well-known example within the 

American understanding of disability, offering the familiar metaphors of disease, is the 

depiction of actor Christopher Reeve’s experience with quadriplegia after being thrown 

from a horse in 1995. The public image of Reeve post-accident was, and continues to be, 

lauded as inspirational by much of the general public, yet heavily criticized by many 

disability scholars and individuals who identify as disabled. This difference of opinion 

very often comes down to a disagreement about the value of cure narratives to disabled 

identity. In a now-famous commercial for Nuveen Investments aired during the 2000 

Super Bowl, for instance, a “cured” Reeve stands before a massive audience as a 

voiceover boasts of the “amazing things” which can happen when we invest wisely 

(McRuer 227). As Robert McRuer points out in his discussion of the commercial, such a 

depiction leaves very few options for response on the part of disabled people. As with 

Keller, this image of Reeve suggests that one may strive for success (in this case, a literal 
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cure), or simply give up: “‘Hope’ or ‘no hope’ for the represented ‘cure’ were the two 

most widely-available positions in mainstream media coverage” (228).  

Elizabeth Scherman points out similar themes in Reeve’s 1996 speech at the 

Democratic National Convention, in which he pled for greater funding for spinal cord 

injury research, describing how Reeve’s speech continually employed rhetoric of 

suffering. “Where the able-bodied. . . audience,” Scherman argues, “took the words 

‘hurting,’ ‘merely being alive,’ ‘suffering,’ ‘needy,’ ‘pain,’ and ‘afflictions’ to fairly 

describe the experience of being disabled, the disabled press saw them as 

disempowering.” Reeve compared the science of disability “cure” to putting a man on the 

moon, further establishing disability as a frontier to be conquered—a sentiment generally 

appreciated by non-disabled audience members and questioned by disabled ones, many of 

whom, in an unfortunate irony, had difficulty accessing the building in which the speech 

was being held (Scherman).  Through such frontier rhetoric the body becomes a vast 

landscape that merely requires further exploration before it is mastered, with disability 

and disease being only temporary stops on the way. What brings together these stories of 

Reeve and Keller, and of the myriad depictions of disability shown through fictional 

media and popular culture, is the ever-present push for transcendence of disability. 

Through these American mythoi of the individual’s infinite potential and of disability as 

territory yet to be conquered, arguments for environmental and societal change are 

completely shut out, and the disabled experience itself remains without value. According 

to these cultural narratives, overcoming one’s disability is the only real path to success, 

and thus only one sort of disability—something more akin to a non-disability or a post-
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disability—is valuable. Disability itself is stereotyped as something bothersome, 

temporary, and eminently fixable if only we can discern the proper treatment. 

 

Agency as a Determining Factor 

It is important to note here that in critiquing representations of disability, my 

intention is not to argue that achievement is necessarily unwarranted or detrimental. In 

criticizing overcoming narratives there is always the risk that one will be confronted with 

questions of how to move forward or whether it is better to just ignore talent, drive, or 

whatever else motivates someone to achieve. Such questions are understandably 

concerned with the long-term consequences of arguments like mine, but they miss the 

larger point, which is that it is not achievement, per se, which is the problem. In “The 

(In)validity of Supercrip Representation of Paralympian Athletes,” Silva and Howe 

effectively address these questions through the assertion that it is not achievement which 

should be denounced but rather “the distorted tendency to either ‘undervalue’ or 

‘overvalue’ achievements whenever disability is present” (179). Based on the great 

variability of disability, they argue, the only means to establish an objective measure of 

“elite” disability would be to establish a set of extremely low expectations (179).  

Through the lens of these low expectations, then, the disabled individual becomes 

“super” “in contexts where an able-bodied individual would be just an ordinary person” 

(175). An offshoot of this problem of expectations which Silva and Howe do not address 

is the conflation of physical disability and psychological resilience and moral character. 

The image of the Paralympian as motivational, for instance, depends on the assumption 

that traits like determination and fortitude are the keys to athletic success, a belief which 
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leads to the association of athletic success—and thus able-bodiedness, in at least a 

relative sense—with strong character and a lack of such success with psychological or 

moral failure.   

Moreover, at an even more fundamental level, success within these narratives is 

determined by the extent to which one conforms to societal norms. Because the 

perception of disability as inherently abnormal is so pervasive—despite the extensive 

scholarship and experience available to discredit this fallacy—the person with a disability 

who simply seems normal is considered a success, which again speaks to the problem of 

lowered expectations. In this way, the central problem of overcoming narratives is that 

they deny disability of any value. Through the expectation of overcoming, disability 

identity is really only given value when it is undone, when it is defeated or ignored and in 

this way becomes a sort of non-disability. Thus, resistance to such narratives focuses on 

the recognition of value for disability itself, apart from any transformation which may 

occur. In either case the suggestion is not that a future change—through demonstration of 

ability—is necessarily undesirable; rather, what is undesirable is the assumption that this 

is the only recognizable means of establishing value. From the standpoint of disability, 

this assumption ultimately attempts to force disabled bodies to align with established 

cultural norms, as one must either identify as abled, through overcoming, or remain 

without, or with only negative, cultural value. In this way, disabled bodies are denied 

agency.  

The lack of agency is relatively easy to recognize in images of overcoming, as the 

disabled body is represented only as others want it to be seen. In “The Politics of 
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Staring,” Garland-Thomson calls the overcomer “contemporary America’s favorite figure 

of disability,” explaining that images of overcoming portray disabled individuals as 

“entirely ordinary” yet “still ask their viewers to feel a sense of wonder” (61). Such 

images thus combine admiration and comfort, allowing the audience to gape at difference 

while simultaneously approving of it precisely because it has been calibrated to the 

proper standard. It is this calibration which strips control from disabled identity, through 

universalization and simplification. The situatedness and diversity of disability are 

ignored, and success becomes the measure of one’s ability to become this pre-formed 

image. The ultimate result of this stereotype, the offshoot which is so troubling, is that 

such a conception leaves room for only two possible identities—those who succeed and 

those who fail. The complexity of the middle is lost. Within this scenario, social capital 

takes the form of normalcy; one either has it, through birth or overcoming, or one does 

not (see Garland-Thomson “Politics” 74-5; Watson 521; Purdue and Howe 910).  

Before further exploring agency and the ways I define it here, it is important to 

acknowledge that an argument on the necessity of agency is not necessarily founded on 

humanist assumptions. Through the definition set forth by Janet Atwill, elaborated on in 

the next section, humanism assumes two possibilities which the current argument rejects: 

an objective value scale and the fully-realized, complete individual. Within the classical 

humanism through which understandings of physical bodies are based, a full and 

autonomous individual is possible. As the ensuing argument attempts to show, however, 

the suggestion that agency is possible by no means requires the adoption of these 

assumptions.  Agency, as I use it here, is based on the assumptions that there is no single 
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ideal and that, along with the possibility of meaningful action, we must actively 

acknowledge that which is beyond control.  

To clarify what is meant here by agency, two basic sets of terms need to be 

distinguished. In his Grammar of Motives, Kenneth Burke clarifies the distinction 

between the terms of the first set, action and motion. Action, Burke explains, is more than 

motion in that it involves “consciousness or purpose” (14). To use his example, 

accidentally stumbling over an obstruction is motion, while tripping over it willfully—

perhaps for comedic effect—is action. The defining feature of the action/motion, then, is 

the presence or lack of intention on the part of the individual. Agency, within Burke’s 

framework, refers to the means by which to act, so to foster agency is to provide an 

individual with the resources to act rather than move, to exhibit intention.  

For the disabled individual, this entails an active rejection of current cultural narratives, 

not only for their limiting effects on individual identification but also for their power to 

manipulate disability identity more generally. This rejection of the overcoming narrative 

signifies a recognition of its inherent fallacy and a subsequent breaking free from its 

limited menu of options. Rather than be confined to choose between failure and 

culturally-defined success, the individual with agency may explore the many other means 

to identify which exist within the vast range of these two extremes. What ultimately 

signifies agency is not the precise choices that are made but rather that choices, whatever 

they may be, are rooted in the individual’s own intentions. Choices made from a position 

of agency are nuanced, situated within the individual’s experience, rather than imposed 
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indiscriminately via cultural mandate. Rather than simply move among the categories laid 

out before her, the individual may act in ways which disrupt and defy these categories.  

The second set of terms are agency and autonomy, because claiming that an 

individual may have agency is not the same as claiming her autonomous. To clarify this I 

draw on the definitions of agency and agent employed by Christian Lundberg and Joshua 

Gunn in their discussion of subjectivity. In “‘Ouija Board, Are There Any 

Communications?’ Agency, Ontotheology, and the Death of the Humanist Subject,” 

Gunn and Lundberg respond to the critique that questioning the totality of agency is to 

question whether it exists at all—i.e. to question the existence and validity of the agent. 

They resist the claim that these are equivalent questions and instead maintain a 

distinction between agency and autonomy which is crucial to my argument. They offer 

the work of Heidegger, Foucault, and Derrida as a means to understand the need to 

“make a decisive analytical cut between agency, understood as the production of effect or 

action, and the agent as the presumed origin of effect or action” (88). This “cut” is central 

to an understanding of agency as not necessarily complete or autonomous, as it rejects 

any absolute positive correlation between agency and agent and, in doing so, allows for 

the possibility of external influence on one or both. As a way to further resist the over-

simplified correlation, Gunn and Lundberg prefer the terminology of “subjectivity and 

effect” (88). Their goal is to show that one may problematize the link between agency 

and agent without then having to concede that they are completely separable.  

Like Lennard Davis, Gunn and Lundberg take a critical stance toward the 

postmodern view of the agent as inconsequential or fictional, asserting that to critique the 
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humanist stance is not synonymous with taking a postmodern one. Postmodernism, they 

argue, is often positioned as the primary, or only, response to humanism, based on a 

tendency toward extremes.  Those who reject positive correlation are often assumed to 

assert no correlation at all, and they trace this belief back to extreme readings of the 

aforementioned theorists: 

Heidegger critiques Sartre's existentialism as an arrogant, romantic 

humanism that leads to a ruthless, righteous instrumentality; Derrida's 

theory of deconstruction demonstrates the violence of notions of unity, 

presence, self-mastery, and transcendence; Foucault's work collectively 

points to the subject as a function or fold of discourse; and Lacan's theory 

suggests that the Symbolic itself is an agent. None of these thinkers, 

however, would argue that rhetors do not produce effects. Instead, they 

focus on the implications of making reference to an "acting subject" as the 

exclusive means for theorizing the capacity to act. (91) 

These thinkers offer critiques of the traditional humanist view of the subject, but as Gunn 

and Lundberg point out, this does not force us to discard the agent/subject altogether. We 

may acknowledge the agency of the subject while still rejecting the belief that she is 

autonomous, leading us to an understanding of agency which signifies a control which is 

inevitably partial and incomplete. 

 As Gunn and Lundberg, as well as Burke, point out, agency may be defined as the 

means or potential to act. This does not, however, provide a full picture of all there is to 

know about agency, certainly—which makes sense given that action is not defined by 

agency alone. They explain that   

rhetoricians have long accepted some form of the argument that 

subjectivity is not autonomous and have rejected the self-sufficiency of the 

subject. Indeed, that there is a discussion about "agency" at all means, at 

least tacitly, that we have rejected "an ontology of agency that freezes the 

concept in static theoretical space" (Leff and Lunsford 63). What remains 

to be seen is a rigorous rejection of the ontotheological, despite the well-
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known (and tacitly accepted) problematization of the ontology of agency. 

(92) 

What they point out, in other words, is the strange fact that scholars generally agree that 

we cannot quite pinpoint exactly what agency is or how it comes about or works, yet 

there is still this implicit push to encapsulate and classify it. This push is akin to the ways 

we often seek to impose definitions on disability, setting up artificial boundaries meant to 

distinguish ability from disability and ignoring the realities of dependence and 

fluctuation. It reflects as well the way composition scholars admit that the writer is never 

fully in control of the writing situation yet through discussions of transfer still suggest 

control, as well as autonomy, as a possibility.  

The actual murkiness of agency is actually quite essential, though, in that it serves 

to resist the notion of a single “acceptable” or “correct” image of the disabled body.  As 

such we may employ it conceptually while still understanding that it, like the experience 

of disability, is inherently open-ended. When we assume an absolute, direct correlation 

between agency and agent, we also run the risk of what Gunn and Lundberg call the 

“gospel of rhetoric” or “rhetorical evangelism” (94). To tie agent and agency in this way 

is to make a case for Platonic ideals, since within such a framework all agency and thus 

the totality of any act would be seen as stemming purely from the agent, an association 

which leads to a conception of rhetoric as inherently ethically charged and emanating 

from the soul. In the contexts of disability, this sort of problematic link can already be 

seen. Conceptions of the actions of the “successful” disabled person are driven by the 

assumption that qualities of goodness and success stem from the individuals themselves, 

rather than being situated, constructed experiences. The understanding of agency as 
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partial and incomplete is essential, then, to its effectiveness in conceptualizing 

experiences of disability and, as subsequent discussion will show, experiences with 

writing.  To suggest that individuals may exert agency is not to deny the influence of 

rules or standards—of cultural discourse, of the teacher or the assignment, etc.—but to 

suggest that individuals may possess intention as they negotiate them. Such possession 

does not equate to full control, because neither communication nor signification function 

in ways which allow for it. To exhibit agency is to occupy the fruitful middle ground 

between the autonomous ideal and the randomness, the failure, of mere motion. It is to 

reconcile the paradox which attempts to assert contextuality and universality all at once. 

Within disability, we cannot claim that disability is endlessly subjective yet still uphold 

an image of the ideal, just as we cannot in composition claim that writing is endlessly 

contextual yet still feign universal knowledge.  

 

The Role of Agency in Our Conceptions of Transfer 

Scholarship in composition continues to show that, within and beyond the field, 

there are similarly problematic assumptions about how writing works and how it should 

be taught which, as with overcoming narratives, are rooted in matters of agency. 

Descriptions of educators within other departments sending students to get “fixed” are 

not uncommon, and neither are complaints about first-year writing courses and writing 

centers not doing their (supposed, and often supposedly simple) job of preparing students 

for all manner of college writing (see Baker et. al.; Rhodes; Adler-Kassner, Activist; 

Strachan; McNabb; Kurtz). Such depictions illustrate that the challenge of writing, much 

like the experience of disability, is considered by many as something one should conquer 
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and eventually leave behind. To achieve the sort of writing knowledge transfer implied 

by these complaints and appeals for “more effective” writing instruction is to essentially 

achieve two intertwined ideals: the writer who is fully prepared for all contexts and the 

FYW program that is able to give her this preparation. To use the terms of disability, she 

is one who has overcome context and complication. Just as with narratives of overcoming 

disability, then, it is useful to examine the basic roots of this misunderstanding of 

transfer. As has already been suggested briefly in the previous chapter, 

misunderstandings of composition and writing instruction are tied to humanist beliefs 

about how education is meant to work and what it is supposed to offer students. It 

follows, then, that misconceptions about transfer which continue to pervade discussions 

of writing may be attributed in part to the basic assumptions of humanist pedagogy.  

Janet Atwill’s definition of humanism offered in Rhetoric Reclaimed is a useful 

one in the sense that it highlights the particular a-contextual quality of a humanist 

paradigm which, I argue, is so problematic. Atwill asserts that “the humanist scale of 

value takes the form of a chain of equivalences between ‘man,’ knowledge, and value”; 

humanism stems from the ahistorical human “defined by its proposed universality,” and 

“humanist knowledge can transcend the specificities of time, place, and gender” (10, 9). 

Humanism is, according to Atwill, a set of institutions and homogenous values, a cultural 

teleology which retains its power through claims to universality. Atwill and others (see 

Scott; Chaput, “Lest”) argue that humanism is at the heart of the liberal arts tradition in 

higher education, and Atwill traces the shift toward humanist pedagogy back to 

Quintilian’s notion of “vir bonus,” of the good man speaking well, explaining that this 
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focus was precursor to the “well-rounded” student. Rather than use rhetoric and 

knowledge as a civic or political—and thus highly contextual—force, the well-rounded 

individual was to focus on gaining a more generalized expertise. When we contrast this 

humanist paradigm with Atwill’s discussion of the paradigm which preceded it, its 

potential to foster belief in a set of transferable skills is clear.  

In locating the shift toward humanism with Quintilian, Atwill focuses on his 

popularization of declamation as a teaching tool and his shift away from traditional 

divisions of rhetoric set forth by Aristotle. Rather than emphasize principles of time, 

context, and ends, Quintilian taught students to instruct, move, and charm, principles 

which effectively remove rhetoric from political or social context. From her discussion of 

figures preceding Quintilian, such as Sextus Empericus, who believed “that subjectivity 

is contingent on incalculable specificities” and Isocrates, who argued that character is 

“always tied to discourse and to specific social and political exigencies,” she illustrates 

that it is the disregard for context which ultimately marks the start of the humanist 

tradition (19, 28). The notion of transfer is likewise bound to concerns of context, as well 

as autonomy, and a belief in universal skills or knowledge of any sort must stem from an 

understanding of education as imparting a fixed body of values and information. Thus, a 

primary drawback of humanist pedagogy is its reliance on a normative subject position. 

One must choose the values and principles to impart and must work to equate these 

qualities with success in ways which preclude other possibilities, and the educational 

institution must be said to provide these qualities to students. The trouble with writing 

instruction, as I discuss in chapter one, is that it has been shown to generally resist the 
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notion of universality. Composition specialists realize that there is no canon of skills or 

knowledge which creates the all-around “good” writer, so in this sense there is no 

normative subject who might be held up as a humanist ideal for writing instruction. Yet, 

in discussions of college writing a traditional transfer narrative persists just as the 

overcoming narrative does, in no small part because of the persistence of humanist 

ideology in higher education.  

Moreover, like the individual who magically overcomes her disability, this 

narrative of the ideal does not exist in any positive sense—it exists merely as an image, a 

method implying a set of deeply embedded assumptions and thus advertising the way that 

things should be. Atwill rightly points out an inherent flaw of humanist ideology, an 

impossibility illustrated through both transfer and overcoming narratives: 

One of the most critical paradoxes of the humanist paradigm is the 

transformation of a specific, historical subject into a universal form. 

Despite their claims to universality, humanist treatises frequently locate 

that subject in a particular historical moment and in a specific gender, 

class structure, and race. The result is the paradoxical claim that the 

humanist subject both embodies and transcends the values of a specific 

cultural milieu. (23) 

As specific applications of the humanist paradigm, the misperceptions of transfer and of 

overcoming both illustrate this same complication. The individual who is shown to 

overcome her disability is paraded as a symbol of (supposed) universal values of 

individual strength and victory yet is crafted from a specific set of cultural biases toward 

physicality and achievement. Likewise, the image of the writer who transfers seamlessly 

among contexts—and, by extension, the FYW which produces her—is predicated on 

assumptions of universal skills and knowledge, yet these assumptions emanate from a 

particular ideological agenda governing higher education.  Thus, the only way to actually 
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achieve these supposed universals is to ignore the realities of cultural context and to 

drastically reduce or limit one’s expectations, but such simplification offers little positive 

value to those who identify as disabled or as student writers. What remains are just the 

stereotyped images which serve to placate the normative majority by offering them what 

they are used to and comfortable with and, in doing so, giving them little if any reason to 

make substantive change. 

 This normative ideal can be found pretty easily in attitudes toward composition 

instruction, as FYW spaces are often seen as the places where students learn to write at 

the college level. In “Two Things,” for instance, Patti Kurtz writes of her experiences 

directing the writing program at Minot State University, observing that “for other 

colleagues campus-wide, I appear mainly as a visible target for faculty who are upset by 

the quality of their students’ writing and perceive that this is the fault of the composition 

program” (61). Her peers from other departments resist when she suggests pedagogical 

change or, “worse still,” when she asks for their input for discussions of composition 

instruction (61). Such apathy is unfortunately not uncommon to the experiences of those 

given the task of designing and coordinating FYW pedagogy. Ernest Enchelmayer tells 

the story of being accepted for a job directing a FYW program, only to find that the job 

had no official description and that he would have to write one himself. Such a blank 

slate might seem like an advantage in that it suggests a certain amount of freedom, but 

Enchelmayer soon found it to be a sign of the overly simplified view the university took 

to writing instruction, specifically that “writing ‘problems’ were for the English 

department to resolve” (51). Keith Rhodes sums up the misperceptions faced by 



120 

compositionists, not only by administrators or members of other disciplines but by the 

general public as well, in “You Are What You Sell.” He references Stanley Fish’s 2009 

series of editorials titled “What Should Colleges Teach?” and laments the overwhelming 

amount of public feedback in support of Fish’s reductive approach to teaching 

composition: 

Most likely 9 out of 10 doctors (or lawyers, or accountants, or welders) 

believe that we still set themes and mark all errors in red pen—or don’t, 

for reasons variously attributed to do-gooder wooly-headedness, 

misguided politics, or sheer laziness. If “we” refers to professional 

scholars and writing teachers who know better—my definition from here 

on of who “we” are—then nobody understands us. That misunderstanding 

costs us—and our students—dearly. (59) 

Despite the gains of composition as a discipline over the last several decades, the 

composition classroom is still often imagined as a site from which relative miracles pour 

forth, where the student writer becomes the expert and overcomes the complexities of 

language and communication to become a generally “better writer.” Such impossibly 

high expectations, of course, leave little room for anything other than complaints of 

failure.  

Thus, the false binary of ideal and failure we see in overcoming narratives 

manifests in the rhetoric on transfer as well. While composition typically does not have 

the sort of literal media representations examined in disability studies, the ideal image of 

the FYW course which may, regardless of pedagogy, faculty, or content, prepare students 

for all manner of future writing scenarios is maintained rhetorically nonetheless. The 

ideal composition student, then, becomes one who is graduated from writing instruction. 

The examples of autonomy rhetoric shown in chapter one make this clear, as they 

illustrate the implicit goal of making student writers self-sufficient and fully prepared for 
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any writing challenge. Discussions focused more exclusively on transfer issues also 

illustrate these assumptions through their descriptions of FYW and its purposes, and this 

narrative of transfer success is limiting in just the same way the overcoming narrative is, 

in that it offers FYW and its students only two options for identification, neither of which 

is useful. The transferring writer, produced by the simplified preparatory FYW course, is 

nothing more than an unrealistic image, a product of limited conceptions of how 

communication is constructed and evaluated. She is that “good writer” who is admittedly 

just a convenient creation but is still rhetorically upheld as each new writing student’s 

ultimate goal. She, like the wondrous individual who has overcome her disability, is 

created entirely from other’s expectations and thus represents a distorted, regulated sense 

of reality—regarding how writing works and what a FYW program may accomplish. 

Thus, to identify with or seek this ideal is not productive. Yet, because the “good” writer 

is defined by this supposed ability to carry FYW knowledge to every new challenge, 

falling short of this simplified transfer standard immediately suggests the failure of the 

“bad” writer as the only other option.  

Scholarship on composition transfer is well-intentioned in its attempts to figure 

out the pathways for advancing students beyond a sense of blind stumbling among 

courses, and how FYW might foster these pathways, but appealing to the above schema 

is not the right means, as it sets the scene for inevitable deficiency. Navigation between 

different writing contexts is a challenging and often disruptive experience, yet much of 

the rhetoric surrounding transfer attempts to back away from this reality, implicitly 

diminishing the roles of pedagogy and theory and reducing discussion of transfer from 
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FYW to a matter of do’s and don’ts.  Instead, what are needed are theories that essentially 

explore the more complex, messier middle ground between ideal and failure, rejecting 

both extremes precisely because they deny students the potential for agency, just as the 

choices stemming from overcoming narratives do. There is no agency to be found in 

seeking the ideal of the prepared-for-all-contexts writer, for it is inherently impracticable 

and remains a purely normative construction. At the other extreme, failure becomes a 

state of chance, in which students move among contexts feeling themselves entirely at the 

whims of each new professor, assignment, situation, etc. They may learn each new set of 

rules as if starting from the beginning, or they may try their luck with applying previous 

knowledge, but the decision is rather arbitrary. There is no room in this simple binary for 

the student making informed, situated choices. Just as with discussions of disability, the 

most productive discussions of writing transfer will be those which are based on 

difference and variability as central factors, and an understanding of transfer as agency 

brings these issues to the forefront.  

For the student writer, this entails a shift away from the mindset that one is 

perpetually at the arbitrary whim of each new professor and each new assignment. Rather 

than move mechanically from one writing context to the next, the student writer with 

agency may approach each context with purpose. It is important to acknowledge here the 

argument that the student who moves through contexts as a matter of routine may still be 

acting, even if she merely submits to the whims of the professor, in the sense that her 

choices may be calculated so as to maximize her grade. Indeed, such purpose indicates 

action rather than motion. However, it is important to note that my argument is concerned 
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with writerly agency. In such an example, the individual may be said to exhibit the 

practical intention to receive high grades and in this way to have student agency; as a 

writer, though, she simply goes through the motions without any interest or investment of 

purpose. 

In teaching transfer as agency, the focus is on intention instead of success. The 

goal is not to make the student a “good” writer but rather a deliberate one, which speaks 

to the notion that agency is not equivalent to the act itself or the context in which it takes 

place. While her perceptions of student agency are different than those in my current 

argument, Rebecca Nowacek offers a useful justification for the term in Agents of 

Integration: Understanding Transfer as a Rhetorical Act. She explains that 

The word agency emphasizes a student’s ability to act and make change in 

the world; it also directs our attention to the social context in which agents 

operate and the standards by which they are judged. Sales agents, literary 

agents, secret agents: all act to accomplish their goals against some odds 

and perhaps against the expectations and interests of others. (39) 

Fostering student agency is not the same as fostering student success, as a much greater 

and more unpredictable network of factors serves to determine the latter. While the move 

away from success may seem like a counter-intuitive one, it is necessary. Success as it 

relates to transfer, like autonomy, is a misleading term which distracts from the 

pragmatic, theoretically sound work the field may offer. A greater theoretical focus on 

agency builds on the essential ideas of writing studies, as writing studies approaches 

advocate a focus on “odds. . . expectations and interests,” embracing them as central to 

instruction rather than casting them aside as ineffable or inconvenient (Nowacek 39). 

I support this move and push it further by claiming that agency is fundamental to 

the effectiveness of writing pedagogy, in that it is fundamental to transfer. If we are to 
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teach students how to learn to write, what this ultimately means is that we are not going 

to give them solutions. We are not imparting rules but rather the means with which to 

approach writing situations deliberately, knowing that success is still a matter of many 

factors. We are fostering writers with potential for conscious, purposeful engagement 

rather than automated compliance. More importantly, the focus on agency embraces the 

knowledge and expectations of the field itself, bringing together theory and practice more 

consistently, and resists the pressure to conform to more simplified, often uninformed, 

conceptions of the purpose of FYW instruction.  The most effective methods of fostering 

agency, then, i.e. those which maintain the strongest alignment of knowledge and 

expectations, will be ones which recognize the variability and situatedness of language 

and communication and which actively seek to work with these facets of the writing 

experience. Such methods will, in other words, be ones which seek to promote agency as 

distinct from autonomy and which recognize difference as a determining factor of 

agency, as well as of subsequent success. 

The conception of knowledge transfer as agency is not meant to make the task of 

FYW simpler, per se, but rather it aims to offer a productive response to the questions of 

how we may define the immediate value of FYW and thus what we may teach our 

students. The focus here on agency is meant in great part to show that it is necessary to 

move away from the current terminology of values, of success and achievement. Terms 

like “good” and “bad,” “strong” and “weak” are too broad, particularly in the sense that 

they inadvertently encompass so many factors and influences beyond the self. If a student 

is successful, this is not merely a product of the words on the page but of the multi-
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faceted teleology of the educational situation itself, and the same is of course true of the 

successful person with a disability. The goal to create good or strong writers is entirely 

too vast, as we can never possibly teach methods for success in all writing contexts, as we 

can never know what they all are or what they demand or how they will change over 

time. Thus we must find ways to acknowledge, consistently and completely within our 

rhetoric and scholarship, those elements which cannot realistically be controlled, and we 

must delineate them within our discussions of transfer. As such, in the next section I 

discuss two prevalent conceptual models for transfer, to highlight the distinct ways that 

they acknowledge this complex reality and position agency as part of the transfer process.  

 

Potential Value versus Immediate Value 

Literature with an explicit focus on transfer is still new and relatively incomplete, 

but the increase over the last several years has served to highlight the inconsistent 

perspectives which are presented in discussions of transfer, as differing opinions indicate 

various theoretical positions on the role of FYW in transfer processes. One might argue 

that such differences are to be expected, given the multitude of institutional designs and 

pedagogical approaches which impact writing instruction. Yet, while it is true that these 

are complicating factors, the previous discussion indicates a struggle extending beyond 

these intra-disciplinary considerations to the more public understanding of the field and 

its role in higher education. The ambivalences found in discussions of writing transfer 

affect this broader understanding, in that the role of FYW in facilitating transfer is tied to 

questions of pedagogy, purpose, and disciplinary status. Given our rather inchoate 
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understanding of writing transfer, it is crucial that we reflect on our own rhetoric and the 

ways in which we are positioning transfer within our scholarship.  

The central conflict I observe in discussions of transfer is located in assumptions 

about the ultimate purpose of FYW instruction, specifically between those who argue that 

its purpose is to prepare students for future coursework and others who argue it is meant 

to teach students about writing. Another way to conceptualize this distinction, to more 

clearly illustrate the parallels with disability narratives and the issues of agency found 

therein, is through the difference between assigning potential value to writing instruction 

and assigning immediate value to it. Those who conceive of first-year writing instruction 

as an inherently preparatory experience thus conceive of it as having potential value—i.e. 

value which is realized only through the future contexts of later coursework. The 

knowledge to be acquired in first-year writing courses, through this framework, achieves 

use value and purpose through future implementation, leaving first-year instruction as 

always necessarily prior to “real” or “actual” academic work. This reflects the disabled 

body situated within the overcoming narrative; it is valued and recognized as acceptable 

only when it has met certain cultural standards. In both cases, value is contingent on 

adherence to specific normative criteria. The value of FYW and subsequently the value of 

students within FYW are determined only later, so that the immediate experiences of the 

course and of its students are left in a sort of nowhere space, without agency, waiting to 

be defined.  

The preparatory model of first-year writing instruction is based on a 

straightforward notion of transfer, within which the (supposedly) more basic knowledge 
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and skills acquired during the first year are assumed to carry over to other courses and 

evolve as they are used for more and more complex tasks. The success of the model 

depends heavily on this projected growth as students move from course to course; if the 

purpose of first-year instruction is preparation, then its value is located within later 

coursework, determined by how well students are able to apply their knowledge and 

skills to new contexts. The problem with this model of transfer is not that it emphasizes 

the importance of future success; as with overcoming narratives, resistance is based not 

on the notion that success is bad but rather that the current definitions for it are misguided 

and exclusionary. The potential model is harmful because it bases the value of first-year 

writing exclusively on a possible, but not certain, future in which students are able to 

transform what they have acquired in first-year writing to fit differing contexts. This 

conception works to efface the value of the writing instruction in two fundamental ways. 

First, it positions writing instruction as a preliminary learning phase and thus implies the 

expectation of a linear move away from it. Again, it suggests writing instruction exists 

only prior to other coursework, and in this way is something to be completed and then set 

aside as unnecessary. To borrow from Smagorinsky’s critique discussed in the previous 

chapter, the preparatory model suggests that first-year instruction is a process of 

scaffolding, at the end of which the scaffold is removed and the student is prepared to 

stand and learn independently. Moreover, the rigid parallel of transfer and instructional 

value leaves first-year writing in an extremely vulnerable position. As established above, 

if the value of the instruction is only realized through later work, an absence of 
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measurable transfer necessarily signifies an absence of value for the instruction and for 

students. 

On the other hand, those who argue that there is specific content to be conveyed 

through writing instruction—content related not just to how to write within specific 

disciplines or conventions, but also about writing itself as a rich site of inquiry—as such 

conceive of it as having an immediate value, existing in and of itself. Through this 

framework, students acquire knowledge of literacy and language which exists not as 

entirely prior, conceptually, to later courses, but rather as existing alongside them, 

informing them recursively. While a conception of first-year instruction  as exclusively 

preparatory suggests a linearity which leads to an oversimplified view of transfer, 

understanding first-year instruction as a site for teaching and learning about writing 

allows for a more productive understanding. Conceiving first-year instruction as having 

immediate value allows for an understanding of transfer which is more complex, as it 

positions first-year writing as a point of continual return. Rather than a site from which 

students are meant to move away, first-year writing is instead a site for complex 

exploration, a site which students will revisit continually as they encounter new writing 

experiences. In this way, the immediate value model resists various norms from within 

higher education. As I discuss at length in the previous chapter, these educational norms 

include the expectations of ever-increasing independence on the part of the student, and 

of quantifiable outcomes related to instruction—expectations which, given the unique 

complexity of writing and writing instruction, cannot be applied wholesale to FYW. 

Whereas the potential value model seeks a simplified conception of transfer for the sake 
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of these norms, the immediate value model positions complexity as central to 

understanding transfer.  

From these differing models, then, scholars conceptualize FYW primarily as 

either a site to better prepare students for future academic and professional challenges or 

as a site to teach students theories of language use and composition. These viewpoints are 

not always explicitly acknowledged in the literature, but texts on writing transfer 

typically establish positions somewhere along the spectrum separating these two 

perspectives. I use the term spectrum specifically because these views are not necessarily 

employed mutually exclusively, though there are basic theoretical differences between 

them. The ambivalence to be sorted through is often a result of authors making appeals to 

both views and failing to reconcile these tensions or address the consequences of a 

muddled stance, despite the possible harm done to composition pedagogy and 

scholarship. Approaches based on potential value tend to deny FYW disciplinary status 

and in various ways undercut pedagogy, whereas those based on immediate value seek to 

more firmly establish this status, through more focused examination of the content of 

composition and the concepts which underlie writing as an activity. What is needed, then, 

is greater awareness of the ways that we support the potential value model, as well as the 

problematic assumptions embedded within it, in the language of our scholarship. To 

clarify the distinctions between these two models and their effects on the ways we frame 

transfer and FYW more generally, in the following paragraphs, I briefly explore 

examples which illustrate some of the more obvious ways we maintain the potential value 

model, leading into a discussion of other examples which, through their more explicit 
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engagement with the content of composition, offer a more productive base from which to 

conceptualize writing transfer.  

 

The Different Value Models in Action 

A significant means of support for the model of FYW based on potential value is 

a relative indifference regarding decisions about who teaches first-year writing courses 

and what sorts of content they use to do so. It is important to clarify that a critique of 

instructors or instructional content is not meant to suggest that either can be managed 

easily or even that such issues are fully within the control of those who administer FYW. 

Decisions about who may teach writing courses and how they may teach them are 

influenced by any number of complex factors and are often determined by distant 

stakeholders. However, discussions of writing transfer typically do not take the position 

that while it would be useful to evaluate instructional quality, institutional strictures make 

this impossible. Rather, as the subsequent examples show, discussions of writing transfer 

sometimes do not even consider instructor expertise or investment, or even instructional 

consistency across different courses, as factors which may impact students’ experiences.  

In “Seeing is Believing,” for instance, Jonikka Charlton writes about her attempts 

to encourage transfer by incorporating a “writing about writing” approach within her 

first-year writing program at University of Texas-Pan America, saying that most 

instructors in the program initially saw the approach as “legitimate, even mildly 

intriguing” (2). Yet, most were committed to a cultural studies approach and “worried, 

legitimately, about where students would be taught to interrogate cultural assumptions 
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and think critically about issues of gender, ethnicity, etc.” (2-3). Such concerns are 

legitimate, if we assume that a key objective of the college experience is to foster this sort 

of critical engagement in students. Yet, what goes unexamined here are the questions of 

whether this is entirely the responsibility of writing instructions and whether the 

instructors Charlton discusses consider a writing studies approach as mutually exclusive 

from such critical issues. Their resistance to the writing studies approach suggests that 

they consider it a primary objective of FYW to introduce students to cultural and critical 

theories, so much so that they worry about explicit instruction on writing infringing upon 

this objective. Such worries indicate that these individuals understand their purpose as 

writing instructors in ways that stand apart from teaching writing; however, the 

significance of this fact, as well as the fact that the majority of these faculty members are 

trained as literature specialists, rather than as composition specialists, is downplayed and 

eventually forgotten within the article.  

A similar lack of consideration can be found in Linda Bergmann and Janet 

Zepernick’s widely cited study of transfer issues, “Disciplinarity and Transfer: Students’ 

Perceptions of Learning to Write.” Bergmann and Zepernick seek to understand how 

students’ perceptions of FYW courses affect their transfer abilities, but their level of self-

reflection, on the ways the program itself may contribute to undesirable perceptions, is 

problematic. At one point they write that the lack of transfer from FYW to other courses  

seems to arise from students’ inability to recognize the possibility that 

English classes, like math and physics classes, might be capable of 

teaching problem-solving skills whose real-world applications are many 

and varied. Because they believe that the writing done in English classes is 

personal, expressive, and creative, our students neither recognized the 

transferable rhetorical problem-solving skills FYC offers nor thought they 
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benefited from the coaching in style, organization, and argument strategies 

offered in their FYC courses. (140) 

The authors note that this finding, that students consider English courses to be isolated 

and without disciplinary content, is important, but they reflect on it somewhat 

superficially. On the one hand, they assert near the close of their piece that instructors 

may benefit from focusing “less on teaching students how to write than on teaching 

students how to learn to write,” suggesting a thoughtful awareness of the need for greater 

discipline-related instruction (141-2). In the statement above, however, students are 

presented as the ones lacking ability and recognition, despite the fact that, by the authors’ 

own admission, there is very little instructional consistency within their program and 

almost no instructors with “significant professional interest in composition pedagogy” 

(130). The program is comprised of literature scholars with a wide range of expectations 

and little interest in the teaching of writing, yet, like Charlton, Bergmann and Zepernick 

show no attempt to connect these facts to the transfer problems at the heart of their 

exploration.   

A final example of this sort of ambivalence toward instructional consistency is 

Dan Frazier’s article “First Steps Beyond First Year,” in which Fraizer discusses the 

“identity crisis” experienced by FYW in light of accusations that it does not facilitate 

writing transfer and questions whether it is even feasible to incorporate instruction about 

writing into FYW (35). He observes students discuss their writing experiences and 

concludes that “the richest opportunities for ‘bridging’ and expanded conceptual 

thinking” occur when students talk about not only their own writing but also that of 

others, and that exposure to this sort of “analysis and reflection may help some students 
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to see the big picture” (53, 51). Surprisingly, Frazier goes on to argue that these 

experiences are not likely to occur in FYW “but might find a home in a ‘third space’ 

environment where writers can reflect across disciplinary boundaries and generalize 

about what they’re learning” (53). He suggests FYW students may not be ready to make 

the sorts of connections necessary for transfer processes and gives two additional reasons 

that FYW may not be the right place for such work, both of which offer a muddled 

understanding of what FYW should entail. First, he argues that “‘doing more’ at these 

sites may be perceived as ‘piling it on’ at some institutions, since most FYC and WAC 

instructors already feel overwhelmed by the ‘burden’ of teaching students ‘how to write’” 

(52). Yet, it is unclear how the latter “burden” is distinct from the analysis and reflection 

mentioned previously and thus how, if not through methods like these, instructors at his 

institution are actually teaching writing. He also argues that trying to make writing 

courses “‘about’ writing seems less feasible at less prestigious institutions, since 

departments may not be able to hire teachers with that level of expertise” (52). While he 

hints here at the many important labor-related issues which may affect these decisions, it 

remains true that these issues do not preclude more meaningful discussion about the 

impact of instructional inconsistencies on writing instruction and transfer.  

As Elizabeth Wardle and Doug Downs say in “Reflecting Back and Looking 

Forward,” it seems strange that members of the field would not push more emphatically 

for teaching by specialists within the discipline; it is even stranger to see its members 

make excuses as to why specialized knowledge is not all that important. There are other 

scholars (see Beaufort; Fulkerson; Carroll) who, like Wardle and Downs, have voiced 
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concerns about the often muddled makeup of composition’s content and faculty, but the 

continued ambivalence toward this issue within the field more generally illustrates that 

greater awareness of and resistance to this trend is necessary. The use of instructors 

without expertise or interest in composition and the use of pedagogy which does not 

directly engage the content of composition carry with them the suggestion of simplicity 

which is at the heart of the potential value model. They suggest that FYW is basic not 

only in terms of being easy, with no specialized knowledge conveyed to students or 

expected of instructors, but also in terms of being generalizable, with its lessons 

conveyed equally well through any number of cultural or critical topics.   

Through these assumptions, approaches which pay little or no mind to 

instructional consistency may avoid the deeper and messier complexities of writing 

instruction, instead shaping it into something which lacks substance, and which thus can 

be most easily—or, rather, most superficially—applied elsewhere. In this way, first-year 

courses may be tacitly understood as exclusively preparatory and denied immediate 

value. Paradoxically, through the assumption that FYW teaches for everything (i.e. serves 

as generalized preparation for all courses) comes the assumption that it teaches of nothing 

(i.e. offers no specialized knowledge). In their recent article on transfer titled “Notes 

Toward a Theory of Prior Knowledge,” Robertson, Taczak, and Yancey write that “the 

first-year writing classroom. . . despite the diverse forms it takes, from first-year seminars 

to WAC-based approaches to cultural studies and critical pedagogy approaches. . . is a 

writing classroom,” but this claim cannot necessarily be made so lightly. The ways by 

which we determine not only the content of these classrooms but also the instructors we 
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trust to guide them serve to signify the value we place on pedagogy and on the 

scholarship of composition, and so we must examine more precisely what we mean by 

“writing classroom” and how clearer definitions can positively impact the discipline.  

Another point of inconsistency which contributes to the potential value model is 

the use of the term discipline itself, and how, if at all, it is applied to composition. It is 

not uncommon for scholars writing about transfer to discuss the transfer of writing 

instruction to “disciplinary courses” or to “work in the disciplines,” and while the use of 

such language is not equivalent to an explicit statement that composition is not a 

discipline, there is an obvious suggestion, whether intentional or not, that it is something 

other than disciplinary. Again, we may be reminded of Burke’s discussion of 

identification, and that an implicit statement may have similar ideological ends to an 

explicit one, and thus must be considered with similar caution. To set composition work 

apart from disciplinary work, through one’s language, is to allow for the assumption that 

it does not constitute a discipline, and thus to further support the notion that its instruction 

is naturally preparatory and without complexity. It is, within such a conception, 

something like a non-disciplinary or pre-disciplinary experience, existing in a sort of 

limbo prior to the “real” disciplinary identity which comes later; this is akin to the way in 

which, through the conception of overcoming, the disabled individual is in a state of pre-

value, gaining value only through recognizable ability.  

 Various texts on transfer illustrate the uncertainty with which scholars approach 

the disciplinary status of composition. In “Connected, Disconnected, or Uncertain,” a 

recent article from Across the Disciplines on students’ perceptions of transfer, for 
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instance, Dana Lynn Driscoll continually maintains the rhetorical distinction between 

“writing faculty” and “disciplinary faculty,” as well as between “writing courses” and 

“disciplinary courses.” She makes the useful argument, at one point in her article, that 

“Students are more likely to be motivated and successful in their education tasks when 

they perceive that what they are doing has value.” However, she fails to notice how her 

own language, not just in the article but also in the surveys she gives to students, 

undercuts perceptions of value. She gives students a survey on their perceptions of their 

FYW courses at the beginning and end of the semester, and every question within it 

focuses on the use value of FYW to other courses. As opposed to guiding students to 

consider what they have learned through FYW, she reinforces the assumption that value 

is to be found only beyond it, via future work. Combined with her chosen labels, this 

suggests composition is a non-discipline. Yet, this example is not meant to suggest that 

such implications from Driscoll or anyone else are intentional or that it is necessarily easy 

to avoid slippage between terms. Even Wardle and Downs, vocal advocates of writing 

studies approaches, slip between “disciplinary” and “interdisciplinary” when describing 

composition in their article “Reflecting Back and Looking Forward.”  

Still, it is necessary to more thoroughly examine our use of terms and how they 

impact perceptions of FYW within and beyond the field. At one point in “Disciplinarity 

and Transfer,” for example, Bergmann and Zepernick illustrate a primary reason that this 

examination is crucial. They write that while students in their study “rejected what they 

saw as the unwarranted intrusions of English teachers,” they “welcomed writing 

instruction when they saw it as having disciplinary legitimacy” (141). This disciplinary 
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legitimacy may come in the form of members of different fields teaching about the genres 

and conventions of their specific disciplines, but it may also come in the form of 

composition specialists, who teach students not just what or how to write, but about 

writing. Bergmann and Zepernick’s observation suggests that students perceive the 

muddled disciplinary status of composition, and working toward greater consistency on 

this front may significantly impact students’ experiences with writing instruction. What 

this greater consistency might entail, in terms of specific terminology, is a question not 

within the scope of this argument—though, I will discuss it briefly in the context of 

chapter four—but it remains true that distinguishing the work of composition from “work 

in the disciplines” contributes to destructive beliefs about the value of writing instruction.  

As established earlier, however, not all scholarship on writing transfer supports 

the potential value model of first-year writing, as numerous scholars have begun to 

explore ways to more clearly assert its immediate value. Instead of conceptualizing FYW 

as exclusively preparatory, they examine ways that composition pedagogy, and status, 

can be advanced through greater engagement with those theories and practices which 

constitute its disciplinary knowledge. In scholarship which advocates greater emphasis on 

the discipline of writing and its specific theories and concepts—referred to generally here 

as Writing Studies but also encompassing Writing-About-Writing and more specialized 

approaches, such as genre-based pedagogy—a  common feature is the treatment of 

transfer as a potential, non-exclusive goal of FYW. This is not to say that those who are 

interested in these pedagogies are by any means not interested in learning transfer; 

transfer is a key objective within any learning environment. However, texts focused on 
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Writing Studies tend to approach transfer as possible rather than absolute, and as 

consequence, rather than catalyst. In what is arguably the most cited example in the 

“movement” toward greater emphasis on FYW as the study of writing, Doug Downs and 

Elizabeth Wardle present their proposal to move  

first-year composition from teaching ‘how to write in college’ to teaching 

about writing—from acting as if writing is a basic, universal skill to acting 

as if writing studies is a discipline with content knowledge to which 

students should be introduced, thereby changing their understandings 

about writing and thus changing the ways they write. (553) 

They make it clear within their article, “Teaching about Writing, Righting 

Misconceptions: (Re)Envisioning 'First-Year Composition' as 'Introduction to Writing 

Studies',” that transfer is a worthwhile goal for FYW but not to the extent that pedagogy 

becomes overrun with concerns about how to ensure students’ success in all other 

coursework, an impossible goal.  

In the terms of value models, in other words, they reject the limitations of 

potential value and hope to instead illustrate composition’s immediate value. They go on 

to explain that teaching students about writing “improv[es] the possibility that students 

will maintain a stance of inquiry toward writing as they write in other disciplinary 

systems,” summarizing their goals for a FYW course centered on writing studies (557). 

They acknowledge the goal of transfer as a consequence of the specific value—the 

“stance of inquiry”—they imagine being imparted by FYW, and present it as a possibility 

rather than a requisite for FYW success. Rather than resist the transfer goal, they merely 

avoid accepting it to an extent which they argue is detrimental. As with overcoming 

narratives, embracing the transfer goal too rigidly distorts and even denies the value of 

the immediate experience. As Barbara Bird writes in her discussion of “meaning-making 
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concepts,” all who teach writing “long to make a lasting difference in student’s lives,” but 

this long-term effect need not come through orienting FYW exclusively toward the needs 

of other, future contexts (9).  Teaching the content of writing may have lasting effects as 

well, “because it is conceptual and may alter [students’] internal beliefs about writing and 

themselves” (Bird 9).  

Content-driven FYW instruction can also take the form of pedagogy based on 

“genre awareness,” as shown, for instance, in “A Proposal for Teaching Genre 

Awareness,” by Amy Devitt. Devitt suggests the goal of writing courses be “to teach 

students how to analyze genres [and] to teach students a critical awareness of how genres 

operate,” rather than to teach them any particular genres (194). Like others engaged in 

writing studies pedagogy, she advocates a model which insists that FYW may impart 

content knowledge about writing and resists the assumption that FYW should, or even 

can, prepare students for specific genres they may encounter in later coursework. She 

advocates teaching “the process of learning new genres rather than specific linguistic 

features of specific genres” and resists the notion that critical understanding of genre is 

possible only through creating it, writing that “by the time one has learned to perform a 

genre, one is already inducted into its ideology” (197, 196). Rather than conceive of 

FYW as in service to the work of other disciplines, she presents genre-awareness 

pedagogy as a means of critique of and potential resistance to their ideological 

conventions, a way to learn about the social and rhetorical purposes of genre prior to the 

inculcation of specific forms. The goal of transfer is implied throughout Devitt’s piece, 

and indeed she carefully considers the role of early instruction in providing students with 
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“antecedent genres,” but this goal is presented as the consequence of a stronger focus on 

disciplinary theory. It is not something to be achieved by simply anticipating the writing 

contexts students are likely to encounter later in their academic or professional 

endeavors.  

These and other examples of writing studies approaches (see also Fishman and 

Reiff, “High Road”; Fishman and Reiff, “On the Road”; Jarratt, Mack, Sartor, and 

Watson; Bruch and Reynolds; Clark and Hernandez; Downs) advocate a perspective of 

transfer which is informed by disciplinary theory and which puts more productive focus 

on the status and pedagogy of FYW. An understanding of transfer as a result of more 

focused instruction in those concepts already central to composition scholarship entails 

the acknowledgement of these concepts as part of a specific discipline-based approach 

and, subsequently, greater attention to pedagogy. This is not, of course, to say that there 

is a single method, or even set of methods, appropriate for instruction based on theories 

within writing studies. Even Downs and Wardle resist their namesake trend, clarifying 

that “not even Downs and Wardle have a Downs and Wardle approach” (“Reflecting”). 

The attention to pedagogy shown in those writing studies texts above is not suggestive of 

a singular methodology but is still quite clearly resisting the “anything goes” attitude 

which, as shown previously, continues to inform instructional choices within the potential 

value model. As Downs and Wardle put it in their “Reflecting Back and Looking 

Forward,”  

Writing studies . . . is a field with content; faculty members in any and 

every English-studies-related field don’t know (can’t be expected to 

know) that content, and can’t be expected to step into a writing class and 

teach about writing without knowing that content. We stand by this claim 
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and continue to wonder what it says about our field that it doesn’t make 

this claim more loudly and more often. Writing students are better served 

by being exposed to the knowledge-making that writing studies has 

engaged in during the past 50 years: what field would say otherwise about 

its own knowledge?” 

Such a claim does not purport a single methodology but calls for greater consistency 

regarding compositionists’ approach to their own field, specifically to the assertion that 

the field has content and should be treated as such. Whereas assumptions of potential 

value are guided by the humanistic narrative which assumes FYW is a conduit for 

generalized writing instruction, an ideal arena in which writing skills are defined, writing 

studies approaches are guided by the complex narratives of the discipline itself and by 

theories which are grounded in specific disciplinary scholarship.  

Before moving forward, I want to clarify that my arguments here regarding the 

need to focus the content and faculty of FYW are not synonymous with the arguments 

that we should ban all content other than writing studies content or that only those with 

specialized degrees in composition should teach FYW. A fundamental assumption of this 

entire project is that writing signifies a situated experience, so I do not advocate focusing 

FYW so exclusively on writing content that it becomes divorced from specific contexts 

and situated application. Even Linda Adler-Kassner, who has spoken vehemently about 

the need to refocus composition courses around the content of writing, acknowledges the 

importance of asking students to engage specific writing contexts. Some may criticize her 

“no vampires” policy—short-hand for the notion that there should be no content but 

writing content in writing courses—as too extreme, arguing for the efficacy of situated 

examples or citing the successes of theme-based FYW programs, but her policy does not 

necessarily exclude these possibilities. After introducing her “no vampires” perspective, 
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she explains that, to her, the study of writing “means asking students to study writing by 

focusing on a specific context, then using that as a site to learn how to learn about 

writing” (132). In other words, her students do learn about the content of writing through 

the lens of a specific context, such as when she asks them to analyze writing they do in 

another class, through the lens of what she has taught them about writing. While she 

suggests that we stop teaching students about vampires, they could, hypothetically, be 

found in the specific context which they study—say, if they chose to analyze writing 

done in a class on horror fiction. In this way, a FYW course focused on the content of 

composition does not necessarily deny students the opportunity to situate their knowledge 

of writing. The goal is not to exclude all other subjects entirely, but rather to establish 

writing content as the central focus, so that everything else is filtered through the lens of 

what is being learned about writing. 

Moreover, in placing the potential and immediate value models in opposition, the 

goal is not to give an all-purpose stamp of approval to writing studies approaches. They 

are not without complications, and more research is needed for us to more fully 

understand or meaningfully implement them, but these approaches have the advantages 

not only of bringing together theory and practice but of offering a steadier position on the 

value and validity of composition as a discipline—something which is, surprisingly 

enough, lacking in much of the field’s literature. Together, the language from both 

models creates decidedly mixed definitions within the field itself—of its purpose, its 

accepted pedagogical theories and practices, and of its academic status. In various ways, 

this divide within the scholarship reflects the similar divide between “insiders” and 
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“outsiders” of the discipline, those who actually specialize in, work in, and/or teach in 

composition and those from other fields and public arenas who nevertheless levy 

judgments against it. These inconsistencies speak to a fundamental divide more 

significant than differences of approach or position, as they reflect basic attitudes about 

value which, just as they do for disability studies, represent deeper questions about 

purpose and identity. Composition is at once a field with content and a training ground 

for courses with “actual” content. We want to embrace the complexity of writing and 

share this with our students, while also minimizing complication and focusing on the road 

toward specific genres ahead.  

These differences reflect fundamental perspectives toward FYW and composition 

more generally and they highlight the need to more actively resist those rhetorical and 

pedagogical practices which undermine our understanding of just how language and 

communicative processes work. Simply adopting a writing studies approach to FYW 

writing, however, does not necessarily guarantee a consistent or meaningful outlook on 

transfer processes, as more theoretical work is needed to understand what may transfer 

from FYW to other courses. Adopting a model of immediate value for FYW requires us 

to carefully consider how we define this value, and what knowledge is transferable and 

still consistent with theories of language complexity. More specifically, it calls us to 

examine the distinctions between what may be considered transferable in any broad sense 

and what skills and knowledge are always situated and must be taught as such—we must 

confront, in other words, the question of precisely what remains for us to teach in FYW, 

once we refuse the simpler perspectives of transfer.  The ideals and universals are easy 



144 

enough to cast away conceptually, but when it comes time to navigate what is left—the 

endless, the variable—the task is much more difficult. As such, the following section 

offers a brief look at one specific way that we might work to more actively embrace the 

immediate value model and thus better foster students’ writerly agency. 

 

Threshold Concepts as a Potential Method 

 An additional benefit of conceptualizing transfer as agency is that this further 

emphasizes the need to rework the metaphors used to describe the experience. “Transfer” 

is itself a rather limiting term, as various scholars have already claimed (see Slomp; 

Hager and Hodkinson; Rounsaville). “Transfer” evokes a sort of simple carry-over and 

speaks to the rift of theory and practice, signifying an ultimate practical goal and a 

theoretical impossibility all at once. While it is not within the scope of the current project 

to determine exactly what new terminology will be most useful or how it might be 

established most effectively within the field, it is imperative that we distance ourselves as 

much as possible from this oversimplification and more explicitly acknowledge the 

variability and situatedness inherent to composition pedagogy. Bringing these factors to 

the forefront of writing pedagogy avoids compromising or minimizing their influence and 

in this way may lead to more meaningful, lasting instruction. As such, this section briefly 

considers the use of a focused writing studies approach, and more specifically pedagogy 

centered on threshold concepts, as possibly the most valuable means to achieve this. First, 

Anne Beaufort’s College Writing and Beyond: A New Framework for University Writing 

Instruction serves as an example to illustrate the current need to embrace difference-
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based instruction more explicitly. Beaufort’s text offers valuable support for embracing 

difference and teaching writing from a broader conceptual perspective, but it also 

illustrates a few ways that such support may be undercut or overlooked if not established 

via a consistent theoretical perspective.  

From the start of her work, Beaufort acknowledges that while there has been 

useful progress in discussions of transfer within composition, there is much left to do, and 

wisely grounds her discussion in a steadfast belief that context is the ultimate driving 

force of any writing experience. Much of her introduction emphasizes the need to 

contextualize writing and the pros and cons of trying to situate writing instruction within 

discipline-specific contexts.  She acknowledges, “If the writing instruction is context-

specific and students are not given the kinds of intellectual tools and frameworks for 

being able to become astute at learning to be flexible writers, they will not be able to 

adapt to a variety of writing situations” (15). While discussion of and interaction with 

specific contexts is important, Beaufort recognizes the tension between context-specific 

instruction and the supposed goals of FYW and maintains that transfer must be 

emphasized as the ultimate goal. Her argument centers on what she calls “common 

knowledge domains within which writers must develop context-specific knowledge,” and 

she asserts that “If we can articulate these knowledge domains and apply them to shaping 

curriculum, we can then contextualize writing instruction more fully and have a basis for 

teaching for transfer” (17). Beaufort is correct that we should foster various types of 

knowledge to understand or promote writerly development, and that other scholars have 

typically focused exclusively on one or two of these types, which is not all that useful. 
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She consistently emphasizes the influence of context and the need to identify, and 

perhaps teach through, responsive foundational concepts.  

Still, her rhetorical choices at times suggest a level of fixity which seems counter-

productive to her earlier claims about the importance of flexibility and adaptation. Her 

use of “domain” and of a Venn diagram to represent the various domains, for instance, 

suggests a delineated space with specific boundaries. She risks reducing “expertise” to a 

mere process of elimination, signifying it as whatever fits within all the circles at once. 

Moreover, she justifies her domain theory by asserting that  

What is needed is a more inclusive model that can account for the multiple 

knowledge domains activated in expert writing performances. As an 

engineer must understand certain laws of physics, chemical properties of 

materials, etc. to create the desired product, so too, the writer must engage 

a considerable body of writing knowledge in acts of composing. (18) 

Beaufort chooses strange examples for her analogies; it is rather ironic that she would 

choose ones associated with such extreme stability and permanence here. Overall, 

grounding a discussion of transfer in this domain-based perspective runs the risk of 

sidestepping all the complexity and fluidity of the writing experience, of which Beaufort 

generally seems so keenly aware. To be fair, however, she does address the criticism 

briefly, arguing that “to conceptualize writing knowledge in distinct yet overlapping 

categories does not inherently imply either that those categories are fixed or discreet, or 

that learning is a rote affair, a matter of simply ‘banking’ such knowledge” (21). This is 

true, as one may agree that these implications are not inherent in the mere act of 

categorizing, but it is not just the categories themselves but also her ways of representing 

them that is problematic.  
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More importantly for the current argument, however, it may not be enough to 

simply “not inherently imply” various ideas. Beaufort is right that the suggestion is not 

inevitable and for many, particularly those within her own discourse community, these 

implications can be easily dismissed as unintended. Yet, given the tensions involved in 

discussions of transfer, not only within the field but also between members of the field 

and other stakeholders of writing instruction, both of which she addresses, a more active 

resistance to these misconceptions is necessary. As many of the previous examples in this 

chapter show, reductive beliefs about transfer are neither unpopular nor easily 

disregarded, so thus it is favorable to actively resist these beliefs, rather than just not 

imply them. This is not to say that constructing a different schema to represent the sorts 

of knowledge Beaufort describes would be easy, but perhaps it should not be. One might 

argue that the relative ease with which a domain metaphor can be used to hem in the 

abstract concepts Beaufort explores is precisely what attracts those stakeholders seeking 

simple solutions to the transfer problem.  

Beaufort’s intentions for fostering transfer are well-founded despite these 

potential issues. She goes on to say that “Gaining writing expertise only takes place, I 

believe, in the context of situational problem-solving, or, as others have demonstrated, 

through legitimate participants in apprenticeship situations” and that “a theory of writing 

expertise provides the schema that can guide a developmental process that empowers the 

individual writer, rather than place any limitations on writers” (22). This notion of 

empowerment is quite valuable and consistent with the agency being advocated here. It is 

this sort of empowerment, rather than any specific knowledge or skill, which impels a 
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writer to travel purposefully among contexts. It is what remains in the in-between spaces, 

as a writer navigates new experience. Beaufort implicitly acknowledges the need for such 

empowerment in the final section of her text, as she submits  

that we are looking to teach not similarities in the ways writing is done in 

different contexts, but rather, to teach those broad concepts (discourse 

community, genre, rhetorical tools, etc.) which will give writers the tools 

to analyze similarities and differences among writing situations they 

encounter. (149) 

She hints at a shift from answers to questions here, from teaching students to write to 

teaching them how to learn to write, but the shift remains relatively unexplored. Overall, 

Beaufort’s text acknowledges contextuality and difference in a number of ways, but what 

is still needed is a conceptual framework which actively seeks out differences—a 

pedagogy which centers on and directly engages it, as a means to promote student 

agency. A schema such as hers which merely allows for difference may also allow for 

less productive contributions; again, to promote more meaningful pedagogy, we must 

actively refuse such allowances. Pedagogy focused on threshold concepts is a valuable 

means to achieve this goal.  

In “The Value of Troublesome Knowledge: Transfer and Threshold Concepts in 

Writing and History,” Linda Adler-Kassner, John Majewski, and Damian Koshnick argue 

that threshold concepts are a “productive frame” through which to explore composition 

and issues of transfer. They draw on the original definition of threshold concepts offered 

by Jan H.F. Meyer and Ray Land, who explain that they  

can be considered as akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously 

inaccessible way of thinking about something. It represents a transformed 

way of understanding, or interpreting, or viewing something without 

which the learner cannot progress. As a consequence of comprehending a 

threshold concept there may thus be a transformed internal view of subject 
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matter, subject landscape, or even world view. This transformation may be 

sudden or it may be protracted over a considerable period, with the 

transition to understanding proving troublesome. Such a transformed view 

or landscape may represent how people ‘think’ in a particular discipline, 

or how they perceive, apprehend, or experience particular phenomena 

within that discipline. (3) 

Adler-Kassner et al. clarify their understanding of these concepts as being essentially 

“troublesome,” in that they challenge the learner and are difficult, as well as “liminal,” in 

that they serve as portals and represent transition from one perspective to another. 

Turning to composition more specifically, they argue that while as a field composition 

has yet to thoroughly explore threshold concepts as important, “it is possible to identify a 

number of elements that could be considered ‘threshold’ for student learning from recent 

composition research, especially work in genre studies and writing about writing.” As a 

way to more fully understand threshold concepts, they studied two general education 

courses, one an introductory writing course and the other a history survey, to examine 

what concepts the two courses might share and how they are understood and 

implemented by teachers and students in each. Adler-Kassner and Elizabeth Wardle 

worked together to create a larger subsequent work on threshold concepts titled Naming 

What We Know: Threshold Concepts of Writing Studies and which offers a list of more 

than thirty concepts specific to composition. In the second part of the book they also 

include a number of chapters on ways to incorporate threshold concepts into pedagogy 

across the curriculum, all in the form of imagined or potential scenarios, given the 

approach’s budding status.  

 The example of genre introduced in the earlier article and discussed further in 

Adler-Kassner and Wardle’s larger work is a useful one to illustrate the importance of 
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threshold concepts to discussions of transfer. On one hand, the genre example illustrates 

the presence of structure, emphasizing the reality of context and of subsequent concerns 

such as audience and purpose. It shows, as Bill Hart-Davidson puts it in his contribution 

to Naming What We Know, that “Genres are constructions of groups, over time, usually 

with the implicit or explicit sanction of organizational or institutional power” (40). It also 

offers potential for agency, though, because awareness of genre facilitates action rather 

than motion. An awareness of genre allows the student to become an active participant in 

the writing experience, as it precipitates a set of questions and concerns to be addressed. 

Through an understanding of genre as concept—how it works, how it is determined and 

shaped, its effects, etc.—the student’s stance may shift from one of passivity and 

complicity to one of deliberate involvement. As has already been established, my 

argument here is not that this understanding of genre, or other threshold concepts, will 

necessarily lead to success in subsequent writing situations, as there are too many 

variables affecting evaluation. An understanding of genre as a threshold concept, to 

continue this example, entails less about knowing certain information and more about 

knowing that one needs to know certain information.  

 This awareness of what one needs to know is precisely what a student should 

actively and immediately draw on in each new writing context, what should become 

automatic. David Perkins and Gavriel Salomon define high- and low-road forms of 

transfer, writing that high-road transfer entails “mindful, deliberate processes that 

decontextualize the cognitive elements which are candidates for transfer,” whereas low-

road relies on “automatic, stimulus-controlled, and extensively practiced” processes 
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(124). Christine Donahue refers to these terms in her discussion of transfer, writing that 

“While it is difficult not to feel that ‘high road’ is more valuable than ‘low road,’ this is 

not the case; each has a role in what we hope students will achieve” (149). She goes on to 

quote Perkins and Salomon, who clarify that the low road generates “socialization, 

acculturation, and experience-based cognitive development, resulting in the acquisition of 

habitual behavior patterns, response tendencies, personality traits, cognitive strategies and 

styles,  expectations” (Perkins and Salomon 122). As Donahue points out that while there 

are reasons we tend to bristle at any suggestion of automation when it comes to writing, 

our commitment to achieving transfer justifies a closer look into “what particular aspects 

of writing we would actually like writers to have acquired as ‘automated’” (150). Her 

argument suggests that the aversion to low-road transfer may be due in part to its 

assumed association with a-contextual and highly generalized knowledge, but that it is 

possible for these objectives to be considered separately. Donahue does not explore any 

of the “particular aspects” in her article, but the habitual response which marks low-road 

transfer may take the form of a stance of active inquiry. In this way, low-road transfer 

may not be just the automation of basic or generic skills, but rather the instilling of a 

mindset, a readiness preceding the deliberate examination called for by the specific 

writing scenario. Threshold concepts work to cultivate this mindset.  

Concepts in composition pedagogy which may be appropriately titled “threshold” 

are those which do not simply alert students to matters of structure but which convey the 

fluidity of these matters. Fully engaging with a concept like genre teaches one not only 

that writing is defined by genre but also that genre itself is fluid. As Bazerman argues in 



152 

“Systems of Genres,” “no matter how rigorous the typifications that guide the enactment 

[of] any single moment may be, the dynamics of the moment grant new meaning and life 

to the typifications, and we must look to the dynamics of the moment to understand what 

is happening” (75).  Rather than attempt to tame or overcome variability, threshold 

concepts should be those which embrace it is an essential trait—and not simply as a trait 

to be acknowledged in the service of eventual categorization. It is one thing, for instance, 

to teach students about difference by discussing different genres and how to fit one’s 

writing into them, as if each were a static set of expectations. It is another to teach genre 

as a fluid set of markings and explore what this means for the writing experience.  

In the introduction to Naming What We Know, Kathleen Blake Yancey asserts 

that threshold concepts allow us to “toggle” between individual and institutional beliefs, 

acting as both a “portal for planning” and “a set of propositions that can be put into 

dialogue” (xix). This openness to constant exchanges and in-between spaces is akin to the 

enrichment of the social model of disability through lived experiences, as composition 

makes its way toward a steadier balance of what is known and what cannot be. What is 

missing from the social model of disability is precisely what a threshold pedagogy offers: 

a recognition of social structures which does not compromise or lessen the significance of 

difference. Threshold concepts acknowledge the impact of structural reality, as they 

shape and develop the way students understand writing as a dialogic experience. As the 

genre example makes clear, for instance, threshold concepts in composition shape 

students’ awareness of how context and expectations influence every utterance and how 

one enters an ongoing exchange with each piece of writing. As pedagogical tools, they 
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embrace the notions of construction and dependence discussed at length thus far and 

which are fundamental to language and communication. They are, by definition, 

dependent on difference as well as structural expectations.  

The use of threshold concepts may seem like a troubling one for work in 

composition, as some may worry that focusing too intently on matters of the unknown 

compromises what we may productively teach. Yet, another benefit of a pedagogy 

incorporating threshold concepts is that it offers us points of focus. While they emphasize 

difference, they also illustrate the disciplinarity of composition and that there is 

something to be accomplished by first-year writing instruction, promoting “flexible 

alignment rather than standardization” (Scott and Wardle 123). Because they 

acknowledge both structural limitations and differences, they function as potential tools 

for negotiating difference, and this is how they ultimately foster agency. As already 

discussed, what is lacking in the binary of the simplified transfer narrative is room for 

genuine intention on the part of the student, as it offers only the imaginary ideal and the 

subsequent failures. Without agency, the student may simply move from one writing 

experience to the next, assuming that the rules are being continually reset. Threshold 

concepts cannot stop rules or expectations from changing, but they can help students to 

approach situations deliberately and with methods of awareness. Through threshold 

concepts, the student with agency will not passively wait for a short-term deposit of new 

knowledge and skills with each new writing scenario; rather, she will approach with an 

awareness that there is knowledge to be gathered, questions to be asked, and expectations 

to be discerned. The more threshold concepts which she recognizes, and the more deeply 
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she understands them, the more intentionally she may advance on each new experience. 

In this way, she illustrates the previous point that a lack of autonomy does not equate to a 

total lack of influence. They do not eliminate the many struggles of new writing 

challenges, but they allow students to progress beyond a sense of arbitrary servitude.  

The example of Tim, the extended case study from Beaufort’s College Writing 

and Beyond, helps to illustrate the difference made by agency for student writers. 

Beaufort follows Tim from his introductory writing courses to his major courses in 

history and engineering, and eventually to his work at a manufacturing firm, and despite 

the high grades that Tim received on most of the writing he produced for his college 

courses, there was a general pattern which persisted throughout his college writing 

experiences. Noting his generally high grades in his history classes, Beaufort notes, 

however, that “Tim was not a mature rhetor at the end of his undergraduate education if 

one is considering as the target contributing to the discourse among historians. Tim’s 

primary purpose throughout college was to write for a grade” (96). Full rhetorical 

maturity may be too much to expect from students, but Beaufort is right to be troubled by 

Tim’s lack of investment in his work and the fact that by his senior year “he still did not 

have the ability to choose topics and shape arguments that would be considered part of 

the ‘ongoing conversations’ of the discourse community” (76). Tim did well in his 

courses, but he made little progress as a writer from his freshman to senior year most 

likely because he did not see his writing experiences as consequential or realize the 

power of his place within them. He maintained “outsider status” throughout his 

coursework (Beaufort 74).  
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Yet, a look at the sort of work he did in his introductory writing courses makes 

this seem rather unsurprising. Beaufort is careful not to unfairly criticize Carla, Tim’s 

professor for both semesters of introductory writing, but her observations make it clear 

that there was almost no pedagogy aimed at fostering student agency, or even more 

generally aimed at facilitating transfer. Beaufort notes that Carla continually espoused the 

importance of audience considerations, and she observes Tim referring back to this lesson 

at multiple points in his career. Yet, the lesson remained fairly vague and was rarely put 

into practice within the actual work of Carla gave to students. Beaufort describes class 

discussions in which students’ were asked to offer rhetorical analysis of others’ works, 

saying “in these discussions, the analysis of the writer’s argument is done in a vacuum. 

The students must judge the work without the benefit of knowing the values, the goals, 

the ongoing conversations of the discourse community in which the writer was 

addressing his argument” (46).  Beaufort summarizes the problem of this approach, 

arguing that while students faced multiple discourse communities in their work with 

Carla, the communities 

were un-named and their influence on writers was not probed. And 

because there was no meta-discussion in his writing class of discourse 

communities or the ways in which standards for writing change in 

different discourse communities, Tim. . . . assumed Carla’s principles for 

what constitutes appropriate ways of writing to be universal norms for 

good writing. . . . [and] the boundaries and differences between discourse 

communities were only hazily recognized through trial and error. (42).  

This sort of trial and error in which one blindly stumbles about until landing, hopefully, 

on the right sort of answer is what pedagogy focused on agency would attempt to 

minimize. By not employing threshold concepts, Tim’s professor de-emphasized the roles 

of situatedness and difference in a way that distorted his understanding of writing and 
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negatively impacted his later writing experiences. Beaufort’s discussion suggests that 

Tim was at an advantage in the sense that he had the previous educational experience and 

the intuition which allowed him to do well in his courses; he succeeded as a student, not 

as a writer. 

 It is not fair to blame this sort of success on Tim, of course, as the example of 

Carla illustrates ways in which writing pedagogy may encourage it. As I will discuss 

further in the next chapter, the fostering of agency is dependent not only on the ways in 

which we discuss writing, as seen with Carla’s students, but also the ways we situate the 

actual work of our courses. Observing the different stance taken by Tim during his 

employment at a manufacturing firm, for instance, Beaufort notes that “though Tim’s 

professors gave him the genres of the discourse community in course assignments, they 

could not replicate the social dynamics of the discourse community of ‘real-world’ 

engineering” and notices that in these real-world situations, Tim “only wants his name on 

a document if he knows his ideas are sound” (118). At his place of employment, he is no 

longer simply going through the motions and is genuinely invested in each new 

assignment.  

 

Conclusion 

 The goal of writing instruction should be precisely this sense of investment, and 

thus discussions of transfer should focus on ways to foster this within students. Rather 

than a simple carrying of specific skills or information, transfer is an experience of 

navigating within a complicated, incomplete sense of control. To define transfer through 
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agency is to acknowledge that a writer may be both empowered and constrained, bound 

to structure and expectation but still with the potential to discern them and to examine 

them within one’s own terms. My argument in this chapter further advances one of the 

basic goals of the second, which is to push away from the terminology which causes 

confusion or inconsistency, or stifles progress, within the field of composition. “Transfer” 

may not be wholly discarded here in the way that in chapter one I suggest “autonomy” 

should be, but outdated or inconsistent definitions of transfer must be abandoned.  A goal 

of both chapters is to more actively resist the binary of “good writer” versus “bad writer” 

by close examination of terms which retain power despite being highly problematic. The 

rhetoric of composition scholarship is ambivalent toward transfer, just as it is toward 

autonomy, and the lack of clarity in our definitions of and purposes for FYW has made 

transfer a goal that is both impossible and enticing at once.  

 The discussion of overcoming narratives here has hopefully shown what may 

occur when transfer is defined through unproductive or unrealistic terms. When we 

conceive of transfer as the learning of universals or as the seamless movement from one 

writing context to the next, we create an impossible ideal which leaves few, if any, 

options other than failure. Just as the overcomer is said to conquer her disability, the ideal 

transferring student ostensibly conquers context, learning all the rules for success. On the 

opposite side of this binary, beyond these ideals, we construct a perpetual fault. To not 

overcome one’s disability or to not figure out the universals for transfer is to be weak or 

deficient, yet the ideal itself leaves no means to resist this identification. In both cases, 

then, it becomes necessary to push back against the narrative and assert agency as 
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precisely what is missing. There is nothing wrong with achievement or success, but as 

examples from disability and composition show, participants must have a say in how 

these terms are defined and realized.  

 The use of threshold concepts within one’s pedagogy is not necessarily the only 

way to foster student agency, and given that only recently have they begun to garner 

focused attention in composition studies, a great deal more discussion and research is 

needed to fully understand how to accomplish the task. Still, they are most promising in 

the sense that they serve to negotiate a tension which is at the crux of transfer difficulty—

the tension between that which is unknowable and that which must be made known. If we 

are to find productive, theoretically sound methods for encouraging writing transfer, we 

must acknowledge the realities of context and of language, yet we must also discern a 

foundation from which to teach. Tools such as these speak to both of these needs, 

focusing not merely on specific differences—among genres, among audiences, etc.—but 

on the reality of difference itself as a defining influence. In doing so, they help to lift the 

veil from success and expose it as more than simply a matter of chance or trial and error, 

and thus that there are ways to engage and write with intention.  Adler-Kassner and 

Wardle urge us to see the use of threshold concepts as “a pressing prerequisite to being 

able to work more effectively with our various stakeholders,” and so we must actively 

incorporate these tools—and perhaps others like them—into our theories and pedagogies 

of transfer (84). 

 In the following chapter I will continue with the discussion of autonomy and 

transfer, as well as how they relate to composition’s various stakeholders, by looking 
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beyond FYW, to sites of writing instruction across the curriculum. I will explore how to 

employ principles of universal design in our work with other departments and disciplines, 

as a way to maintain this greater unity of theory and practice and foster more meaningful 

pedagogy on a broader institutional scale.   
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CHAPTER 4 

WORKING ACROSS THE CURRICULUM: SUPPORTING IDENTITY AND 

PEDAGOGY THROUGH PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE UNIVERSAL DESIGN 

 Building on the ideas from the previous chapters, I now look out beyond the first 

year writing course and consider how to locate writing more broadly within the 

curriculum, so as to allow it to be taught and studied most effectively. A FYW pedagogy 

based around threshold concepts is meant to help students not only understand the deeper 

principles of composition but also integrate this understanding into their future 

experiences with writing. As has already been established, we cannot claim control over 

or anticipate these later experiences in all of their complexity, and the contextuality of 

success leaves no room for any fixed or universal standard; in this way, the lessons of our 

FYW courses are always necessarily contingent and incomplete.  Still, as discussion 

within the second chapter has hopefully shown, these realities of writing do not prevent 

us from crafting effective pedagogy. Indeed, acknowledging these difficult truths about 

composition has great potential to actually improve our teaching of, and study of, writing, 

as doing so forces us to align our practices more closely with what we already know 

about language and written communication. It is with this same goal in mind that we 

should look outward to the curriculum which exists beyond FYW and explore the means 

to reinforce and extend pedagogical and disciplinary goals.  

 As we look past FYW, we need to consider where and in what ways we locate 

composition; we should strive for well-informed, consistent beliefs regarding how best to 

position compositionists more broadly within the curriculum, what sorts of authority they 
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should have in these positions, and how we might interact with other disciplines so as to 

more effectively continue our support of students. As a way to address these questions, in 

this chapter I will consider current ideas on Writing Across the Curriculum and Writing 

in the Disciplines (WAC/WID) programs and examine these programs through the lens of 

disability models of individual accommodation and universal design. The basic definition 

used for WAC/WID programs here is the definition offered in the “Statement of WAC 

Principles and Practices” by The WAC Clearinghouse, specifying any curricula based 

around the ideas that “writing should be an integral part of the learning process 

throughout a student’s education, not merely in required writing courses but across the 

entire curriculum” and that “writing is highly situated and tied to a field’s discourse and 

ways of knowing” (1). As I will show later in this chapter, such a broad definition is 

useful because WAC/WID programs take a variety of different forms, ranging from 

isolated workshops on writing pedagogy to fully-formed departmental entities, so to 

impose a more narrow definition would be problematic. Overall, the basic purpose of 

WAC/WID programs is to integrate writing more fully into college curricula, and in this 

way they acknowledge that the complexities of composition should not—and really 

cannot—be contained entirely within FYW coursework. This position has been adopted 

by a growing number of universities across the country, a beneficial trend in many ways. 

According to Chris Thaiss and Tara Porter’s 2010 account of WAC/WID programs in the 

U.S., approximately 51% of U.S. institutions of higher education report having a 

WAC/WID program of some kind; moreover, 27% of those that report having no 

programs state that they have plans to start one.   
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Considering the steady growth of WAC/WID up to this point, it is safe to assume 

that these numbers are even higher now, so it is becoming increasingly important to 

evaluate the ways we implement and represent these programs. The models of individual 

accommodation and universal design offer great potential to illuminate the limitations 

and complications of integrating writing into the larger curriculum, engaging as they do 

with questions of location and authority—questions important both to disability and to 

composition. Each comes with its own set of problematic concerns, however, and it is 

actually within discussion of these concerns that the ideas of greatest value for 

composition can often be found. Systems based on individual accommodation, for 

instance, can be exclusionary and often place responsibility for change or inclusion 

unfairly on individuals, thus avoiding more meaningful systemic change. Jay Dolmage 

calls the use of accommodations a retrofit, saying it “does not necessarily fix a faulty 

product, but it acts as a sort of correction” (20). As such, an institution working within an 

accommodations model may maintain its traditional sense of “normal,” and “Disability as 

an identity category can come in the side or the back entrance if it is to be included at all” 

(Dolmage 21). Universal design, on the other hand, is very often seen as a solution to 

these kinds of concerns, as the principles of universal design are more inclusive and more 

apt to disrupt expectations. There are doubts, however, about whether truly universal 

design is possible, as no single environment can perfectly anticipate all differences, and 

varieties of difference often conflict with one another. There are also potential problems 

associated with the notion of an ideal user as well as the dynamics of authority within the 

design process itself.  
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Incredibly important to both individual accommodation and universal design are 

questions of how and by whom identities are defined as well as what relationships are 

created and shaped from these different identities. My investigation into these models 

attempts to discern where authority is located within each and how this location impacts 

the identification of various parties, identifying where these concepts intersect with 

WAC/WID.  I theorize WAC/WID here as a sort of universal design of composition, a 

way to take the concepts and principles of composition pedagogy and apply them 

throughout an entire curriculum in ways that are meant to shape and inform the 

curriculum as a whole. As with universal design more generally, such an endeavor seems 

largely beneficial. Disability theory shows us however that despite the great promise of a 

universal design perspective, there are important potential problems to explore. In short, 

there are mindful and meaningful ways to employ universal design, and there are 

simplistic and even detrimental ways. As such, in this chapter I will examine the ideas on 

how to most meaningfully embrace universal design, focusing specifically on matters of 

added value and production versus investigation of identity, to illustrate the value of 

strengthening the theoretical foundations of WAC/WID. It is important to note that the 

subsequent discussion of WAC/WID makes no significant distinction between WAC and 

WID. This is not to suggest that the two are equivalent. However, I avoid the distinction 

here because the two terms are very muddled in the existing literature. Definitions for the 

two terms often overlap, in varying ways depending on the source, and much of the 

literature discusses them together anyway.  
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Location and the Restriction of Composition Identity 

I continue the objective of the previous two chapters here by examining 

ambivalence within another location—within discussions of writing as it exists on a 

wider scale within the university. At its core, this ambivalence stems from the fact that 

while scholars and teachers of composition care sincerely about writing and want  to 

embed it more deeply within the curriculum, the ways by which we attempt to do so do 

not always effectively support our pedagogical goals or our value as a discipline. I use the 

term “location,” throughout this chapter, deliberately to signify relative position(s) within 

the curriculum. In Locations of Composition, Christopher Keller and Christian Weisser 

offer a helpful distinction between places and locations, suggesting that studying the 

location of composition entails an awareness of various places “both physical and 

imagined, though all real” and that “to emphasize locations is to  focus on the positions, 

activities, changes, and motions of and within composition. Locations tell us about 

relationships, but they also imply adjustment and modification.” (4, 5). My argument here 

is built on the similar assumption that a productive understanding of the placement of 

composition—where it is taught, by whom, etc.—is dependent in large part on an 

examination of the relationships which surround it. As with discussions of universal 

design, composition certainly can be and has already been explored from more 

physically-oriented perspectives such as spatial theory or usability, but in both cases such 

perspectives remain linked to questions of location within various networks of 

institutional power. Matters of location speak to deeply ingrained assumptions about 

where certain types of people and certain types of ideas belong, and looking to the 
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ambivalences within our scholarship and our pedagogy can help us to see that we are 

inconsistent in our attempts to disrupt these assumptions.  

A longstanding objective of composition is to confront traditional notions of 

learning in ways that reflect the discipline’s unique challenges. The growth of 

WAC/WID programs is a representation of this objective, and we must conceptualize and 

carry out these programs in ways consistent with this larger purpose—in ways which 

continue to question assumptions rather than merely perpetuate them. As a counterpart to 

the discussion of WAC/WID as a mode of universal design, FYW must also be 

considered for the ways that it may represent an accommodation to the traditional 

postsecondary curriculum. This perspective helps to highlight the potential drawbacks of 

isolated FYW coursework and provides a theoretical base for understanding WAC/WID 

as an attempt at universal design, as well as for exploring the ways that concepts from 

disability studies may be used to fortify these attempts so as to strengthen pedagogy and 

disciplinary status. As I established in chapter three, an effective FYW program is one 

that focuses on the disciplinary knowledge of composition, and in some sense this 

conception is even more important than any changes that could be made to WAC/WID 

programs. FYW typically precedes WAC/WID not just chronologically within the 

curriculum but also epistemologically, in that the pedagogy of FYW often strongly 

influences—or at least strives to influence—engagement with writing in later 

coursework. In short, FYW is the central, definitive location of the field of composition 

in multiple ways. Most basically, it is at the center of the field’s scholarship, as a majority 

of the work done on composition focuses on FYW’s pedagogy and administrative 



166 

concerns. The field also began in FYW spaces, and in these ways it makes obvious sense 

to include it in a discussion of location. Moreover, it is the primary location in the sense 

that it is where the vast majority of college writing instruction occurs and where scholars 

of writing—most often found within or at least tied in some way to these programs—

typically have most substantial interaction with students. Freshman composition has been 

the most populous course taken by students in colleges across the country for several 

decades, and there is currently no sign of an end to this trend (Adelman). Most 

importantly for the current discussion, though, FYW programs tend to motivate, 

influence, and inform broader initiatives like WAC/WID.  

 This status as a pedagogical and disciplinary center becomes complicated, 

however, when considered alongside the broader institutional location of FYW. It is in 

various ways the center of our field, yet it is often at the margins of the larger curriculum. 

Setting aside the programs like WAC/WID which potentially move composition beyond 

first-year spaces, a FYW program which stands on its own is positioned in isolation at the 

very front of a student’s coursework. On one hand, one may argue that this location 

signifies the crucial importance of FYW. This sort of argument generally contends that its 

location at the start of the curriculum signifies its foundational significance and the 

breadth of its value. On the other hand, there is also the argument that this front-loading 

of composition merely represents the beliefs that writing is a basic and easily contained 

skill, and one that it is useful to master early so as to apply to later, more difficult 

coursework. As I have shown in the previous two chapters, this latter point of view is 

more commonly adopted by those working outside the discipline but often still finds its 
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way into our own rhetoric. Regardless of which position one adopts, what is common to 

both is the assumption that the purpose of FYW is relative, as which perspective one 

assumes is essentially determined by whether one sees FYW as a beginning or as an 

ending, the initiation of a larger process or the conclusion of basic training. In “The 

Occupation of Composition,” Sidney Dobrin defines places, which he distinguishes from 

spaces and defines similarly to location as it is used here, as sites of “ideological 

struggle,” in that they are not random and do signify power or lack thereof (18). He 

writes that place is “given temporal meaning through social practice and hegemony by 

the ideological position that has gained an upper hand in the struggle for meaning” (18-

9). Through this lens, the location of writing—where we do and do not integrate it into 

the curriculum—defines and is defined by our beliefs, and the beliefs of those outside the 

field, about its purpose.   

The presence or absence of writing instruction beyond the first year plays a 

crucial role in defining this location, and thus a crucial role in shaping the meaning which 

we ascribe to FYW. This presence or absence carries power to signify FYW as either 

beginning or ending—and to regulate the objectives of the various people who learn, 

teach, and study it. Members of the field itself presumably take the former position, 

seeing FYW as a step in a much larger process and seeing writing as a necessary, central 

element to education. In these ways, it makes sense for a more conceptually expansive 

course on writing to be positioned at the start of the college curriculum, particularly in the 

context of the FYW model discussed in chapter three. By giving students a foundational 

understanding of threshold concepts early on, a FYW course has the potential to function 
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as more than just a prep course on the perceived “basics” of writing; rather, it can serve 

as a point at which students’ views of language and literacy are complicated and 

deepened in productive ways. Yet, what happens when writing instruction simply stops 

here, as is the case with isolated FYW programs?  

When FYW courses represent the only explicit writing instruction within a 

curriculum—and explicit here is meant to signify instruction which directly and 

consciously engages writing pedagogy, as opposed to that which may simply incorporate 

written assignments—there is potential for the various risks already discussed in earlier 

chapters. To offer explicit instruction only at the first-year level is to imply that all 

general language knowledge and skills, signified as “writing,” may be learned within one 

or two courses, and that successful students are those that are able to master these 

“basics.” Those who fall short will not find further instruction elsewhere and thus will 

need to rely—though not too much, of course—on support services like tutoring in order 

to catch up with the rest. To end writing instruction after the first year is also to reinforce 

the misconception that its sole purpose is to prepare students for later work in their 

chosen disciplines. Through this suggestion students learn that the value of writing 

instruction is strictly preparatory and thus that it is, or should be, basic and easily 

generalized. Most importantly of all, perhaps, an isolated first-year program perpetuates 

the misperception that writing is not a discipline, as well as the various professional and 

pedagogical consequences of this assumption.   

What we want to convey about writing, what messages we would like to send 

about how it works, how best to teach it, and how it should be valued—these things are 
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all impacted by whether writing is engaged throughout college curricula or secluded. A 

program which is segregated signifies a specific set of responses to questions like these, 

and this raises some very important concerns about not only the role of FYW but the 

responsibilities of programs beyond the first year as well. How does the location of 

writing within the rest of the curriculum undermine or support the sort of value that we 

ideally hope to convey through FYW? How do WAC/WID programs, as well as major 

and minor courses in writing, signify assumptions about the value of writing within 

higher education? If FYW is defined in part by its placement relative to the rest of the 

curriculum, it is imperative that we evaluate both sides of this relationship.  

As I show in the third chapter here, we already have a lot to say when it comes to 

considering how first year courses impact students’ writing later, and in such discussions 

we are ultimately trying to determine how to best teach writing so as to most effectively 

support students’ later work. We consider what we should teach in first-year courses and 

how best to do so, and sometimes these discussions also engage questions about who we 

are and what we stand for as a discipline. Yet, questions of how the broader position of 

writing within the later stages of the curriculum impacts what happens in the first-year 

and subsequently how this affects disciplinary identity call for further exploration. Such 

exploration will help us to understand the ways that the locations of writing beyond the 

first year maintain different assumptions about composition as a discipline and how these 

assumptions may support or undermine our goals for teaching and studying writing. In 

short, composition as a discipline requires a stronger theoretical grounding for its position 

within the university structure, broadly speaking; moreover, a clear view of the 
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implications of its inconsistent institutional locations needs to be established, so as to 

more effectively explore ways forward. The models of universal design and individual 

accommodation offer a great deal of useful insight regarding these concerns.  

 

Individual Accommodations and the Place of FYW 

 The individual accommodations model signifies an organizational structure in 

which individuals who deviate from an assumed normative user/participant are expected 

to request special accommodations. While there are certain useful qualities of this model 

worth acknowledging—namely, that it is typically implemented with the intention of a 

more inclusive environment and that it indicates an awareness of individual needs, 

particularly those which may otherwise be difficult to anticipate—there are various 

fundamental problems with it as well. As mentioned earlier, a system of individual 

accommodation places responsibility for change entirely on the individual, as it is up to 

her to initiate any requests and to verify, through testing or other evidence deemed 

acceptable by the granting institution, that he or she truly requires the requested changes.  

Through this setup, in other words, a user/participant must voluntarily disclose 

personal, private information about herself and then provide proof that she has indeed 

done so truthfully and without any intention to gain unfair advantage. In the case of 

students with disabilities, this often means sharing intensely personal details with 

strangers—professors they have often just met, for example—who are in positions of 

power and who may not be receptive of or prepared for the students’ requests. The 

dynamics of individual accommodation are often discouraging, but because they do not 
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require any systemic change or self-reflection on the part of the institution, the model is 

often readily accepted by institutions. Julie Jung explains that 

when the “atypical” are deemed responsible for doing the work of fitting 

in, beliefs concerning what is typical—for example, the way “normal” 

students complete assignments or the manner in which “normal” people 

communicate—need not change. Furthermore, the ways in which people 

with disabilities try to accommodate themselves must not cause “undue 

hardship”; they must not expose the ways in which an ideology of 

normalcy privileges nondisabled others. (163) 

Since they allow institutions to stay essentially the same and do not challenge their 

practices or, more importantly, their established norms, individual accommodations may 

be perceived as particularly attractive from an institutional perspective.  

 From the student perspective, however, systems like this tend to be exclusionary 

and discourage the very requests they supposedly facilitate. In “Discourse and the 

Containment of Disability in Higher Education: An Institutional Analysis,” Susan Gabel 

and Maja Miskovic discuss their observations of student disclosure and elaborate on the 

ridiculous expectations of the accommodations model, explaining that “to obtain 

reasonable accommodations, students must: know the law, the policy and procedure, and 

where to obtain assistance; follow procedures, including obtaining evidence of 

their disability; and be willing to self-disclose confidential and often sensitive 

information” (1149). As such, they found that while approximately ten percent of 

students at their Midwestern university identified as having a disability in an anonymous 

survey, only one percent actually disclose their disabilities. Gabel and Miskovic refer to 

this disparity as “statistical containment,” arguing that because the numbers for self-

disclosure are so low, the school can still regard disability as a peripheral, insignificant 

concern, and in this way avoid efforts to foster greater inclusion.  
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This university is likely not an exception in any sense when it comes to its stance 

toward students with disabilities, as various scholars have explored the ways that current 

practices may do more to dissuade students from disclosing than to encourage them to do 

so (see Kranke et al; Blockmans; Barnard-Brak, Lechtenberger, and Lan; Rattray, Raskin, 

and Cimino). The even larger issue that authors like Jung, Gabel and Miskovic point to, 

however, is that the accommodations model continues the marginalization of disability. 

Gabel and Miskovic write that “similar to an arcade game of Whac-AMole, institutional 

discourse creates containment whereupon disability-as-difference emerges, is tamped 

down, de-politicized and individualized, and insulates the institution from something 

disvalued and dangerous” (1146). By simply making disability seem less prevalent and 

by maintaining a clear, standardized distinction between students with disabilities and 

those considered “normal,” institutions prevent the dialogue which is necessary for more 

meaningful inclusion. Overall, the accommodations model creates a skewed 

understanding of disability and disability identity. A system in which a person must 

continually request special permissions or different treatment perpetuates the notion that 

this person is inherently misplaced or unfit for the given environment, the “white rhino in 

the crowd,” as one student puts it in Inge Blockmans’ discussion of university disclosure 

experiences (172). 

This sense of incongruity, of only qualified acceptance, likewise has worked upon 

the disciplinary identity of composition—as well as the identities of its teachers, students, 

and scholars—from its very beginnings. To again use Dolmage’s terminology, FYW 

represents a retrofit to the college curriculum. It is disciplinary common knowledge that 
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composition was first integrated into college curricula to address what was considered a 

deficit on the part of students. Rather than incorporate writing as a subject worth 

teaching, the first program at Harvard addressed it as a problem worth fixing, making it 

clear that such “problems” were really the responsibility of secondary schools. A.S. Hill 

wrote in one report on the written exams being implemented under his supervision at 

Harvard that “Those who call for ‘more English’ in the colleges should cry aloud and 

spare not till more and better English is taught in the schools,” the implication being that 

university was really not the place for such instruction (Brereton 51). John Brereton notes 

in The Origin of Composition Studies that reports by Hill and Charles W. Eliot “were part 

of an attempt to get the secondary schools to improve writing instruction; in effect, 

though, they diminished the role of first-year composition and expressed the hope of 

removing it entirely from the college curriculum and placing it in schools” (26). Perhaps 

the most famous of these Harvard reports was published in 1892 and called for 

composition instruction to be sent back to the secondary level, so the university could 

“relieve itself of one of the heaviest burdens now imposed upon it” (96-7).  

 These reports from Harvard are of course just the initial steps in a long history of 

marginalization for composition, often stemming from this misguided belief that it does 

not belong in the college curriculum. It was accepted as a necessary and unwelcome 

addition, and as Brereton notes, this attitude persisted well beyond those first years at 

Harvard. Many programs tried to follow Harvard’s advice by simply avoiding 

composition and advocating it at the secondary level, while others started programs with 

a similar attitude of begrudging acceptance. Discussions among these early programs, 
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like the vast attention paid to finding the most effective textbooks for teaching writing, 

suggest that the early growth of college composition was driven by a desire to find an 

efficient solution to the problems of student writing, rather than by the desire to teach 

them well or actually build a discipline. In “The History of Disability Services in Higher 

Education,” Joseph Madaus details the similarly rough integration of disability 

accommodations into colleges, as the admission of students with disabilities was met 

with a mix of frustration and condescension. Articles like “Providing Access for the 

Disabled: It Won’t Be Cheap or Easy,” published in the Chronicle of Higher Education 

in 1977, is emblematic of a general disdain for disability and the various changes which it 

represented. The defining feature of a retrofit is that the addition is seen as not really 

belonging as part of the original, as not fitting with the original intentions. The world is 

full of retrofits which signify disability as something of an afterthought, and the changes 

made by colleges to incorporate writing instruction indicate a similar sense of not-

belonging, of not quite fitting.  

 Though these early years continue to be significant, it is not simply the origin of 

FYW alone which qualify it as an accommodation. It is necessary to consider the way 

that it functions within an institution as well. To be clear, what I argue here is not that 

every first-year program must, by definition, represent an accommodation. While 

composition instruction historically served as a retrofit to original curricula, the location 

of FYW within a curriculum determines whether a program resists or supports this initial 

role. As discussed already, explicit writing instruction is typically presented at the start of 

the curriculum, and the value placed on this instruction depends on how it is located 
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within the broader curricular picture. A first-year program which exists in isolation, as 

the only location for explicit writing instruction, represents an accommodation in at least 

two ways. First, the accommodations model is based on the assumption of individual 

responsibility, and in the case of isolated FYW instruction, both individual programs and 

individual students shoulder responsibility. The individual program is responsible for 

providing all writing instruction and for doing so in a contained, efficient package of one 

or two semesters. Once beyond first-year instruction, the writing student is similarly 

expected to be self-sufficient. As she encounters new writing challenges, she must either 

attempt them on her own or actively seek assistance. Because of this misconception, the 

institution is not expected to provide writing instruction beyond the first year, and any 

students who seek support—as well as those who want or need to but do not—are 

positioned as outliers. The program exists outside the typical curricular setup of courses 

organized sequentially, and the student is distinguished by a supposed inability to master 

the intended skills in the first year.  

  An isolated program also represents an accommodation in the sense that it 

suggests an emphasis on practical, productive concerns over the need for systemic 

cultural change. A curriculum that offers no writing instruction beyond the first year is 

driven by the basic assumption—whether intentional or not—that it is possible to impart 

all of the skills and knowledge related to literacy and communication that are necessary 

for later coursework, within just one or two semesters. Rather than be seen as a complex 

site for inquiry, writing instruction is framed as a fixed set of concerns to address and be 

done with. These sorts of problems reflect the issues inherent to any system which does 
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not address concerns at a deeper, institutional level. The potential effects on composition 

of this lack of deeper reflection, both in terms of pedagogy and disciplinary status, are 

similar to the effects of accommodation models on disabled individuals and disability 

status. Individuals in both scenarios are given the message that they are alone and face a 

pattern of continual retrofitting. Blockmans describes one student’s frustration with 

having to repeatedly prove his deafness to university administrators each term, likening it 

to the absurdity of asking an amputee to prove again and again that a limb has not grown 

back (167). In an environment not originally designed with disability in mind, whether it 

is a classroom or any other space, someone with a disability continually faces barriers to 

inclusion. The individual writer likewise remains in relative isolation, expected to 

navigate every new writing challenge knowing all of the rules and all of the right 

questions to ask—if not, she is expected to seek further retrofits to her experience.  

Returning then to the assertion that the value we place on FYW is dependent on 

how we locate it more broadly within the curriculum, we must concede that the isolation 

of a first-year program signifies limited values attached to writing instruction. This is not 

to say that those who work within or administer such programs consciously devalue 

writing instruction, but commitments to composition pedagogy and scholarship are still 

undermined by programmatic isolation. Concerns about isolation have been approached 

already, namely from the pedagogical perspective of transfer, as we know that first-year 

instruction will not necessarily transfer to other coursework and thus we continue to 

explore ways to facilitate connections extending out from FYW to other areas of the 

curriculum. What individual accommodation models illustrate, however, is that isolated 
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first-year programs do not simply undermine our immediate pedagogical intentions, 

though of course these are of paramount importance. They also undermine fundamental 

beliefs about composition itself—both in terms of how it works (and doesn’t) and how 

important it is. Both the pedagogical and epistemological worth of composition are 

challenged by the segregation of writing instruction to the first year, as an isolated 

program remains in some sense a vestige of its particular history, still located as 

something of an afterthought. We must realize that a FYW program on its own is 

theoretically inconsistent with the assertion that composition is a complex, full-fledged 

discipline.  

Following the lead of disability studies, then, it behooves us to consider the 

principles of universal design as they relate to the location of writing within the 

curriculum. We need to consider institutional location as important not only to pedagogy 

but also disciplinary status, and that, as I have shown in various ways throughout this 

project so far, these two concerns are inextricably intertwined. Exploring principles of 

universal design, not only for their advantages but also for insight on their potential 

pitfalls, offers us another way, in addition to those shown in previous chapters here, to 

more closely align theory and practice—to understand and represent writing instruction 

as complex and ongoing.  

 

Principles of Universal Design 

 The general answer to the problems associated with individual accommodation is 

to adopt principles of universal design, as a way to address the practical needs of 
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individuals with disabilities as well as confront the systemic issues which persist within 

more individualized systems. As defined by the Center for Universal Design at North 

Carolina State University, universal design is “the design of products and environments 

to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation 

or specialized design.” There are certain limitations to universal design, which I will 

explore in greater detail later in the chapter, but its key benefits are precisely those facets 

which accommodations models lack. Universal design does, at least in theory, support the 

sort of systemic reflection and change which are required for significant progress. A basic 

distinction between the two models is belief regarding where and in what ways disability 

exists. One may believe that it exists only within the individual and in this way is only 

found in fixed, designated locations; on the other hand, one may recognize disability as a 

fluid and complex spectrum of identity, one which is linked with the sociocultural 

environment. Thus, universal design shifts responsibility from the individual to the 

broader institutions and communities, and in this way it acknowledges basic assumptions 

of the social model of disability, namely that disability identity is in many ways 

constructed through relationships between individual and society.  

Beyond the literal manifestations of universal design theory, its quantifiable and 

often tangible environmental changes, is its abstract and fundamental purpose. Universal 

design represents a step toward inclusivity, toward dismantling the barrier between what 

is considered normal and what is not through the refusal to design—buildings, curricula, 

etc.—with only a single type of person in mind. In this way, from the perspective of 

disability, it signifies the acknowledgement of disability as a legitimate identity, rather 
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than a problem to be addressed in individual instances. In the same way, to apply a 

universal design perspective to composition is to acknowledge it as a discipline with its 

own set of beliefs and its own academic identity. Instead of being cordoned off to a single 

location within the curriculum, writing instruction is embraced throughout it, and in this 

way it is acknowledged as belonging. Within such a perspective, writing instruction 

moves past the individual accommodation model of FYW, no longer just the (supposed) 

management of errors or shortcomings but rather a site for meaningful engagement with 

concepts of language and literacy. As with disability, normative distinctions—in this 

case, between those students who do not seek or desire instruction after the first year and 

those who do—are disrupted in ways that are beneficial to individual and collective 

identities. The most common method for broadening the footprint of composition in the 

university curricula is to implement a WAC/WID program.  

Initiatives related to WAC/WID represent a move from individual 

accommodations models to universal design models in that they attempt to advance not 

only the location of writing instruction within the university but also fundamental beliefs 

about writing. While these beliefs have not necessarily remained the same throughout the 

history of WAC/WID’s progress—e.g., writing-to-learn, the idea that simply writing 

about a subject improves one’s understanding of it, has not always been readily 

accepted—the fact remains that these programs are driven by assumptions about the 

significant complexity of writing instruction. They represent, in other words, a productive 

resistance to the notion that an isolated course or set of courses in the first year can 

adequately achieve pedagogical or disciplinary objectives. The language with which we 
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describe our objectives and experiences reflects our guiding assumptions and, in a basic 

sense, we prioritize composition simply by virtue of implementing these programs. They 

represent a desire to share the value of writing instruction, to help nurture it throughout 

the curriculum, based on the belief that it is important within every stage of a student’s 

career. As with disability, from this general view any attempts at universal design seem 

decidedly positive, and in many ways they are. However, there are issues with the 

rhetoric used in discussions of WAC/WID that must be explored, and discussions from 

disability studies can help to highlight the potential of these universal design efforts to 

undermine as well as empower. Examining a few of the specific complications of 

universal design more closely can help us to not only better understand its parallels to 

WAC/WID but also, from this understanding, to most meaningfully engage the work of 

composition throughout the curriculum.  

 

Understanding the Risks of the Added Value Perspective 

One of the most problematic elements of universal design projects is the issue of 

added value. As discussed earlier, a primary goal of universal design should be the 

recognition and respect of disability identity. However, it is often conceptualized and 

marketed as a means to improve access and usability for everyone, regardless of status. 

On its face, this objective seems like a fine one, but problems arise when designs are 

implemented in ways that suggest that disability is actually not a central priority. In this 

way universal design becomes something of an over-correction, an attempt to make 

improvements for all that fails to include disability within this all. As Aimi Hamraie 

notes in her discussion of universal design, “When the content of the universal is 
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unspecified, UD can slip into vague notions of ‘all’ or ‘everyone’ that assume normate 

users and de-center disability” (“Designing”). She offers the example of curb cuts, which 

are typically seen as useful not only to people in wheelchairs but also those with strollers, 

bicycles, etc. If the curb cuts are constructed with only the general “all” in mind, they 

could easily be made too steep, making it tougher for someone in a wheelchair to use but 

posing no problems for the “all.” In such a scenario, disability identity remains 

marginalized, not accounted for in designs for the “typical” or “ideal” user.  

 Tanya Titchkosky explains this phenomenon further through a specific example 

from her time at the University of Toronto. The administration in her building blocked 

access to multiple accessible restrooms and responded to questions about when they 

would be reopened with “it depends.” Titchkosky points out that while things like routine 

office maintenance projects and window cleaning schedules were always clearly 

announced to those in the building, the closing of restrooms—the restriction of a basic 

biological function—was done without any warning. She explains that the 

administration’s understanding of its general institutional community simply does not 

include disability, arguing that the problem 

is not that someone cannot attend class because there is no accessible 

washroom; it is instead that disability, unlike window cleaning, is not yet 

imagined as an essential aspect of all of our lives. Disability is managed as 

an excludable type within bureaucratic rule insofar as it is read as if it is 

"not-yet" present.” 

This is the process of “social disappearance of disability” Jerome Bickenback describes, 

as disability is left behind in the movement toward a generalized ideal user (1320). Thus 

consideration of disability must be at the center of any design objectives, to avoid the 

focus on normative users which may ultimately undercut disability access and identity.  
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 The drive for marketable value, as represented in the desire to appeal to the “all” 

of one’s consumer or participant base, makes sense from a profit perspective. A business 

is motivated by gains, and as pointed out by Hamraie, universal design represents for 

many a “depoliticized form of niche consumerism” (“Designing”). Yet, from the 

perspective of disability theory, a conception of universal design purely as a business 

venture, meant to appeal to as many consumers as possible, defeats its sociocultural 

purpose. Jay Dolmage notes in “Disability Studies Pedagogy, Usability and Universal 

Design” that universal design is not simply the same as usability or ergonomics, which 

often also focus on matters of access and ease of use. While these fields “have listed 

people with disabilities as one key constituency, UD has placed individuals with 

disabilities at the center.” To lose this focus would be to risk the neglect of disability in 

favor of the normative user. Perhaps even more importantly, it would be to do so under 

the guise of a project which seems inherently supportive of disability and in this way may 

be even more dangerous.  

Similarly, WAC/WID initiatives must also center writing instruction, and not just 

the needs of “all” of the curricular community, to avoid becoming programs which those 

in composition do not recognize or believe in. To use Hamraie’s example, a WAC/WID 

program should be aware of offering curb cuts which appeal to others in the curriculum 

but which undercut or deny its own pedagogical and disciplinary value. An example of a 

WAC/WID program being defined through added value can be found in Carol Rutz and 

William Condon’s “A Taxonomy of Writing Across the Curriculum Programs: Evolving 

to Serve Broader Agendas.” Rutz and Condon identify four stages in the progression of 
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WAC/WID programs, looking closely at the development of WAC/WID at Washington 

State University. They pay special attention to the program’s shift from a Type Two 

program to a Type Three, a shift which they define based on a program’s level of 

integration into the institutional structure: 

WAC had arrived as a Type 3, Integrated Program because those outside 

the program recognized its value to their needs and agendas. Type 1 and 2 

programs exist as more of an institutional duty; beginning with Type 3, the 

Integrated Program is perceived by administrators and by faculty at large 

as an asset. 

They acknowledge that in many ways this shift is beneficial, as it allowed them to move 

away from the “pragmatic tasks of building support for WAC, inventing courses, and 

building an adequate resource base for the program—to a deeper, more theoretically 

grounded understanding of the program's role within the institution.” This sort of deeper 

integration of writing instruction is precisely the goal of a universal design approach. 

Still, they also offer a telling example of the way that this integration may come with a 

relative loss or perversion of identity. They note that this development on the part of the 

WAC program inspired various other efforts at WSU, including one to encourage 

“quantitative literacy across the curriculum,” and Condon, the director of the WAC 

program, “in one of life’s great ironic moments. . . was appointed chair of the All-

University Math Committee.” “WAC had begun,” they explain, “to serve multiple 

agendas, many of which had little or no connection to writing.” As with the disability 

examples above, in this scenario the design of the program has become over-generalized, 

and in meeting the interests of other parties has lost some of its initial significance. This 

is not necessarily the fault of Condon or of the program itself, and it is worth reiterating 

that the increased engagement as a Type Three program is in many ways a very good 
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thing. Nevertheless, the potential harms of an added value philosophy should remind us 

not to take such benefits for granted.  

 Another more specific way that the issue of added value pertains to composition 

is through the notion of WAC/WID programs working in service of other programs. In 

some sense this notion may seem perfectly acceptable, as writing and content knowledge 

are of course intertwined—and, more pointedly, intertwined in ways that disabled and 

non-disabled users are not typically seen to be. Yet, the basic problem of the added value 

perspective is that it establishes that the core purpose of universal design is to please the 

normative majority, which in the case of composition would mean a core purpose of 

satisfying the pedagogical needs of other departments. Questions of added value, then, 

help to illustrate the distinctions between WAC/WID as a means to help other instructors 

employ writing as they wish and WAC/WID as a means to more fully engage theories 

and practices of composition, and between helping others build their disciplines and 

working to develop our own. An example of this problem can be found in Les Perelman’s 

discussion of the WAC program at MIT in “WAC Revisited: You Get What You Pay 

For.” Most of what Perelman says about the program does not seem problematic in any 

obvious sense, due at least in part to the fact that his discussion remains fairly broad. 

After providing a general overview of some of the programs successes, however, he 

writes that  

many faculty recognized that not only had student papers and 

presentations improved, but that because students had worked on their 

writing skills, their papers were better organized, followed genre 

conventions, and therefore could be read and commented on for content 

much more quickly. At MIT, as at most research universities, faculty time 

is an extremely valuable commodity, often more valuable than money. 
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Given that “faculty” here refers to the course faculty and not any of the WAC instructors, 

this could easily be construed as implying that the former’s time is more important and 

that the goal of this WAC program is to lighten the workload of those in other disciplines. 

Taken to its logical extreme, within this framework a WAC program is most valuable 

when it saves other professors time. This may not be intended by Perelman, but the 

language of his discussion allows for this particular interpretation and in this way is 

dangerous. Moreover, he only furthers the potential for such a dangerous reading when 

he notes in the very next paragraph that the thirty-six WAC instructors within his 

program are paid the equivalent of nineteen assistant professorships in humanities. He 

mentions this in the context of recent budget cuts, saying the WAC staff was in danger of 

being cut until the course faculty fought back, saying it was “too essential and too 

integral.” This support from the faculty is wonderful, certainly, but the mixed message 

that a program is vital but not necessarily as valuable as others—in terms of time or 

money—may be one reason the administration looked to WAC when trying to cut back.   

A similar scenario can be found in Jo Mackiewicz’s recent discussion of the WID 

program for the College of Business at Auburn University, in which she discusses the 

long history of faculty tending to avoid writing instruction of any sort in their classrooms 

because of the great amount of time involved. Unlike Perelman, Mackiewicz does 

acknowledge the myriad labor and tenure considerations that play into these attitudes, all 

of which is fair. Still, she goes on to explain that  

In short, obtaining faculty buy-in involves finding creative ways to 

decrease the time demands on faculty. Thus, we designed the BWP 

[business writing prototype] to use trained writing consultants who could 

shoulder the responsibility of commenting on students’ papers and 
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meeting with students to plan, write, revise, edit, and design their papers. 

(231-2) 

The use of “shoulder” here is somewhat bothersome given its associations with burden 

and with unskilled labor, but more importantly it is seemingly the entirety of the writing 

process which these consultants are expected to take on. Understandably a goal of this 

initiative is to address some of the more time-consuming elements of writing instruction, 

such as commenting on papers and meeting with students, but her description suggests 

that the real goal is to keep writing instruction as far away from the business faculty as 

possible. Indeed, she later writes that the BWP “minimizes the time COB faculty need to 

devote to discussing writing in class, responding to students’ papers, and meeting with 

students about their writing” (250). In short, it minimizes their involvement with WAC. 

In this way the WAC effort remains rather peripheral to the course itself, more like the 

problematic retrofits discussed earlier than an established facet of the course. The 

secondary status afforded to WAC in this scenario makes it somewhat less surprising that 

the program was abandoned relatively quickly after its inception in favor of a university-

wide WAC initiative comprised of peer tutors with little or no experience with teaching 

writing. Within the initial program, the specific value that writing consultants brought to 

each course may have never been fully illustrated, since the writing instruction and 

course content instruction remained generally segregated. The focus on lightening the 

workload of the course instructor likely downplayed the importance of thoughtful, 

informed writing instruction, allowing it to ultimately be discarded. 

 Ideally, we can accomplish both goals, of asserting and exploring the principles of 

our own discipline while also working to support others, but doing so requires special 
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attention to these issues, as too great a focus on added value can lead to the sacrifice of 

our pedagogical principles. In “The Protean Shape of the Writing Associate's Role: An 

Empirical Study and Conceptual Model,” for instance, Rhoda Cairns and Paul Anderson 

seem concerned with course faculty to the point that writing pedagogy is hardly 

examined. They discuss a small-scale project involving writing associates at Miami 

University of Ohio, and while in some ways they seem aware of the need for negotiation 

and discussion between WAC instructors and course faculty, their goals for the associates 

and their focus on course faculty freedom are problematic. In discussing the results of the 

project, they assert that “programs can be adaptable not only at the institutional level but 

also the individual level. Allowing significant individualizing can substantially augment 

the appeal to faculty of a WA program and, hence, its impact.” It is certainly important 

for a WAC program of any sort to be flexible and attuned to the needs and expectations 

of its faculty, but it is also important to work from clear, consistent pedagogical 

principles. They detail a wide variety of practices in the observations of faculty, some of 

which contradict other practices or lack theoretical support, but Cairns and Anderson 

offer no criticism or response to these faculty choices, and their brief description of the 

training sessions for the associates focuses mostly on learning to cooperate with course 

faculty rather than on learning to teach writing, all of which suggests a general lack of 

concern with the basic pedagogy of their program.  

 Jill Gladstein’s article “Conducting Research in the Gray Space” serves as an 

example of a middle ground between those articles focused on more balanced, responsive 

interactions and those which imply problematic abnegation of authority. The reference to 
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gray space in her title foreshadows her consideration of the complex dynamics of 

WAC/WID, but her approach remains somewhat muddled, illustrating the importance of 

consistent, theoretically-grounded discussion. Gladstein reflects on her experiences 

working with Writing Associates at Swarthmore College, focusing on their struggles to 

work as generalists while at times being criticized by faculty in other departments for 

lacking specialized knowledge about the courses to which they are assigned. She 

eventually explores the potential of the gray space, which she defines as those points 

where knowledge of writing and writing instruction and discipline-specific knowledge 

intersect and work together, all of which is quite thoughtful and aligns well with 

principles of shared authority. However, near the start of her article, as she introduces the 

complicated expectations placed on the associates, she notes that associates are given 

protocols meant to “ease the tension…by applying what we know from current research 

and theory to our own practice.” Two of the possible protocols she includes are “WAs 

should not work with the content of a paper but rather remain as a generalist who works 

only with the writing. They are not TAs or graders” and “WAs do not need to have 

disciplinary knowledge because it is the writing rather than the content that they are 

working with in any given paper.” It seems rather odd that she would encourage her 

instructors to maintain such rigid distinctions, even more so that she offers them as 

examples of “current research and theory.” Moreover, these protocols only become more 

questionable when, later in the article, Gladstein acknowledges that these divisions do not 

reflect the reality of the situation—that, as her title suggests, we actually have to look to 

the gray spaces. As such, Gladstein’s reasons for offering these protocols remain unclear.  
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Yet, the way she frames them structurally within the article, presenting them 

immediately after she describes faculty complaints about associates’ lack of specialized 

knowledge, suggests that they are meant as a response to these complaints, perhaps a way 

of resisting or defending against what might seem like unreasonable expectations. In this 

way they signify the convoluted authority dynamics in this scenario and thus the need for 

greater communication between WAC/WID and course faculty, to examine and hopefully 

reconcile the various expectations at play. While Gladstein’s article suggests a clear 

desire to move past these protocols, her use of them implies the power of the faculty’s 

critique, despite its limitations, and its practical influence on her program’s pedagogy—

as well as the scholarship by which she represents it. Regardless of whether this influence 

is intentional, it is necessary to refuse it, and refuse to compromise our pedagogy, by 

bringing “what we know” into more meaningful, demanding conversations with others.  

Thus, what disability theory illustrates is that while a universal design project may 

seem good, the way in which its benefits are framed may have subtle, long-term 

consequences which undercut its basic goals. If we assume that a fundamental goal of 

WAC/WID programs is to expand strong writing pedagogy to locations throughout the 

curriculum, then we must represent these efforts in ways which confirm the value of this 

pedagogy. When Cairns and Anderson speak of the impact of their associate program, for 

instance, it is unclear from what perspective they are gauging this impact—whose 

interests, in other words, are most important.  In a useful discussion of the intersections of 

composition with postcolonial theory, Deepika Bahri writes that while the latter “may 

legitimately represent a mode of transgressive investigation,” it is also “a presence that 
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should warn us of absences, a voice that should alert us to silences” (76). While 

postcolonial investigation, she further explains, “goes some way toward undoing certain 

relations of power, it also functions as an alibi for other avenues of exploration where the 

task may be a good bit more challenging” (76). It can signify, in other words, a sort of 

artificial subversion. An appeal to postcolonial theory can, with its inherent suggestion of 

diversity, conceal maintenance of the status quo, and Bahri suggests a parallel 

concealment within composition’s struggle for disciplinary status. The added value 

perspective illustrates that we must be careful not to allow WAC/WID efforts to 

undermine our values—as instructors, as scholars, as workers—under the guise of 

meaningful change. 

 

Finding Balance between Identity Production and Investigation 

Another matter of concern to be gleaned from disability theory’s discussions of 

universal design is that of identity production versus identity investigation. More 

specifically, when evaluating universal design plans, one must consider whether the 

design is composed entirely of concrete physical and/or technological changes, akin to 

retrofits, or whether it acknowledges the need for inquiry into deeper matters of access 

and identity.  The former sort maintain a clear distinction between ability and disability, 

as there are those who require the changes and those who do not, and in this way the 

design continually produces disability as a set of problems to be fixed. Disability identity 

is marked and constructed, and the disability/ability binary is maintained rather than 

investigated and potentially disrupted. Rob Imrie explains in "Universalism, Universal 

Design, and Equitable Access to the Built Environment” that such designs hearken back 
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to medical models of disability and “revolve around a clinical prognosis that conceives of 

solutions to the problems of inaccessible environments as residing, first and foremost, in 

the application of technology” (876). He attributes this “problem-solving paradigm” to 

the “western, enlightenment tradition that seeks to universalize the human condition” and 

thus imagines the design challenge as “an objective entity that, through the development 

of applications and standards, will result in the correct outcomes” (876).  

 This is not to say, of course, that changes to technology or the physical 

environment are wrong per se but rather that they should not constitute the whole of a 

design project. An attempt at universal design only focused on these sorts of easy fixes is 

associated with production in the sense that it produces a specific understanding of 

disability. The addition of Braille to elevator buttons, for instance, or of a ramp to an 

older building, is not necessarily harmful, but if changes such as these represent the 

whole of our efforts to acknowledge disability identity, then more profound sociocultural 

and political issues remain hidden. As such, disability identity continues to be 

produced—and subsequently simplified and marginalized—primarily through these 

efforts to mitigate it. Imrie offers a useful example of an interviewee wanting to board a 

city bus in her wheelchair and, despite the bus having the appropriate technology, not 

being allowed because the driver personally felt the wheelchair lift to be unsafe. From a 

technological standpoint an acceptable design had been achieved, but this carried little 

weight in light of the driver’s fears, as well as the ire the woman perceived from 

passengers who blamed her for the delay.  The technology failed to address the social 

dynamics of the moment and actually amplified her sense of exclusion.  
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The focus on tangible solutions constructs disability “as marked, circumscribed, 

and commodified by designated products, spaces, and abstracts that . . . brand its 

members” (Depoy and Gilson).  There are certainly individuals who need or desire 

technological interventions, but the many levels of complexity associated with disability 

make it impossible for any fixed set of changes to be considered universal. Instead, 

universal design should be conceived as an investigative point of view, a mindset which 

allows for practical adjustments but which is not defined by them exclusively. As with 

issues of added value, there must be a balance of priorities so as not to shift attention 

away from the fundamental goals of universal design. In terms of production versus 

investigation, this balance entails a conception of universal design as an ongoing process 

which is responsive to diversity but which also strives to enact its ideologies through 

meaningful change. Through this frame, the underlying goals of universal design remain 

primary. In the situation of the women attempting to board the bus, for instance, a more 

balanced, responsive approach might include training drivers on not only how to 

confidently operate the machinery but also how to navigate the personal and cultural 

dynamics of its operation. Such steps are more difficult and certainly take time, but they 

signify a crucial step forward from the misconception of technology as cure.  

Projects attempting to engage writing at a more universal level must likewise 

show an awareness of the balance between production and investigation, and not just in 

the more immediate, literal debates regarding writing as product versus writing as 

process. The distinction between production and investigation also signifies the tension of 

seeing writing as not only a method of production but also as a site for complex 
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theoretical inquiry. As shown in the previous paragraphs on disability, meaningful 

universal design calls for a thoughtful balance of these conceptions, as the productive 

choices and methods which seem appropriate for the given moment are often connected 

to much deeper questions of identity, and when we ignore these questions we produce 

static, often problematic definitions for writing and writing instruction. In “Theories of 

Specialized Discourses and Writing Fellows Programs,” for instance, Carol Severino and 

Mary Trachsel discuss the WAC program at the University of Iowa within the context of 

the debate over generalists versus specialists, and their discussion implicitly defines 

writing instruction in problematic ways. In the article they discuss a survey given to 

faculty who work with writing fellows meant to explore how much different courses have 

in common and, subsequently, which sort of expertise, generalized or specialized, is more 

useful for WAC. Specialized knowledge here refers to content or genre knowledge 

related to each specific course, whereas generalized knowledge seemingly refers to basic 

knowledge of “academic skills.” They quote one of their writing fellows who favors a 

generalist approach as saying all discourses “can be collected under the umbrella of 

academic discourse,” and they offer no rebuttal or complication of this point.  

 This on its own is sufficiently troubling, but it is the survey itself and their 

interpretation of it which are most problematic in terms of its impact on the identity for 

writing instruction they foster at their institution. The first two questions of the survey are 

“When you construct your writing assignments, to what extent is one of your goals to 

socialize your students to approximate the writing style and conventions of those of 

scholars in your discipline?” and “When you construct your writing assignments, to what 
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extent is one of your goals to use the assignment to develop your students' general 

analytical and critical abilities?” Not surprisingly, most of the faculty responded saying 

that they prioritize the latter goal of developing analytical and critical ability and that they 

did not consider the former very important. Severino and Trachsel, however, take this as 

confirmation “that disciplinary commonalities are more important than specialized 

differences to liberal arts instructors” and conclude that generalized knowledge of 

“academic discourse” is preferable to knowledge related to specific content and genre. It 

is troubling that they would not see the obvious limitations of these questions, as “style 

and conventions” are implied as the only discipline-specific course features and 

“analytical and critical abilities,” given no further definition, are set apart as the naturally 

generalizable domain of writing instruction. Framing the questions this way suggests the 

two expectations are mutually exclusive, and thus they effectively shut out the 

investigative complexity of writing in favor of something simpler, defining writing 

instruction as inherently general and distinct from content, an easy addition to any course 

to help students with basic “academic skills.”  

This is not to say that there are no skills which we might identify as basic or 

fundamental to academic discourse; rather, Severino and Trachsel’s questions are 

problematic because they limit writing instruction to only these basic, fundamental skills. 

They fail to acknowledge how writing instruction and discipline-specific knowledge 

intertwine, and thus how skills and knowledge take different forms when situated within 

specific WAC/WID contexts. This sort of discussion of WAC/WID attempts to solidify a 

specific role for the WAC instructors, one that in this case is very narrow, and in doing so 
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they produce a definition for writing instruction that is overly rigid and, more 

importantly, not theoretically sound. When we think of universal design as a continually 

reflexive process, the attempt to fix one’s role in this way is counterproductive, as it 

supports the misperception of a solution built on new tools and quick fixes and shuts out 

the exploratory quality which is inherent to any meaningful design process. In the case of 

writing, the sense of ongoing investigation is rooted in our theories of language and 

literacy as contextual, malleable, and responsive. Rather than conceptualize WAC/WID 

as an approach based on quick fixes and easy tweaks to existing courses, we should work 

to emphasize the value of these theories to effective design. Moreover, we must attend to 

the language by which we signify (or do not) the value of such knowledge.  

In Thaiss and Porter’s “State of WAC/WID,” for instance, they briefly discuss 

their finding that a large percentage of programs indicate having upper-level WAC/WID 

courses taught by faculty from English departments or writing programs, and they take 

this as evidence that English and writing faculty often have genre-specific and 

professional expertise which makes them well-suited for WAC/WID instruction. It is not 

necessarily the case, they argue, that they “are mostly struggling to teach genres well 

outside their expertise” (551). This is a fair point, but they go on to write that  

If we can project over this time span, even with turnover of teaching 

faculty, a growing expertise among professionals in these programs 

[writing and English] in the genres and rhetorical exigencies of different 

disciplines, then entering degree becomes of limited significance in 

portraying "WAC/WID faculty." (551) 

In some sense this reference to limited significance is reasonable, as a basic point here 

seems to be that WAC/WID faculty come from all different departments, including 

writing and English. Yet, the more specific meaning is ostensibly that the degrees held by 
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faculty within “these programs,” writing and English, become insignificant when they 

have discipline-specific expertise. This assertion really only works when considered from 

the standpoint of production, of maintaining specific writing identities—specific genres, 

etc. From this standpoint, however, the investigation of writing itself potentially falls 

away; if degrees are insignificant, then it may matter little whether English or writing 

faculty have experience with or have studied within the discipline of composition. 

Perhaps this is not where this brief statement is meant to lead, but it leaves open this 

possibility. A basic assumption of my larger project is that composition as a discipline is 

constantly under the pressures of simplification and conformity, and thus it is crucial to 

resist these forces through our language as fully as possible. Ironically, the misconstrual 

of this statement from Thaiss and Porter could lead to the same problematic argument 

made by Severino and Trachsel, that specific expertise with writing and writing 

instruction are not needed within a successful WAC/WID program.   

Again, my argument here is not that the production of identity is necessarily bad, 

but that it cannot be at the expense of the investigative perspective. To suggest that 

composition expertise is unimportant is to risk deeper inquiries into language and literacy 

being lost and, as a consequence, falling into rigid and potentially marginalizing 

definitions for writing, for writing pedagogy, and for the discipline as a whole. An 

example of a thoughtful, more balanced approach to WAC/WID can be found in Dan 

Melzer’s “The Connected Curriculum: Designing a Vertical Transfer Writing 

Curriculum,” in which Melzer argues that “even researchers who have studied courses 

across disciplines have focused their advice not on the structural design of campus WAC 
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programs, but on what individual instructors can do to encourage transfer” (78). He goes 

on to argue that this lack of attention has allowed many WAC/WID programs to proceed 

without much theoretical grounding, leading to limited and uneven results. As a way to 

strengthen programs he suggests a greater emphasis on threshold concepts and “shared 

writing meta-language” be established throughout the curriculum, as a way to foster 

continuity while still allowing for discipline-specific instruction. Melzer proposes that the 

key to successful WAC/WID is not to just settle more deeply into course-specific 

expectations but to actually incorporate more of the disciplinary knowledge of 

composition into such efforts. Such an approach would accept, perhaps even demand, the 

perspective that writing and its instruction are fluid and ongoing and in this way represent 

more meaningful universal design.  

 While it is an issue too vast to engage in any full sense here, it is worth noting that 

issues of identity production and investigation are also tied up in fundamental questions 

of disciplinarity, specifically the question of whether composition constitutes its own 

discipline or whether it is inherently multi- (or trans-, inter-, cross-, or even anti-) 

disciplinary. Various others have addressed these questions (see Mendenhall; Johnson; 

Howard; Giberson and Moriarty; Balzhiser and McLeod), and similar questions show up 

in disability studies as well (see Ferguson and Nusbaum; Chen, Kudlick, and Kirchner; 

Moss; Gilson and Depoy, “Multinational”). A basic assumption of this entire project is 

that both composition and disability studies constitute specific disciplines, but that this 

assertion does not necessarily limit them to conforming to traditional disciplinary 

structures.  In their introduction to Writing Against the Curriculum: Anti-Disciplinarity in 
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the Writing and Cultural Studies Classroom, Randy Gray Kristensen and Ryan Claycomb 

contend that  

The assertion of disciplinary identity for composition/rhetoric is an 

important strategic value in an institutional setting that relies on 

disciplinary configurations. But it poses problems for writing faculty who 

may perceive of their work as including the project of introducing student 

scholars to the fictions of disciplinarity and the ways that knowledge 

creation exceeds, changes, and challenges disciplinary boundaries. (9) 

In this sense, composition is in a bit of a paradoxical spot, a discipline tasked with, 

among other things, exposing the fictions of disciplinarity. The binary of production 

versus investigation offers a useful lens through which to understand this dynamic, as it 

points to the ways in which disciplines may balance stability with variability, navigating 

through specific structures and expectations while still acknowledging their fallibility. 

Like disability, composition in many ways centers on this tension between what is 

immediate and practical and what is indefinite, though no less real—as Villanueva puts it, 

writing is not just a means of problem solving but also of “problem posing” (172).  

 

The Broader Need to Negotiate Matters of Authority 

A central concern of both issues of added value and the tensions of identity 

production versus investigation is the myriad questions they raise about authority. For 

disability and composition, these matters reflect questions about how decisions are made, 

whose beliefs underpin them, and whose really should. From the perspective of disability 

theory, there are basic questions about who has authority over the design of a physical 

space or a piece of technology, and who decides what the ideal user looks like. Hamraie 

points out that normative figures “are unremarkable and perhaps even impossible figures, 
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yet their intended presence permeates the world” (“Universal Design”). In pushing these 

inquiries further we find questions about who may be excluded and who may be carefully 

considered within the design process, and how to define terms like “universal” and 

“reasonable.” The sources of exclusion must be examined so as to expose the “false 

value-neutrality of inaccessible environments” (Hamrai “Designing”). Depoy and Gilson 

explain further that this applies to all built environments, as in general 

design is not frivolous but rather is cultural iconography which is 

powerful, political, and is both shaped by and explanatory of notions of 

standards, acceptability, membership, and desirability (Foster, 2003; 

Munari et al., 2003). Purposive design therefore has the potential to shape 

constraint, maintenance of the status quo or profound change. 

Such assertions illustrate the limited usefulness of the term “universal” when discussing 

design and thus support the general point underlying the discussion here, that we must be 

cautious of universal design projects and attuned to their potential harms.  

 When we maintain a strong awareness of these issues we can hopefully bring 

together different interests in meaningful ways and as such acknowledge the open-

endedness of universal design. In “Disability Studies Pedagogy, Usability, and Universal 

Design,” Dolmage offers examples from a project assessing the incorporation of 

universal design principles into various classes at Miami University of Ohio. He 

ultimately concludes that the most meaningful projects will be those which combine 

usability measures—e.g., conducting user tests, seeking feedback from users throughout 

the design process—with universal design principles focused on recognition of 

differences and the avoidance of ideal user templates (which are often implied by 

usability measures). In short, such an approach entails a continual conversation between 

those who design the environment and those who use and participate within it. Authority 
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is thus constructed within these relationships, rather than being imposed—or worse, 

naturalized to the point of becoming invisible, through a commitment to “deep 

reflexivity” (Gibson 1332). Reflecting on her frustrations with the administration closing 

down accessible restrooms without warning, Titchkosky asserts that disability is “present 

as potentially always absent,” precisely because the administration assumes blanket 

authority: 

Disability remains dependant on and vulnerable to the essential needs of 

bureaucratic order. This is one way to understand why in times of 

economic down turn bureaucratic measures for inclusion easily disappear. 

What is not essential to the concept of "all" can disappear as soon as the 

all is threatened or constrained. 

Hers is but one example of the dire consequences of unilateral authority, as it is not only 

specific individuals in this instance who are demeaned and forgotten. In the hands of a 

group which fails to even recognize it, disability identity more generally is essentially 

denied.   

Those working in composition must also be attuned to the dynamics of authority 

within WAC/WID scenarios, as the previous examples serve to show that a 

disproportionate sense of power, particularly in favor of other disciplines, may undermine 

our goals significantly. There is knowledge and experience to be offered from all parties 

within a WAC/WID relationship. Villanueva advises that  

If we are to proffer our understanding of the value of cross- and 

interdisciplinary literacy, we have an obligation to proffer the social 

dimensions of our research, theory, and discussion as well. And we have 

the obligation to learn from those to whom we pass on our knowledge of 

the teaching of writing. (170) 

Chris Anson discusses this same need for dialogue and negotiation between the various 

players in WAC/WID scenarios in “Assessing Writing in Cross-curricular Programs: 
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Determining the Locus of Activity,” as he details various options for the assessment and 

administration of WAC/WID programs. He ultimately concludes that WAC/WID is most 

effectively rooted at the departmental level, with each department designing its own set 

of outcomes and assessment rubrics, but that this sort of structure does not preclude 

efforts to strengthen and develop at the institutional level. Ideally, he argues, a program 

should create opportunities for articulation across departments, thus building a strong 

cross-curricular foundation while still emphasizing the specific needs and expectations of 

each discipline. In an earlier piece he describes some of the frustrations and difficult 

negotiations which were a part of these efforts at his institution, indicating that balance is 

not always easily won or entirely satisfying. In short, a faculty committee was organized 

by the university administration to assess writing across the curriculum, a task previously 

handled by his program. He admits to responding defensively to this committee for 

obvious reasons but goes on to talk about how he and those in his program chose to work 

with the committee rather than against it, a choice that was difficult but ultimately 

advantageous in that it allowed his program to establish important alliances and improve 

its place in the “institutional puzzle” (“Mutual” 35). Anson’s program is an example of 

the importance of seeing WAC/WID efforts as ongoing negotiations of authority and of 

varying interests, and how we must be receptive to the needs and expectations of the 

different parties, not only for the sake of meaningful pedagogy but also to, in the long 

term, maintain a position of influence.  

 Others have also explored matters of shared or negotiated authority in WAC/WID 

situations (see Watts and Burnett; Bohr and Rhoades; Zawacki; Mullin), consistently 
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coming to the conclusion that conversation between WAC/WID instructors, course 

instructors, and administration is crucial to meaningful progress. Yet, despite the 

common message in works like these, it is worthwhile to note here that Zawacki’s and 

Mullin’s texts are published right alongside those by Severino and Trachsel and Cairns 

and Anderson, in the same special edition of Across the Disciplines. Taken all together, 

this collection presents a heavily mixed message about the purposes of WAC/WID. The 

differences found in these texts and others throughout our scholarship are not merely 

matters of subjective opinion or institutional context; they signify conflicts within 

composition regarding the values and objectives of both our pedagogy and our discipline.  

 

Concluded, But Not Complete 

In “Composing Bodies,” Robert McRuer claims that “all the world may be an 

inaccessible stage that able-bodiedness has constructed for its own performance, but the 

performance has been so naturalized that the actors do not realize that they are working 

with costumes and props” (52). The world is designed, in other words, and its able-

bodied inhabitants are blissfully unaware that they are guided by anything other than 

natural codes and customs. Efforts toward individual accommodation and universal 

design overlap in that they entail a greater awareness of difference and disability, but they 

differ greatly in their ability to break through this naturalized façade. The potential of 

universal design to expose deeper, systemic matters of access and identity marks it as in 

many ways much more promising than any system which expects certain individuals to 
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identify themselves as not ideal, unanticipated, and thus continues to ignore the 

“costumes and props” by which it is constituted.  

Yet, what I attempt to show in this chapter is that even with this promise, 

universal design is by no means an easy panacea. It is by definition a reflection of 

intention, an arrangement of physical and ideological structures, and as such it is still 

vulnerable to normative pressures. Work in disability studies illustrates the need to 

examine universal design projects closely and continuously, to prevent these pressures 

from undermining deeper objectives. In attempting to extend writing more widely across 

a curriculum, WAC/WID efforts mirror universal design efforts in various ways, and they 

are likewise subject to similar pressures to conform to problematic standards. FYW 

remains in many ways the center of composition as a discipline, but an examination of 

WAC/WID programs is necessary to understanding how we and others signify the value 

of this center. How we define this principle location of composition is inextricably tied 

up with what we position around it, how we choose to locate writing within the 

institution. Just as universal design philosophy views models of individual 

accommodation as essentially incomplete, WAC/WID programs situate first-year work as 

an opening to one’s writing instruction rather than an ending. The growing body of 

scholarship on WAC/WID shows, though, that this move toward more comprehensive 

and complex engagement with writing throughout the curriculum is not without 

complication. 
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 Writing about the various theoretical assumptions which have guided WAC 

throughout its history, Chris Thaiss makes an interesting point about the potential 

limitations placed on it by the labels we have adopted: 

The term "writing across the curriculum" has had remarkable staying 

power, for which I think there are good reasons. "Across" connotes 

movement from place to place, time to time. It implies coverage, but not 

necessarily depth. "They moved across the country" means something 

very different from "They moved through the country." "Across" need not 

be profound; it can imply visited but did not stay. (312) 

What Thaiss points out is a sort of loophole, an opportunity through which to engage with 

WAC/WID uncritically. The extent to which our literal terms, as he suggests, have played 

a part in this may be impossible to gauge, but the chance of shallow understanding he 

points out here speaks to the need for close examination of the ways WAC/WID is 

constructed rhetorically. Not only the labels but also the pedagogy we use to enact our 

beliefs and the scholarship through which we discuss it impact the value we and others 

place on composition. Theories from disability studies show that “universal” is similarly 

unstable, at once acknowledging the need for greater inclusion while still leaving open 

the possibility of simplification—which, ultimately, may bypass this goal of inclusion 

altogether.   

 By considering matters of added value and the means by which we both produce 

and investigate identity within our WAC/WID efforts, we can work to ensure that our 

pedagogy and our scholarship are consistent with and supportive of the principles of our 

discipline. Continual evaluation of the ways we conceptualize our endeavors and the 

ways we interact with others within the curriculum emphasizes that writing and writing 

instruction are ongoing conversations. We cannot fully anticipate the many needs and 
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expectations of a given WAC/WID scenario just as we cannot possibly anticipate every 

type of body that may walk into a building, and so we must resist the pressure to 

standardize or reduce our goals to the point that they fall short of what we believe about 

language and literacy. Moreover, we must be careful to resist these tendencies within our 

own scholarship, aware that attempts at universal design suggest, but do not promise, 

meaningful progress.  
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CHAPTER 5 

A FEW SCENARIOS AND FINAL THOUGHTS 

 In this last chapter I explore conflicts discussed in the previous chapters through 

the perspective of a few imagined scenarios, to illustrate how the ideas explored thus far 

might influence specific, situated experiences, as well as to offer some sense of the 

project’s more tangible conclusions. For each of the three locations of writing 

instruction—the writing center, the first-year classroom, and the WAC/WID classroom—

the brief examination of a specific scenario offers further insight into the ways that 

disability theory may productively inform practice and encourage tutors, instructors, and 

administrators to achieve their pedagogical goals. The issues examined in the scenarios 

are certainly not the only ones worth considering and are not necessarily the most 

prominent within each given location, but they represent realistic concerns that speak to 

central pedagogical questions, in particular questions relating to the tensions of theory 

and practice which guide the discussions in previous chapters.  

For the sake of consistency, and to provide a sense of their broader context, they 

are all imagined as taking place at the same mid-size public university. The writing 

program at this university, run by Kathleen, has been in place for approximately twenty 

years and currently encompasses the work of first-year writing, the writing center and all 

WAC efforts. The writing center, discussed in scenario one, has been run by John for the 

past five years and employs fifteen to twenty undergraduate peer tutors each semester. 

Tutors at the center work primarily with FYW students, though students from all levels 

and disciplines are welcomed. All students at the university are required to complete two 
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FYW courses focused on analytical writing skills, an example of which is examined in 

scenario two; the first-year program is made up of both full-time and adjunct instructors, 

as well as a handful of graduate teaching assistants from the university’s graduate 

literature program. The WAC program is directly overseen by Kathleen and is a relatively 

new addition to the larger program, as it has been part of the university’s curriculum for 

less than ten years. As will be discussed more thoroughly in scenario three, all students 

are required to complete a set number of writing-intensive courses in order to graduate, 

and the WAC program offers pedagogical support to WAC instructors throughout the 

university. Other details regarding each of these sites will emerge through closer 

examination, but first I should acknowledge some significant limitations of this approach.  

The scenarios are limited most obviously by the fact that they are imagined 

constructions rather than records of real-life situations and in this way are necessarily 

uninhibited by the myriad factors which continually affect the work of writing 

instruction. One of the most significant facets of such work that cannot be replicated here 

is the network of administrative and institutionally-specific concerns which surrounds 

writing programs and which influences the work done within them. I realize that in 

addition to the various factors I have already explored—the misconceptions about 

composition, the tensions of theory and practice which may serve to support these 

misconceptions, etc.—there are political and bureaucratic frameworks to consider, and 

there are of course always financial limitations. As Chris Anson acknowledges in 

“Figuring It Out” from The Writing Program Administrator’s Resource, “no writing 

program can run without a budget, and no administrator can ignore the effects of finances 
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on the principles and delivery of writing instruction,” despite how “vexing or 

unappealing” the subject may be (233). I hope that the examples here will illustrate that, 

in many scenarios, much of the incorporation of disability theory involves paradigmatic 

changes which generally would require little, if any, financial support. Still, efforts to 

institute such changes on a broader scale, such as instructor training, would of course 

have to fit into an institution’s budget, and WAC/WID initiatives, given their scope, are 

arguably the most expensive and challenging endeavors to fit within a program or 

university’s budget.  

Moreover, depending on the makeup and institutional position of a given 

program, there may be a variety of other factors which influence that program’s ability to 

make meaningful changes. A program with a substantial number of full-time instructors, 

for instance, may be in a better position to enact curricular reforms than one composed 

primarily of adjuncts, many of whom are likely handling extremely heavy course loads, 

often working within more than one program and with little sense of long-term financial 

or professional security. Beyond all of this, there is also the immense challenge of the 

frame itself, those misguided assumptions and misrepresentations which confine writing 

instruction and which this entire project is meant to resist. While there is the broader 

public frame which persists in shaping societal understanding of composition, there are 

also institutional frames which vary across different settings. Some programs may have 

to do more outreach or accept greater compromises, and just generally work harder, to 

produce meaningful institutional change, depending on the specific ideologies which 

surround them. All of these different concerns weigh heavily on the pedagogy and 
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scholarship produced from any writing program, and while I cannot fully reproduce these 

factors in the scenarios to follow, this does not mean that they are absent or should be 

considered secondary or superfluous to the matters at hand. These situations are 

generalized intentionally, and they are meant to serve only as a base for conceptualizing 

more complicated, situated experiences.  

It is also worthwhile to address the narrow scope of these individual cases, as 

each one focuses on a single set of circumstances. A primary assumption of this project 

as a whole is that the broader representation of composition, within society and larger 

institutional frameworks, needs to change, but it is especially difficult to initiate such 

changes on a broad scale. For precisely this reason, a top-down approach is likely not the 

best means to achieve the goals of this project, as one is apt to encounter numerous 

institutional hurdles and may very well, in the end, stifle progress rather than promote it.  

The changes proposed as part of this larger project in many ways should begin at the 

individual level, not only for its more realistic potential but also because we must 

confront the ambiguities and the ambivalence of our own instruction before we can more 

effectively resist the frames through which others see us. Tensions of theory and practice 

occur in the individual moments of our instruction and the specific, and often very 

personal, language with which we describe our experiences. Thus, it makes most sense to 

begin there, with the guiding assumption that despite their small scale, these scenarios 

represent significant changes to composition pedagogy and, through this representation, 

have the power to motivate a critical shift in the perception of the discipline.  
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Scenario 1 – Rethinking Dependence within the Tutor-Tutee Relationship 

John, the director of the writing center, is approached by one of his tutors, Vera, 

who is concerned that one of the students with whom she meets regularly, Brian, has 

become dependent on her instruction and is not progressing the way she would like. He 

began attending sessions with her at the request of his first-year writing instructor and 

was primarily interested in getting help with his control of grammar, as he believed that 

this was a main reason that his instructor directed him to the center. Now, he continues to 

seek help with his first-year writing assignments and has also sought Vera’s feedback for 

a psychology course. Vera explains this trajectory to John with some exasperation. While 

she does not say so explicitly, John senses she feels they are moving in the wrong 

direction; having worked with Brian for several months now, she believes he should be 

moving away from her instruction, rather than seeking it even more often. Vera admits 

that she wants to avoid getting in trouble, either with John or with the student’s 

professors, noting the center’s policy on plagiarism. She worries that the student may not 

be able to do the work on his own and that she may be enabling him, and John listens 

attentively to her mounting frustrations. In these initial moments between John and Vera, 

several factors have been brought into consideration. There are numerous questions of 

authority and authorship at play, and Vera is particularly concerned about maintaining 

appropriate boundaries. She feels as though she has reached, or is at least close to, the 

point at which she should no longer work with him, as she is worried about not only 

overstepping her bounds as a tutor but also playing so great a part in his work that she is 
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no longer helping him. There are also Brian’s instructors to consider, and Vera is greatly 

concerned as to whether they would find this level of support appropriate.  

At this initial meeting, it is crucial for John, as the director of the center, to 

address these concerns in a way that not only acknowledges them as legitimate beliefs but 

also resists the impulse, already expressed by Vera, to put unnecessary distance between 

herself and her student. Within the context of much of the problematic scholarship 

examined in chapter two, it might seem most appropriate for John to advise Vera to in 

some way wean Brian off the instruction, perhaps by limiting the number of 

appointments he may have or offering other students priority scheduling. Working under 

the assumption of independence as the ultimate goal, the trajectory of Brian’s relationship 

to the center does seem troubling. Within this framework, neither he nor Vera has 

succeeded in achieving their goals. Chapter two, however, has already illustrated the 

theoretical problems of this perspective as a guiding principle of writing center work; 

still, this argument should not necessarily lead John to immediately discount Vera’s 

concerns as misguided. While the rejection of the autonomy ideal calls for us to refuse 

the stigma of dependence and disrupt our notions of writerly independence, it does not 

call for us to entirely ignore the possibility that a student’s use of the center may, for any 

number of reasons, become unproductive. The embrace of dependence as an inherent 

reality of the writing experience does not release students from the expectation of agency, 

so it remains possible that a student may for whatever reason lack or not employ a 

productive sense of agency and thus engage ineffectively with his tutor. Moreover, it is 

also entirely possible that the sessions are unproductive because the tutor has not yet 
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discerned how to most effectively work with her student.  Without knowing much about 

their interactions or about Brian’s specific expectations, and realizing that Vera may have 

some unresolved tensions within her own understanding of their work, John decides they 

first need to examine the situation more closely. 

Wanting to understand more clearly the assumptions under which she’s working, 

John begins by inquiring as to Vera’s general sense of why Brian attends tutoring 

sessions. She replies that he came first at the behest of the instructor but that now, she 

thinks, he realizes that the tutoring sessions help him to achieve better grades. Over the 

course of their conversation it becomes clear that while Brian does his fair share of work 

during their sessions, Vera is still concerned that he cannot do work on his own. He has 

come to talk to her about nearly every major writing assignment, and she worries that he 

is unable to move forward without any assistance. John asks Vera what she means by 

phrases like “on his own,” wondering what this would look like to her. She refers often to 

application, saying he should be able to apply earlier conversations to new assignments, 

but that he rarely does. John presses her to further consider this expectation, asking if she 

feels that he has all the information he needs for each new assignment, to which she gives 

a somewhat ambiguous answer. She admits that there are often different details for each 

new assignment; still, she notes, some assignments are quite similar and she feels that, 

yes, Brian should be able to transition between them more easily. She brings up examples 

from their sessions, concepts which they have discussed but which he seems to never 

internalize. From here, a typical reaction might be to simply encourage the tutor to 

become more non-directive. Given that Brian has a foundation of several months of 
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tutoring at this point, one might expect John to tell Vera to begin gradually diminishing 

her role as Brian’s tutor, and Vera may hope for this advice.  

At the same time, though, Vera acknowledges that there are always “different 

details”—new texts, new professors’ expectations, etc. A move away from working with 

Brian is based on the opposite notion, that eventually he will have learned all he needs to 

know from Vera and that, more specifically, he is quickly approaching this point and may 

be taking advantage of her instruction without actually learning from it. In this way, 

Vera’s responses embody the ambivalence toward autonomy reflected in so much 

composition scholarship. She knows, albeit in a rather vague way, that there are always 

new challenges, but she wants to recognize that there will be point at which Brian is 

finished with tutoring. The latter goal seems clearer to her, more straightforward and 

standards-oriented; it is the impetus for her meeting with John, and in some ways it aligns 

more clearly with her concerns regarding plagiarism and the maintenance of boundaries. 

As such, John realizes that Vera needs some sort of strategy to help her clarify what she 

sees as new versus repetitive, as this is in some sense the crux of her concern. Together, 

they craft an initial plan to start each session by having Brian write for a few minutes, 

with two specific goals in mind: to summarize the main points covered during their most 

recent session and to record some new challenges or questions that he would like to 

discuss during the current session. She and Brian will use the notes to guide the day’s 

discussion, and John hopes that this simple exercise might help Vera to better distinguish 

what feels repetitive from what seems new and give her a stronger understanding of 

Brian’s perspective.  
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Vera explains during her next meeting with John that the exercise had little effect 

on her first session with Brian but that by the second he had a specific query to discuss. 

He had gotten feedback from a professor about his conclusions being “formulaic,” and 

while Vera was initially inclined to remind him of their earlier discussions, she quickly 

realized the source of his confusion. Given his rigid understanding of their purpose, Brian 

had made his conclusion formulaic intentionally. So, they talked about the ways that 

conclusions vary, depending on the content of the piece, the specific discipline, and the 

tone the writer wants to set. They looked over the specific paper which received these 

comments, and Vera tried to show him how his focus on structure precluded him from 

offering an ending that was actually thoughtful. From there they talked about the need to 

consider the specific context of his work in order to come up with something more 

meaningful and began to brainstorm ways to construct a more impactful ending for the 

paper.  

At their final meeting, John and Vera review her experiences working with the 

student. Vera is generally less concerned about repeating herself and actually seems more 

confident that Brian is making progress with each session. She offers the example of 

when he indicated in his plans for a session that he wanted to talk about how to write 

more objectively without just avoiding first-person perspective. Vera eventually learned 

that he had to write a diagnostic report for his psychology class and had been told by his 

professor that while the content of his current draft was fine, he needed to work on 

establishing a more objective stance. Vera admits to John that she was actually somewhat 

unsure of herself, as she had never written a report like this, but she started by simply 
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asking him some questions about his impressions of the professor’s meaning and the 

purpose of the assignment. Brian described the clinical purposes of such reports, and as 

he did so, Vera explains to John, started to realize the power dynamics inherent to the 

text. He noted how doctors are expected to be impartial and how scary it might be to have 

a doctor diagnose from a personal or biased point of view. They went on to review 

Brian’s report, looking for indications of bias or assumptions in his writing, and Vera 

concludes to John that the student seemed to have a stronger awareness of contextuality 

than he had ever shown previously.  

John remarks on how Vera has gone from thinking that she had taught Brian 

everything already to feeling anxious at the thought that she might not have the answers 

he was seeking. The questions about the diagnostic report offer a great example of how 

certain concepts, such as objectivity, can seem so simple yet, when situated within a 

specific set of expectations, are entirely complex and malleable. John notes how, on one 

hand, Brian had been led to believe that bias stems from one’s use of the word “I,” and 

from this he adapted his writing in a way that served him well in many of his classes; on 

the other hand, he eventually encountered a context in which the elimination of “I” was 

not sufficient. To understand objectivity as it was defined by his psychology professor 

and by the genre in which he was working, he needed to consider the precise context of 

his words. It was this context, John suggests, that made Vera feel uncomfortable, as she 

did not have experience with medical writing. Yet, he points out, she was able to 

successfully guide the student with her knowledge of writing; despite not knowing the 
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specific expectations of a diagnostic report, she understood that she needed to begin with 

questions about audience and purpose. 

The exercises at the beginning of each session helped Vera to focus on the 

contextual nuances which continued to challenge Brian. Instead of hearing questions 

about conclusions or objectivity with a sense of frustration, she was able to see how they 

took on new meaning for him as he grappled with them in new, specific situations. As 

such, her understanding of “old” or “already covered” material was disrupted by the 

realization that such material is continually shifting and changing; what is old and what is 

new cannot be so clearly distinguished. Through this greater awareness of these shifts and 

the arguably more subtle ways in which writing tasks differ, Vera eventually reached a 

point at which she realized that the limits which she assumed governed her work were 

invariably fluid, and that this fluidity may challenge her own sense of authority in 

unexpected ways. Many of Brian’s questions were variations on those she had 

encountered countless times before, but they took on a new sense of complexity when 

situated within assignments and disciplinary expectations with which she was unfamiliar. 

These variations were no doubt already at play in Vera and Brian’s earlier sessions, but 

the focused exercise encouraged them to bring them to the forefront and engage them 

more directly.   

The goal of an exercise such as this one is for the tutor—and by extension, the 

student—to gain a more complex understanding of independence and the center itself. 

Vera now illustrates a greater awareness of those issues of representation and dependence 

which are central to a more productive, theoretically sound conception of the work of the 
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center as complex and ongoing, and she now has the means to more productively resist 

the notion that success entails the student’s swift graduation from the center. Unlike when 

she first approached John with her concerns, she now realizes the situatedness, the 

dependence, which governs each new writing experience and, from this, that there is no 

clear beginning and ending to her work.  

 

Scenario 2 – Encouraging Transfer through a Focus on Differences 

Michelle is a first-year composition instructor, working with a student, Myra, who 

is not particularly interested in English courses. Myra plans to major in biology and does 

not see much use for first-year writing courses. In an early conference with Michelle she 

explains that she can already tell that the writing she will need to do in her biology 

courses is very different from the work required for composition. Based on this 

conversation, Michelle is concerned that Myra will not engage with the work of the 

course, but she also realizes that there is some truth to her observations. While the writing 

program in which she teaches allows great flexibility when it comes to lesson plans and 

general course design, instructors are expected to evaluate students based only on their 

ability to write specific types of text-based, analytical essays. Michelle observes during 

their visit that Myra perceives a clear, firm set of distinctions between these essays and 

the writing she will do for biology, and she sees little common ground between them 

other than grammar. She offers Michelle a number of predictable binary comparisons of 

the two, such as that biology is objective, whereas English is subjective, and biology 

entails observation and fact, whereas English entails interpretation and opinion.  
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Michelle’s initial impulse is to emphasize the skills and knowledge that do 

transfer and to focus on what Myra can hope to apply to her work in biology and 

considers talking to her about the expectations of general academic discourse. Yet, she 

knows, Myra is likely to encounter many variations on even these concepts, and as such, 

the claim that first-year writing can teach them in any sort of definitive way is not all that 

helpful. The problem Michelle is encountering here is that the attempt to focus on what 

does transfer from first-year writing to other coursework often leads to a number of 

questionable assertions, regarding the extent to which different writing scenarios overlap 

as well as how first-year writing courses are meant to prepare students. Focusing on the 

connections between courses suggests to students that they need only see the connections 

clearly in order to successfully transfer what they have learned. It suggests, in other 

words, that when students do not apply the skills and knowledge acquired through first-

year writing to other courses, they simply do not yet understand the connections among 

courses; the absence of transfer is conceptualized as a failure or lack, rather than as a 

reflection of writing as contingent and complex. Yet, it seems rather counter-intuitive, as 

Michelle’s initial impulse suggests, to acknowledge the student’s observations and affirm 

that some of what she has learned will certainly not transfer. Still, this is precisely what 

must be established, to offer students a more theoretically grounded understanding of 

writing and to help them see beyond the assignments they will encounter in first-year 

writing.  

With this in mind, Michelle decides to talk with her whole first-year writing class 

about these transfer issues. At the next class meeting, she begins with an example from 
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her initial conversation with Myra: expectations for introductory paragraphs. She 

questions the group about their understanding of how to build an introduction, and 

several students offer the usual answers about thesis statements and hooks, and how to 

“set the scene” for the reader. Then, she asks them to consider when this type of 

introduction would not work or would not be appropriate. She breaks them into groups 

and asks them to take note of what they know about introductions and to come up with at 

least one example of a situation in which this knowledge may not hold true. One group 

offers the example of a lab report, contrasting thesis statements for their essays with the 

ways that lab reports typically establish overall arguments only after results and 

discussion have been presented. Another group makes the same general case using the 

example of a short story.  

Sensing that there is quite a lot more to say on this subject of difference, Michelle 

begins to consider ways to further incorporate this emphasis on variation and situatedness 

and decides to test an ongoing notes project meant to build their awareness of concepts of 

writing, telling students their performance will factor into their participation grades. For 

the project itself, she gives each student a specific writing-related rule or guideline  and 

asks them to, for the remainder of the semester, take brief notes on their assigned rule or 

guideline as they see it followed, or not, within each of the semester’s remaining 

readings. Specifically, they need to consider three questions as they complete each 

reading: whether the author adheres to the rule, how his/her adherence compares to 

others’, and what their thoughts are on why the author does/doesn’t follow it. Notes will 
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be collected at the end of the semester, and every so often they will use class time to 

review their findings.  

During the first review session, Myra, who has been asked to consider texts’ titles, 

volunteers to share her findings. The class has already discussed how titles for their own 

essays should generate interest and reflect their overall arguments, and the titles from the 

three pieces they have just read clearly do not fit this expectation; one is a standard two-

part academic title, while the others are a short humorous phrase and a straightforward 

headline. When asked, Myra does not have much explanation for these differences, 

except to say that the academic title is very clear because it represents a fact-based text 

and that the others help build readers’ interests. Pushing the discussion further,  Michelle 

asks each student to pick a title and change its tone, suggesting they could try to make the 

headline more cryptic or the humorous one more serious. She urges the class to consider 

why titles vary so widely, and they discuss how, depending on the audience and where a 

work is published, different texts have different obligations to engage readers. Michelle 

offers the additional example of abstracts, encouraging students to consider why some of 

the works they read include them whereas others do not. She asks them to imagine seeing 

an abstract for a short newspaper article or for the funny reflective piece they just read 

and to think about why, because of the purposes of these pieces, the inclusion of an 

abstract seems inappropriate.  

Michelle continually highlights questions regarding context, urging students to 

consider the readers and writers of each piece, what specific ideas they are conveying and 

to what end, etc.  At the end of the period, she emphasizes that they have yet to uncover 
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any guidelines that seem to apply to each text or any observations that can be accepted as 

true of each. A student wonders aloud what all of this variation means for their own 

course, to which Michelle offers the reminder that in the case of writing it is the 

questions, not just the answers, which are important. What the students in this scenario 

are beginning to realize, with understandable frustration, is that the context of each text 

helps to shape its meaning and that these questions of audience, purpose, and so on are 

crucial to one’s understanding. Michelle is hopeful that they are starting to see the central 

role of these various concepts and how, despite the answers changing from one text to the 

next, these questions and the active engagement which they foster are what remain 

constant. They continue to review their findings over the remaining weeks of the 

semester, and Michelle closes their final discussion by asking the class to make a list of 

the questions they need to pose when reading a new text or writing for a new assignment. 

Together they make a list, and as they review the questions, Michelle emphasizes to the 

students that the answers to these questions will take the students in a myriad of 

unpredictable directions, but the questions themselves will always be there. She 

encourages them to keep building on the list and to internalize these questions as part of a 

more active mindset toward writing.  

Michelle’s experience suggests that beginning the discussion of transfer with what 

does not carry from one context to the next is a way to more effectively explore what 

does. Rather than focus on the impossible task of trying to discern the means of success 

for all types of writing scenarios, she and her students examined the differences between 

texts with the goal of exposing their underlying conceptual links. Despite their initial 
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frustrations with the project, by the end of the semester the students seemed to illustrate 

much greater awareness of these concepts and, perhaps more importantly, the difficult 

reality that there will always be new challenges for them as readers and writers. During 

her final conference with Michelle, Myra acknowledges that she does not necessarily 

have all of the skills and knowledge she needs to succeed with her biology writing, but 

she realizes that this was the basic point of the note-taking project. There is a certain 

sense of dissatisfaction that comes with this realization, she admits to Michelle, as this 

was not what she was expecting to learn from her writing courses. In many ways, the 

transformation of Myra’s perspective speaks directly to the need to reconceptualize first-

year writing as a whole. She began with the assumption that the course would be too 

general to teach her much of anything, representing one of various misguided 

assumptions held by stakeholders; in her final frustrations with its complexity, she 

verifies the situatedness of composition theory.  

 

Scenario 3 – Enriching a WAC Program by Resisting the One-Size-Fits-All Approach 

As head of the writing program, Kathleen directly oversees the university’s WAC 

program. Her WAC curriculum consists primarily of writing-intensive courses, also 

known as W courses, which are offered by all departments within the university and 

meant to engage students in discipline-specific writing instruction. Each student must 

take at least three W courses to be eligible for graduation, and at least one of these 

courses must be in the student’s major field. Kathleen coordinates various faculty 

workshops each semester, to help instructors from different departments become more 
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proficient in the teaching of writing, and she has recently begun a more thorough 

assessment of the program’s practices, collecting syllabi as well as results from an 

anonymous online survey of WAC faculty.  

Within the data, Kathleen notices a pattern of frustration with the workload of W 

courses. Several respondents aired grievances about the extra work of incorporating 

writing instruction into their already packed lesson plans, and multiple junior professors 

commented on the difficulties of balancing the extra work of W courses with their 

various other responsibilities, particularly given the lack of professional reward they 

perceive from doing so.  Multiple respondents also commented that they desire to help 

students but feel the changes they make to their courses are ineffective. In addition to 

these frustrations, Kathleen also notices potential inconsistencies concerning WAC 

guidelines among the survey responses. In W courses, for instance, instructors are 

expected to emphasize process pedagogy through drafting and feedback methods, but 

various comments offered in the survey suggest that not all instructors are doing so.  

The typical reaction to findings like these might be to address the most oft-cited 

concerns about work load and to formulate some sort of plan to make W courses more 

manageable for faculty. Junior professors’ concerns about tenure are certainly reasonable, 

and through the lens of promotion pathways and pressures to publish, there is seemingly 

very little reward offered by the teaching of W courses; as such, changes to make 

expectations for writing-intensive instruction more manageable would be welcomed by 

most and would likely serve to stabilize the WAC program’s value to many university 

stakeholders. Yet, beginning from this perspective positions writing pedagogy as a 
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secondary concern and subsequently marginalizes it. The ultimate purpose of the WAC 

initiatives is to incorporate composition pedagogy more thoroughly and meaningfully 

throughout the curriculum, and while Kathleen is willing to make practical compromises, 

she does not want to betray this ultimate purpose by compromising her disciplinary 

principles for the sake of maximizing the net value for others. She knows that her primary 

focus cannot be faculty members’ comfort with W courses, though this is of course 

something she hopes to address; ideally, she wants to find ways to strengthen the 

pedagogy of the writing-intensive courses that will also help to alleviate at least some of 

their concerns. She knows that any solutions she hopes to explore must continually 

acknowledge the shared authority of all parties involved; allow for ongoing dialogue; be 

realistic to and useful for the needs of faculty on all sides; and most importantly, strive 

for more meaningful, contextually informed composition pedagogy. With these goals in 

mind, she decides to test a small pilot project, pairing several full-time writing instructors 

with experienced WAC instructors, to review their teaching practices and hopefully 

discern ways of improving the program as a whole.  

One such pair consists of Diane, a social work professor who has taught W 

courses for several years, and writing instructor Terry. Diane is actually quite used to 

reviewing student writing, as all her courses typically require multiple writing 

assignments. She assigns two major writing assignments which constitute the majority of 

students’ grades, the first of which is a case report. Students watch a series of videotaped 

meetings between a social worker and a client and then, acting as the social worker, must 

write up a full report of the interactions. She notes that her expectations for reports are 
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pretty rigid, since the official purposes for such reports are generally the same across the 

board, and she wants students to appreciate their importance as official documents. She 

breaks down her instructions and rules very specifically, preferring them to learn proper 

conventions from the very beginning. She explains to Terry that she runs into trouble, 

however, with the second major assignment, a research paper, as she finds that students 

struggle quite a bit more with this than with the first assignment. This makes some sense, 

she admits, as there is more research involved and the instructions for this assignment are 

not quite as specific for various reasons. However, even taking these issues into account, 

she finds that students generally do much worse on this assignment, and she is not sure 

why.  

Diane and Terry review sample literature reviews taken from several student 

papers, focusing on those from students who did well on their earlier case report 

assignments. Diane talks Terry through some of the major problems she sees in the 

papers, and a primary concern is the lack of thoughtful research. Diane expects students 

to present an inclusive overview, but what she seems to get are fairly superficial, limited 

summaries. She wonders whether the students are simply satisfied with doing the 

minimum, but Terry notes that several of the sample papers have actually exceeded the 

page limit. They are, in other words, attempting to surpass her basic expectations; the 

content of their literature reviews, on the other hand, requires further examination. Rather 

than offering a more comprehensive perspective, they tend to focus on very detailed 

information from just a few examples. Terry proposes that there may be some other 

underlying issue here, particularly given that these students typically do quite well on 
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their other assignments. Given the level of detail, he suggests their weak reviews may 

stem from a general misunderstanding of the purposes of the literature review and how it 

differs from their first assignment. The case reports are very personal, written from a 

first-person perspective and with the purpose of validating the student’s authority on a 

specific, narrow field of information, the actual client. Terry prompts Diane to consider 

how a literature review entails vastly different expectations and suggests that she spend 

some class time talking with students about how the dynamics of writer and reader differ 

between the two assignments and how, because their relationship to the audience 

changes, so must their methods for asserting their authority.  

Through discussion with Terry, as well as her other writing instructors, Kathleen 

realizes even more clearly that situated writing instruction is crucial to the success of W 

courses. The resources for faculty teaching writing intensive courses tend to focus on the 

broader, relatively vague concerns of process pedagogy, and while these are to some 

extent necessary given the wide scope of the WAC program, they are also necessarily 

limited. Kathleen is glad to see professors like Diane attempting to tailor WAC guidelines 

to their specific course needs, given the dangers of oversimplification. Still, Diane’s 

experiences illustrate the shortcomings of the current program, as her writing-intensive 

teaching practices were aligned with program expectations but still so vaguely 

implemented as to have little, and sometimes detrimental, effect on students’ work. 

Kathleen realizes that in trying to appeal to the “all” of her university—all departments, 

all types of faculty—she has essentially marginalized meaningful writing instruction. The 

current guidelines construct writing instruction as simply process pedagogy, allowing W 
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courses to fall into a rote cycle of drafting and commenting. Even for instructors like 

Diane, who show a clear commitment to strong pedagogy and who genuinely hope to 

improve as WAC instructors, the program does not offer nearly enough guidance. Only 

through her meetings with Terry did she realize the significant limitations of her current 

practices and, perhaps most importantly, the need to always situate her instruction.  

Moreover, only through these meetings did Diane finally confront her 

understandable apprehension toward engaging students in conceptual discussions of 

writing. Previously, she was able to establish a clear practical commitment to writing 

instruction, but her students were still missing the conceptual knowledge necessary for 

more significant progress. Through this absence of conceptual knowledge, meaningful 

writing instruction remained secondary within her W courses. Kathleen hypothesizes that 

greater conceptual, situated support may be precisely what she needs to provide to all 

WAC faculty. Terry notes, moreover, that Diane’s is a strong example of the need to 

explore writing identity with students, rather than simply press them to produce. By 

offering the assignments as she does, Terry explains, and by not examining different 

writing contexts and the various nuances of social work identity with her students, Diane 

is producing a specific, and unfortunately too rigid, identity for “social work writing” 

based solely on her initial assignment. Understandably, then, her students work from this 

identity and are much less successful in their later work. Instead, she needs to engage the 

investigative perspective and incorporate discussion of how and why different writerly 

identities are formed within her pedagogy.  
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Diane comes away from this pilot project with a number of useful strategies to 

improve her instruction, and she, like most other professors involved in this initial 

project, has expressed few worries about the workload or time involved in making these 

changes. Still, as they wrap up the pilot project, a main concern for Kathleen is how to 

offer such support to WAC faculty on a broader scale. It is unrealistic to expect every 

instructor to meet with writing faculty multiple times each semester, and the writing 

program does not have the resources to facilitate so many individual meetings. While she 

will have to carefully consider the logistics of her new approach, what is already clear is 

that the current setup simply is not working. Instead of offering the simple, more broadly 

applicable rules about drafting and commenting, she needs to provide a more 

theoretically grounded set of principles to her WAC faculty and push for more situated 

instruction. The current guidelines may be easy for most professors to adopt, but they are 

also subsequently easy to use in ways that that are counter-productive. More than just 

principles, though, Kathleen has realized through this project that she must provide WAC 

instructors greater opportunities to interact with writing faculty and to build a more 

contextualized understanding of their own writing and of their expectations for their 

students. While limited resources make it difficult to design a fully individualized system, 

she can move in the right direction by focusing outreach and assessment efforts at the 

department level rather than the level of all university faculty and by working to establish 

more flexible communication pathways between individual WAC and writing instructors.  
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Last(ing) Thoughts 

While the three scenarios here are presented in isolation for the sake of clarity, 

realistically the issues found in any single situation could be addressed by methods and 

concepts found in the others. Indeed, while the specific issues highlighted in the various 

scenarios are unique, the methods for addressing them overlap significantly. Kathleen 

could incorporate threshold concepts more explicitly into her work with WAC 

instructors, for instance; perhaps rather than the general workshops focused mostly on 

practical tips for new WAC faculty which she currently offers, she could focus on 

threshold concepts, as a way to encourage instructors to more meaningfully evaluate their 

pedagogy.  Or, John could help Vera to build her understanding of the added value 

perspective, to hopefully foster her greater awareness of her work as conceptually rich 

and grounded in composition theory, rather than marginal. From this, she could more 

effectively understand her concerns and explore ways to work more meaningfully with 

returning students. This flexibility and variety of applications speaks to the way that the 

intersections of composition and disability studies I present over the course this project 

constitute an overall mindset. While there are certainly many practical, material issues to 

consider, some already highlighted here, the thoughtful use of disability theory calls for 

fundamental conceptual changes which influence how one sees not only her own work 

but the work of composition more generally. 

Through the lens of disability theory we can reinforce those concepts which 

underpin composition studies and establish a stronger theoretical base from which to 

enact our pedagogy and our scholarship. Through it we can better understand the 

dynamics of representation as they influence writers and the writing process, and the 
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ways that composition problematizes traditional expectations for education and, more 

specifically, for student progress. We can also strengthen our awareness of writing as a 

situated experience through what disability theory teaches us about difference and how it 

is a reality we must embrace rather than a burden we should try to surmount or ignore. 

Moreover, when we recognize the dynamics of accommodation and universal design 

reflected in composition’s curricular structure, we can more meaningfully evaluate the 

extent to which our choices produce as well as investigate, and possibly disrupt, identities 

for our students and ourselves. From this critical perspective we can work to unsettle 

those ideal notions which unfortunately continue to pervade much pedagogy and 

scholarship and highlight the ways in which they are inconsistent with, and detrimental 

to, the disciplinary principles of composition. In all these ways, the concepts of disability 

theory which I discuss throughout this project help to expose conflicts of theory and 

practice and offer a way forward for composition that is theoretically grounded and that 

allows for more meaningful, lasting change. 

Still, despite the abstract, conceptual nature of the changes I have proposed here, I 

remain mindful of the numerous pressures imposed by the stakeholders of composition 

and, of course, the need to work within the “frames” which they set forth. The scenarios 

presented in this chapter and my overarching statements about the perspective as a whole 

are not meant to suggest that such adjustments are easy to implement or maintain. As I 

mention at various points throughout this project, such far-reaching changes are rarely 

easy to enact, and they entail a great deal of fortitude and commitment. While some 

changes may take shape through relatively minor adjustments, perhaps to the way one 
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understands or talks to a particular student, for instance, others demand much greater 

resources. As the WAC scenario in this chapter shows, when changes involve more 

people or require greater amounts of time from faculty, change becomes more difficult to 

enact. While Kathleen has learned a great deal from her pilot project about how to 

strengthen her WAC program, putting this knowledge into wider practice will be more 

complicated and difficult. Moreover, even those changes which one might consider 

cheaper or less time-intensive, such as the alterations Vera made, may still require a lot of 

resources when enacted on a broader scale. John, for instance, may seek to build on his 

experiences with Vera by collecting data about his center or designing a new training 

program for tutors, both of which would require funding and, thus, the approval of 

stakeholders who may not share his perspective on the center’s purpose. He, like many 

administrators, could find himself unable to fully align principles and practice because he 

lacks the resources to do so. The pressures, and even outright demands, of stakeholders 

and of budgetary restrictions cannot and should not be ignored, and their impact on the 

work of composition unfortunately can be quite significant.  

As I have maintained from the very beginning of this project, though, conceptual 

changes are necessary. They need not happen over the course of a semester or a year, 

however, and they need not happen all at once. Indeed, from all that we know regarding 

the importance of institutional histories and the complexity of relationships within and 

beyond writing programs, it is likely advantageous for change to occur gradually. Louise 

Wetherbee Phelps frames the writing program as a “complex totality or ecosystem” in her 

piece “Telling a Writing Program Its Own Story” and notes that the delicacy of such 
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systems brings to mind Goldilocks and the Three Bears, as “interactions[s] must be just 

right—not too little or too much” (173). The introduction of critical disability theory, or 

any change, should be done so as to integrate it into the fabric of the existing program, as 

opposed to overthrowing the program entirely. Regardless of the time it takes, however, 

we should not avoid these changes. Resource limitations are necessary to consider, but 

they are not enough reason to prevent us from working toward a more consistently 

principled stance toward the work of our discipline. Moreover, the examples I explore 

throughout this project often illustrate that it is not merely a matter of inadequate 

resources which keeps us from maintaining a more stable theoretical stance in our 

scholarship and our pedagogy. It is one thing to realize that one’s stance is misaligned 

with one’s capacity to enact meaningful change based on a lack of funding, time, or even 

cooperation; it is another to enact potentially damaging misconceptions when not 

constrained by such concerns. The examples I offer here often illustrate the ambivalences 

within scholars and instructors, the conflicts within their own individual perspectives, 

rather than conflicts between them and their respective stakeholders. As I established at 

the very start of this project, we must work to strengthen our own frame—the frame we 

build for our discipline—before we can satisfactorily assess, and resist, the frames 

imposed by others.  

It is worthwhile to point out as well that, in addition to the more immediate 

perspective of resource and administrative limitations, I realize that this project in some 

ways runs counter to neo-liberalist perceptions of the basic purposes of college education. 

It runs counter to, in other words, much of our society’s broader ideas regarding college 
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as preparation for the competitive workforce. By rejecting expectations of autonomy and 

shifting emphasis away from success as an expected outcome, I resist the emphasis on 

efficiency and productivity found in much of the rhetoric surrounding higher education. 

While I acknowledge the potential for meaningful work and success to overlap, I do not 

consider them synonymous, and within the current cultural frame of the purposes of 

college, I realize that this view likely seems rather counter-intuitive. Catherine Chaput 

points out in Inside the Teaching Machine that schools generally maintain “the rhetorical 

suggestion that economic success [is] simply the result of hard work, intelligence, 

ambition, and talent”  and that institutions have benefitted enormously from the “ability 

to dip into [this] unique rhetorical reserve” of democratic narratives (45, 76). As such, 

they have few incentives to compromise it by acknowledging the myriad other factors 

affecting the quality of education one receives.  

Simplified conceptions of composition fit neatly into this rhetoric, as they offer 

the promise of a specific, fixed end, a value which the student can carry forth and thus 

signify her—and the institution’s—success. The disassociation of success from an 

educational experience could be considered rather damaging, but this is simply a matter 

of perspective. Like the arguments I have made here about composition specifically, my 

broader stance toward education simply challenges our established ideologies, and rightly 

so. Ours is a society which lauds particular types of achievement, which do not include 

either disabled bodies or continually-challenged writers, and in seeking these 

achievements, and these achievements only, we succeed merely in marginalizing. 

Writing, like disability, defies expectations in myriad ways, and it makes sense that to 
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engage it most meaningfully, we must be willing to disrupt our larger beliefs on success 

and the purposes of education. 

In this way, then, I resist certain basic assumptions about education which prevail 

today, not only for their basic incongruity with composition theory but also because they 

encourage the class divisions and other material conditions which, as various scholars 

have addressed, so routinely impede our professional progress (see Schell; Strickland; 

Harris). In “Meet the New Boss, Same as the Old Boss,” for instance, Joseph Harris 

critiques the incessant pressure of academic “productivity” and its effect on disciplinary 

identity, saying “The structures of academic professionalism . . . encourage us not to 

identify with our coworkers but to strive to distinguish ourselves from one another—and, 

in doing so, to short-circuit attempts to form a sense of our collective interests and 

identity” (52). We lose sight of disciplinary interests and identity, in other words, because 

we are driven so intensely by institutional expectations. Harris’ reference to short-

circuiting here is particularly apt, as this is precisely what occurs when we in composition 

latch onto or maintain simplistic ideals. Beliefs in student autonomy or simple transfer 

processes are situated within the larger ideological agenda of higher education, driven by 

productivity and immediate success, and when we maintain these agenda in composition, 

we circumvent those concepts which constitute the core of our discipline. We avoid 

recognition of how transfer is a recursive rather than linear process, and of how 

autonomy is an illusory objective, and in doing so we evade those discussions which, 

while incredibly challenging, help us to establish more meaningful pedagogy. 
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It is also worthwhile to point out the irony of any counterargument offered on the 

grounds of sacrificed productivity, however, given that in a long-term sense, this 

disability-based composition perspective is actually intent on achieving lasting progress. 

By focusing on the long-term values of writing instruction, of what it can accomplish as 

well as what it cannot, this approach actually allows for the most meaningful work. This 

work will likely be arduous and more time-consuming, but it will last longer as well, and 

the focus on longevity alongside, rather than merely in service to, expediency will serve 

students well. In the parlance of personal finance—and the market mentality which 

sustains higher education—the approach reflects the need to balance equity and liquidity. 

One should strive for lasting values but also ensure the means to access them. This dual 

perspective—on not just the individual or immediate concerns but on the overarching and 

collective ones, on not just the production of identity but also its deeper investigation—is 

at the core of disability theory and its contributions to this project. What I hope to 

illuminate through these chapters is not simply what disability theory may offer to 

composition but also what it may offer a great many disciplines and how it may 

contribute to a greater critical understanding of the world around us.  Even with this 

broader potential, though, I still mean to emphasize that writing and writing instruction 

are uniquely suited to work with disability theory.  

For all the ways I have discussed here and likely for many other ways yet to be 

explored, disability and composition theories intersect to initiate a more mindful 

understanding of our pedagogy and our scholarship. Disability and writing are both 

quintessentially human experiences, and they are experiences which we will all cycle 
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through and within at various points in our lives. Moreover, despite this fact, they both 

represent identities with which people often do not, or do not want to, associate 

themselves. It is not uncommon to shrug off suggestions of disability, or to write but 

deny that one is a writer, refusing these significations despite being positioned squarely 

within them. We too often see these as experiences of the Other, as something which 

deviates from our normative comforts, and we do so in great part because of the rigid 

ways in which we have crafted these cultural identities. The disabled body is the one in 

the wheelchair or the one who does not speak, and writers are those talented few who are 

driven to publish. Yet, these are just some of the many ways to possibly identify, and thus 

we must turn to those concepts of difference and of non-standard representation to better 

understand and explore these experiences. Otherwise, we will find ourselves continuing 

to marginalize or, at the very least, allowing others to marginalize us.  

We must break the frame of ambivalence currently sitting comfortably around our 

discipline, that frame which from one angle offers us insightful guidance but which from 

another undercuts us. Judith Butler writes in Frames of War that “Something exceeds the 

frame that troubles our sense of reality,” in that “What is taken for granted in one 

instance becomes thematized critically or even incredulously in another” (9-10). To truly 

exceed this frame, we must reach this point of incredulity, the point at which we review 

the conflicts I have discussed throughout this project and we see them as absurd and 

flatly unacceptable. Moreover, we must be willing to see the parts we have played. As I 

noted at the very start of this project, we cannot reasonably expect to negotiate or resist 

the frames imposed by other stakeholders when we have not yet resolved our own, and so 
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we must be willing to recognize our own roles in maintaining these conflicts. Those more 

difficult elements of our discipline, those concepts which defy easy explanation and 

disrupt our notions of success, are the same which will help us to resist the slippage into 

simplified ideals, so it is precisely those concepts which we must be willing to confront 

through our pedagogy and our scholarship. We must continue the work begun here with 

disability theory and embrace these ideas not as peripheral or eventual concerns but as 

essential components of our disciplinary frame. 
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