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ABSTRACT 

The author engages in a study of rhetoric and composition’s disciplinary identity 

and representations as seen in various disciplinary locations. Despite individual 

preferences toward other titles, the discipline is commonly referred to as “rhetoric and 

composition,” a title that embraces but does not categorize the field. In this dissertation 

the author examines the relationship between rhetoric and composition, arguing in the 

first section of the dissertation that the conjunction “and” is not sufficient to describe the 

many relationships between these two terms. The first section of the dissertation also 

examines the positioning of rhetoric and composition in historical texts as well as in 

journals published by the National Council of Teachers of English, concluding that the 

hierarchies often created between rhetoric and composition or theory and practice are 

highly contextual. 

The second section of the dissertation examines the role of departmental and 

institutional structures in the development of doctoral programs in rhetoric and 

composition, and argues that the discipline needs to take a proactive role in addressing 

these influences. The author demonstrates this need through an historical examination of 

the formation of doctoral programs in rhetoric and composition and the disciplinary 

identity represented by TA training texts. The second section then argues that conscious 

and considered representations of disciplinary identity are important to the continued 

growth and development of rhetoric and composition. The dissertation concludes with an 

argument that rhetoric and composition needs to develop undergraduate majors and 

minors. The concluding chapter highlights the role of departments and undergraduate 
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majors in the American university and urges scholars and administrators in the discipline 

to work toward the establishment of undergraduate curricula. 
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 PREFACE  

In this dissertation I examine the intersections between rhetoric and composition in order 

to better highlight the disciplinary identity of rhetoric and composition. Rhetoric and 

composition is a discipline deeply rooted in pedagogy yet academically tied to research 

traditions in the humanities, and these two competing influences have led to numerous 

discussions of divisions and fractures in the field, both between theory and practice, and 

between rhetoric and composition. In the discussions of these splits and divisions, the 

values of theory and practice are weighted according to the inclinations of various 

scholars in the field. In this dissertation I attend to the work of scholars who argue that 

practice (composition pedagogy) is the true purpose of the discipline and to turn from it is 

to desert the true purpose of the discipline. I also analyze the work of those who argue 

that we must not only theorize practice, but value theory for its own sake. These 

arguments often parallel those being held about the role of rhetoric in the discipline. 

Rhetoric, like many other theories that have been espoused by the discipline, is simply 

another means of theorizing practice. I began this dissertation on the rhetoric side of this 

debate, determined to find out where rhetoric exists in the discipline and demonstrate 

rhetoric’s integral role in the discipline. In the process I learned that the debate itself is 

flawed, and largely a construction of the collective insecurities of a growing discipline. 

 The questions about our disciplinary identity have come in waves that reflect our 

disciplinary growth. During the 1980s our presence in English departments and the 

academic landscape grew dramatically, and scholars began to write histories of 

composition that served to write composition studies into the history of English 
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departments. Many of these texts used rhetoric to position or define composition within 

English departments and humanities studies overall. During the theoretical explosion of 

the 1990s the gap between theory and practice felt much wider, prompting an increased 

attention to ideas such as critical teaching—meant not only to bring theory and practice 

together, but to widen our understanding of students’ uses of language. This increase in 

theory led to a decrease in the need for rhetoric as an underpinning theory of 

composition, which is reflected in journals articles from that period. The first two 

chapters of the dissertation look at rhetoric in these two locations, analyzing how rhetoric 

is used to frame composition and how it is defined in NCTE journals. These chapters 

clearly follow the original plan of looking for rhetoric in composition, although they do 

so in the name of disciplinary understanding. However, chapters three through five take a 

decidedly different turn. 

 In my work on doctoral programs it became apparent that the development of 

those programs created a space for rhetoric and composition to straddle the gap between 

theory and practice, and to instill a sense of disciplinarity to future scholars. However, it 

also became clear that many of the initial structures and course requirements in doctoral 

programs depended heavily on the needs and available faculty at any given institution. As 

institutional and departmental goals shifted, so did those of rhetoric and composition. 

This is not necessarily a bad thing, but it is important that we understand how much 

influence lies in the institutional structures that shape us. As I began to see the tensions 

between theory and practice and rhetoric and composition as necessary, rather than a gap 

to be bridged, my focus shifted from searching for rhetoric within composition to striving 
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to highlight and analyze our representations of disciplinary identity. In doctoral programs 

we refine our disciplinary identity for incoming members of the discipline. But in TA 

training we have an opportunity to define and emphasize our disciplinary identity to 

temporary members of the discipline. Graduate students in literature and creative writing 

are often not invested in the discipline of rhetoric and composition, perhaps due largely to 

the temporary nature of their positions. However, these TAs are often our future 

colleagues as well, either as long-term lecturers or as faculty and their experiences with 

and understanding of rhetoric and composition as a discipline are important. Lastly, I 

argue that one of the key spaces for disciplinary representation at the university level is 

the undergraduate major. If rhetoric and composition wishes to represent itself throughout 

the university, the most effective way to do this is through the existing structure of the 

undergraduate major. 

 I began this dissertation looking for rhetoric, hoping to prove that rhetoric, 

particularly Aristotelian rhetoric, is indispensable to composition studies. I wanted to 

demonstrate that it’s here all the time, underappreciated and seldom noticed. My desire to 

find rhetoric was driven by the same force that drives the constant debates over what 

theories best inform practice, and it is not productive. The urge to categorize and 

prioritize minimizes the impact of multiple theories of composition and rhetoric when in 

fact it is the existence of multiple lines of research into composition theory and pedagogy 

that allowed the discipline to develop in the first place. Rather than assign an identity to 

the discipline, I hope that I’ve highlighted ways that the discipline represents its identity 

to itself and to the institution. 
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CHAPTER ONE: COMPETING HIERARCHIES: (RE)DEFINING THE 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION 

For quite some time the use of “and” as a link between rhetoric and composition 

(or composition and rhetoric) has been taken largely for granted. Donald Davidson 

remarked in 1953 in an article on the relations of rhetoric and grammar that, “In our time, 

the conjunction and has too often been the mark of a timid evasiveness.” The implication 

of that conjunction, he continues, is that the two conjoined studies “are merely coordinate 

and have no relationship beyond mere coordination” (425). The complexity of the 

relationship between rhetoric and composition is masked by the use of a simple 

conjunction. The same apparently simple and actually quite complex relationship is 

evident in discussions of theory and practice, scholarship and teaching. The conjunctions 

are a form of shorthand that enables us to ignore the complexities involved in the often 

hierarchical relations. What is the hierarchy between rhetoric and composition? What are 

the assumptions that have conjoined rhetoric and composition, and do we still believe in 

them? In this dissertation I will be examining this relationship and how our understanding 

and use of rhetoric help shape our disciplinary identity. We are at a moment of reckoning 

in the discipline, and we need to take this moment to understand what we mean by 

rhetoric and composition, and whether we really want to subsume that identity to 

composition studies. The use of and needs to be disentangled to examine how rhetoric 

functions in the field of composition studies, or more accurately position the two within 

various institutional and disciplinary hierarchies.   
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The relationship between rhetoric and composition often seems tenuous at best.  

While we are clearly teaching rhetorical strategies, one could argue that there is nothing 

rhetorical at all about the essays that we assign and grade every semester. The act of 

persuasion is not going to happen, not as we frame it in the wider world. I would venture 

that not one first-year composition instructor has ever been convinced that the death 

penalty should indeed be abolished after reading yet another research paper for which the 

student chose a “topic of interest.” However, we want that connection to exist. Ever since 

Edward P.J. Corbett and his colleagues began to infuse the teaching of composition with 

rhetorical strategies and theories, we have clung to this connection, often without 

knowing quite why.  

This discipline exists within a perpetual cycle of dualities. It began with a 

literature/composition duality – founding scholars were trained in literature yet teaching 

and interested in composition. So the focus in the early days of the discipline was still on 

the teaching of composition and how rhetoric might invigorate and professionalize that 

practice. We have run through several other dualities in the course of our development as 

a discipline – the theory/practice binary of the 80s, the researcher/teacher binary of the 

70s, the professional leader/practitioner binary of the 90s. Of course all of these roles 

have overlapped and meandered through each other as we have tried them on and cast 

them off over the years. But ultimately, we are continually enmeshed in one binary or 

another as we navigate the intricacies of being in rhetoric and composition.  

One of the reasons that I see for this continual set of binaries is the split in the 

actual practice of our discipline. When we teach, we are either teaching first-year 



 

 

15

students or graduate students. While there are obviously some exceptions, the bulk of our 

work happens at opposite ends of the collegiate spectrum. In terms of the theory/practice, 

scholar/practitioner binaries, the material conditions of what and whom we teach clearly 

affect our sense of what it means to be in rhetoric and composition. When our 

scholar/researchers almost exclusively teach other scholar/researchers-in-training, and the 

teaching of first-year students is left to the trainees or to a different group of professionals 

altogether, how are we to demand that these binaries be bridged? So far, we have been 

largely unable to do so.  

This duality is why I have decided to do this closer examination of the discipline. 

I have taken the time to examine what we mean by rhetoric and composition in several 

different instantiations to create an understanding of who we are now, dualities and all. I 

believe that if we want to find ways to continue to solidify our sense of discipline and to 

bridge the gaps between theory/practice, scholar/practitioner, then we need to first have a 

clear picture of how the terms rhetoric and composition are used in our scholarship, our 

professionalization, and our teacher training. With a clearer picture of where we are now, 

we will be better able to articulate how to get where we want to be. The discipline of 

rhetoric and composition has entered a period of stability and institutional acceptance. 

We should take advantage of this time to assess our own identity and work to make our 

discipline stronger and more clearly articulated than we have been able to do in the past. 

In another 1953 issue of The Quarterly Journal of Speech, Donald C. Bryant’s 

“Rhetoric: Its Functions and Its Scope,” explored the definitions and uses of rhetoric. 

Bryant maintained that “common practice seems to presume a restatement of most 
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complex ideas about once a generation” (402). We seem to be at that generational point 

when it is time to revisit the ideas that underpin our discipline. “Rhetoric” is important to 

revisit because it seems to be the most foundational of our theoretical underpinnings. As 

the discipline has taken root and expanded, several theoretical frameworks have come to 

inform our practice, including cultural studies, critical pedagogy, and postmodernism. All 

of these (among many others) have contributed to the discussion of what it is to write and 

teach writing in the social structures we inhabit. These ideas will also need revisiting in 

another generation, but for now, it is the role of rhetoric in the current state of our 

discipline that I am working to define. Ultimately I will argue that while we used rhetoric 

to build the discipline, and we continue to educate our future colleagues in rhetorical 

traditions, the creation of an undergraduate major offers the most potential to bring this 

knowledge to undergraduates and to create a sense of cohesion in the discipline. While 

we may not need rhetoric any more on the same terms that we once did, it is a part of our 

dappled discipline that it would not do to forget entirely.  

Given the breadth of possibilities in this study, I find it necessary to place some 

boundaries around what I will study. I am limiting myself primarily to the period between 

1980 and 2000. I will spend some time in this introductory chapter looking at the work of 

Edward P.J. Corbett, but other than that I would like to focus on the period during which 

the discipline began to branch out from its initial concerns of infusing composition with 

scholarly heft. While the new rhetorics of the 1960s and 1970s are an important moment 

in the growth of the discipline, I am more interested in what happened when the initial 

growth spurt slowed. In “Dating the Birth of the New Rhetoric,” Richard Young and 
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Maureen Daly Goggin discuss and explore the phenomenon of setting boundaries in 

historical studies. While they acknowledge that such boundary-setting is often 

problematic and can simplify historical events, they also acknowledge that historical 

study without boundaries is just as problematic. They note that “reasonable 

interpretations of the past begin with limiting decisions or, as Fischer would have it, with 

problems to be solved” (30). The problem I will solve here is how various scholars have 

used rhetoric to situate, define, or expand the teaching of composition. Particularly, I am 

looking at those scholars whose work in these areas helped direct further studies in the 

formation of the discipline. 

In this first chapter, I will review the historical conjunction of rhetoric and 

composition to examine the hierarchies that have shaped this relationship in order to 

provide an historical context for reflecting upon how rhetoric and composition are 

assumed to be related in how we go about our business today. When we discuss rhetoric 

and composition, we are really talking about a much more complex set of interactions 

than the phrase implies. Our scholarly literature is rife with examples of rhetoric for 

composition, composition reacting to rhetoric, and rhetoric in composition. Of these, 

rhetoric in composition provides the most opportunities for integration of rhetorical 

theories and the teaching of composition. However, we seem easily sidetracked by the 

vagueness of and, the seeming simplicity of for.  

During the 1980s and 1990s, when the field of rhetoric and composition was 

reaching a point of relative stability, scholars in composition studies began publishing 

histories of the discipline. These historical accounts of composition in the university 
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served several purposes. Namely, many of them showed that what we had accomplished, 

the disciplinary status that had been achieved, was part of a broader tradition of 

humanistic study identified with the ancient origins of rhetoric. We were not merely 

pedagogues, seeking more than our fair share of tenure lines, but part of a theoretically 

based liberal arts discipline. By the time these histories were being written, the 

hierarchies that bind us were already institutionalized in the discipline, and they are 

evident in the way that different authors approach the subject. This state of affairs was 

not always the case, however. In the 1960s and 70s, teachers of composition worked to 

find ways to theorize and understand their work in ways that would strengthen their 

positions in English departments, and publications that invoked rhetoric as a means to 

advance that purpose often adopted the persona of  the teacher-researcher. Teacher-

researchers figured as scholars who were actively engaged in both activities, with 

research envisioned as a means to better understand teaching. The most visible of these 

was Edward P.J. Corbett. His early work exemplifies the ideal of the scholarly teacher – 

one who sees a lack in his teaching life, turns to research to address that need, and then 

publishes the results of his inquiries to improve teaching in the field.  

For Corbett, rhetoric provided an historic resource for composition. The study of 

classical rhetoric and rhetorical practices would allow teachers to expand and enhance the 

teaching of composition. This sense of rhetoric for composition acknowledged teaching 

as the grounds of rhetoric, and focused on that central point. In contrast, two decades later 

Jim Berlin would also write from a position of rhetoric for composition. However, in his 

case, rhetoric existed as theory and scholarship that served as a critical counterpoint to 
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teaching, rather than an extension of it. In the 1980’s with the influx of critical theories 

into studies of rhetoric and writing, rhetoric for composition shifted from rhetoric as a 

teaching tool to rhetoric as a means for teachers to critique their teaching practices. For 

other scholars such as Knoblauch and Brannon, rhetoric did not bring a critical 

consciousness to teachers of composition. The composition classroom and modern 

composition practices were seen as providing their own grounds for theories, theories that 

were not necessarily indebted to classical rhetoric or improved by new models of critical 

interpretation. In Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching of Writing, Knoblauch and 

Brannon repudiated traditional conceptions of rhetoric for composition by arguing 

classical rhetoric did not serve the interests of composition. Their work can be seen as 

part of the push against the dominance of rhetoric and for the idea of composition studies 

as a domain of theory as well as well as practice. In Composition-Rhetoric, Robert 

Connors advanced this movement by setting out the study of rhetoric in composition. He 

discusses a “rhetoric of composition,” and examines the rhetorical aspects of composition 

studies and the prevalence of current-traditional teaching methods. Connors sees 

composition as a discipline ripe with its own rhetorical features, and one that might 

successfully integrate the ideals of rhetoric into the teaching of composition. 

At each of these influential junctures, the conjunction between rhetoric and 

composition was configured by shifting conceptions of the dualities of rhetoric and 

composition, theory and practice, scholarship and teaching. In this chapter I examine 

Edward Corbett’s move to open rhetoric up to teachers of writing, and his push for 

teachers to study rhetorical history and theory on their own. I will focus on Corbett’s 
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approach as a teacher researching theory and how that approach shaped his exploration of 

rhetoric. I will then examine how James Berlin’s Rhetoric and Reality represented the 

position of scholar, as well as how he positioned rhetoric in the realm of the purely 

theoretical. I will also explore C.H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon’s Rhetorical Traditions 

and the Teaching of Writing. While in some senses they mirror some of Corbett’s claims, 

they are more firmly engaged in challenging the theory/practice binary that had arisen in 

the discipline. Lastly, I will examine Robert Connors’s Composition-Rhetoric for his 

stance as a professional practitioner and his inclusion of composition as a site for 

rhetorical understanding. Each of these has instantiated the realities of the discipline in 

different ways, and each instantiation reveals the assumptions we make about rhetoric, 

composition, and the teaching of writing whenever we connect them with and. 

Using Rhetoric for the Teaching of Composition 

Edward Corbett was a leading figure in the early days of rhetoric in composition. 

In his early articles he provided other teachers of writing with ideas for how the study of 

rhetorical texts might enhance the status and depth of their work. In much of his work he 

calls for expanding composition studies and for an infusion of more theoretical 

understandings of the writing process. Throughout his early works, there is a guiding 

sense that all of his research in rhetoric is a means to the specific end of improving 

composition teaching, both for himself, his students, and fellow teachers. 

Corbett’s interest in classical rhetoric reportedly emerged from an accidental 

discovery of Hugh Blair’s work. In Selected essays of Edward P.J. Corbett, edited by 

Robert Connors, Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford preface each of the essays with a brief 
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interview with Corbett about the essay at hand. As a preface to “Hugh Blair as an 

Analyzer of English Prose Style,” Corbett describes his findings this way: 

[. . .] one day, just desperation made me go to the library to find something 
that would give me some help so that I could talk about the form, the 
structure, the organization of a piece of prose in the way that I could do 
marvelously with poetry. I went to the library, and I happened to get into 
the section where there were some rhetoric books. (“Hugh Blair 2) 
 

Corbett’s introduction to rhetoric via the work of Hugh Blair has become a moment of 

discovery in our disciplinary memory. Corbett’s articles earned him status of one of the 

“founding fathers” of rhetoric and composition, as evidenced by the wide anthologization 

of so many of his essays. Especially in his early work, though, Corbett does not position 

himself on the scholarly side of the theory/practice gap. Despite the fact that he is now 

seen as a leading scholar, Corbett’s intention was to enhance the experience and 

understanding of teachers. Coming at a time when teachers were beginning to feel 

dissatisfaction with the modes-based, theme-writing, current-traditional paradigm, this 

“discovery” of rhetoric gave Corbett and others an alternative to offer their fellow 

teachers. In the 1960s and 1970s, scholarship was largely about teaching, and theory was 

integral to from practice. 

Ironically, the desperation Corbett refers to wasn’t even borne of first-year 

composition woes. Instead, it was the product of a section of English survey that he 

taught, where the disparity between his poetic and prosaic understanding became clear to 

him. Corbett’s treatment of Blair is interesting in light of our modern composition 

practices. Corbett’s chief fascination with Blair was his analysis of prose style on a 

sentence level. Several of the lectures that Corbett references consist of a detailed 
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analysis of each sentence and its efficacy in a particular essay by Addison or other 

neoclassical writers. Corbett’s conception of the relationship of theory to practice was 

quite different from ours, in part because he understood teaching differently. The sort of 

detailed style analysis he practiced is rarely seen in first-year composition today. The 

model for teaching English was largely set by the methods of the New Critics, and is far 

less relevant in today’s composition classroom.  

In “The Usefulness of Classical Rhetoric,” Corbett began his decades-long 

exploration of the use of classical rhetoric in composition courses. His concern seems to 

be for the soullessness of modern theme-based composition courses. While Corbett 

himself never refers to this as a specific problem, it is evident in his excitement that 

“classical rhetoricians made more provision for bringing ‘the whole soul of man into 

activity’ than do the authors of any modern textbooks that I know of” (16). He also refers 

to the students’ perspective on theme-writing: “I suspect that one of the reasons why our 

students find theme-writing so unrealistic . . . is that such writing is directed, if it is 

directed at all, toward a vague, faceless audience” (17). These references to a lack of 

purpose and audience point to the gap that Corbett felt rhetoric could fill. Composition 

courses seemed to lack a sense of context and purpose. Rhetoric, then, offers a means for 

us to bring these concerns into composition courses.  

As with his article about Blair, Corbett’s purpose seems to draw upon the methods 

of classical rhetoric to provide readers with a more productive pedagogy. Corbett argues 

that classical rhetoric could help improve the standing and effectiveness of composition 

teaching. In the head note to this article he discusses his discovery process, explaining 
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that, “[. . .] if I was going to do something on Blair, I was going to have to recover the 

whole tradition. So I went back to the beginning. I started with Aristotle” (14). In “The 

Usefulness of Classical Rhetoric,” Corbett shares some of those discoveries with his 

colleagues in an almost show-and-tell fashion. In his few pages he takes the reader 

through introductions to status, dispositio, elocutio, and imitation. He also draws 

attention to the need for attention to audience in composition, noting that “Above all 

other considerations—such as the subject and the occasion—the audience was the 

consideration which gave ‘form’ to the discourse, which dictated the means that the 

speaker would employ to effect his end” (17). This seemingly breezy method of 

presenting information is meant to act as a catalyst to encourage teachers to find their 

own true understanding of writing so that they, too, can become better teachers of 

writing. 

For example, in his paragraph describing dispositio, Corbett briefly describes how 

it “can be useful in the classroom” (18). In doing so Corbett again merely highlights the 

idea for the reader, implying that if the reader is interested, he or she should do their own 

investigations into classical rhetoric. He states that “Rhetoric cannot tell us—in fact no 

art can—how best to marshal our forces in any given situation, but it can lay down 

general principles to guide us in strategically adapting means to end” (18). Again and 

again in the short five pages of the article, Corbett appropriates a term from classical 

rhetoric and invites readers to go educate themselves in classical rhetoric. In these ways, 

Corbett attempted to move the discussion beyond what Stephen North classified as 

“lore,” or untheorized practice. Corbett’s scholarship on classical rhetoric provided 
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theoretical terms to frame methods and thereby make them a subject of further research. 

In this way, Corbett helped to create a productive relationship between rhetorical theory 

and the teaching of composition.  

Corbett was instrumental in establishing this relationship in graduate programs 

such as the one he helped institute at Ohio State. He noted that courses in linguistics were 

being integrated into the English education curriculum, and he called for rhetoric to have 

such prevalence as well. “[T]hey might expand that program by taking steps to acquaint 

students with the history, terminology, and principles of classical rhetoric” (19). This 

curricular shift, coupled with articles in the professional journals, could in Corbett’s 

view, deepen and broaden the teaching of composition. He does not fall into the trap of 

believing classical rhetoric to be a panacea, but he does urge composition instructors to 

develop a theoretical frame of reference for their teaching. In this early article we can see 

that Corbett had hopes not only for rhetorical theory, but for teachers of composition. 

Lacking the graduate programs that Corbett was helping to found, these composition 

instructors would have to educate themselves in classical rhetoric in order to discover the 

long and useful traditions that he had. 

 Although it was published after many of his initial forays into rhetoric, Corbett’s 

“Rhetoric and Teachers of English,” published in the Quarterly Journal of Speech, offers 

some insights into his own interpretation of the burgeoning role of rhetoric in English 

departments. Corbett acknowledges that although it may seem new to English teachers, 

scholars in speech had already seen a ‘revival’ of rhetoric some ten years previously. He 

does so in a lighthearted fashion, saying that, “Teachers of speech, whose journals and 
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convention programs have been steadily preoccupied with rhetoric for the last forty years 

or more, can hardly be blamed if they exhibit a certain smug amusement at the sight of so 

many English teachers swimming back to the raft” (375). This slight jab at the profession 

of English helps avoid the impression that Corbett has come back to tell the rhetoricians 

what they had already known. Instead, he makes it clear that his objective is to give a 

sense of what English teachers are doing with rhetoric, and to open the doors for further 

collaboration between the two disciplines. His bid for unity is clear when he notes, “It is 

not inconceivable that within a year or two a general conference on rhetoric will be set 

up, involving scholars and teacher from several disciplines” (379). In fact it would be 

closer to five years before the Rhetoric Society of America would get underway.  

 While Corbett’s tracing of different movements in composition teaching was 

necessary for his immediate audience, it is now familiar ground for those of us in the 

discipline. However, the way he characterizes these changes does stand out even today. 

He begins by defending the various changes, declaring that “the profession as a whole 

has displayed an admirable resistance to stagnation and a continual openness to renewal 

and revitalization” (375). Looking at the changes that were occurring in the discipline 

with such a positive spin in many ways makes all of the searching and “trying on” of new 

pedagogical theories seem more acceptable. However, Corbett also describes the different 

movements as “vogues,” which makes the discipline seem more flighty and less 

grounded. The trends that he focuses on include general semantics, communications, 

structural linguistics, and transformative/generative grammar. He does defend his use of 

the term “vogue,” noting that each movement has left positive marks on the discipline 
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and the classroom. He also projects, “the new approaches to the study of grammar will 

come to prevail in the classroom within the next decade” (376). While generative 

grammars did indeed generate waves, I do not think that they ever really prevailed in the 

classroom. Corbett places the infusion of rhetoric in the context of all of these trends so 

that his readers can understand how it is that something as seemingly basic as rhetoric 

could seem “hot,” and why one might have to caution against exaggerated expectations. 

 His other characterizations are less lighthearted and deal more with the 

disciplinarity of English and composition, as well as the development of the“new” 

rhetoric. After citing the 1964 NCTE resolution against the abolishment of first-year 

composition, Corbett notes that “it was clear that if the teaching of composition was to 

continue in the colleges, if it was to become an intellectually respectable discipline [. . .], 

the Freshman course would have to become something more than a preoccupation with 

correct spelling, punctuation, grammar, and usage” (377). On the same page, he also 

points out that just as the profession “had acknowledged the need to beef up the 

Freshman program with a good stiff diet of rhetoric, it found itself uncertain about where 

to turn for such a program.” These descriptions offer some different perspectives on why 

Corbett continued to work with and champion rhetorical studies. On one hand, he began 

his own forays into rhetoric several years before the reform movements that began in 

1963 and 1964. His turn to rhetoric was clearly personal and borne of genuine need. 

However, the onslaught of reform movements shortly thereafter provided a greater 

platform from which to win converts. 
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 This article is filled with descriptions of the struggles to find and define rhetoric 

for the composition classroom. He makes what almost seems to be a call for an 

undergraduate major, he speaks of the neglect of rhetoric in graduate studies, and he 

forecasts many of the coming trends in rhetoric and composition. In describing the 

evolution and revision of composition textbooks, he states that “[w]hat was needed was a 

good hard look at our present rhetorical theory and practice in order to discover what was 

still valid and workable, and an extensive investigation of both old and new rhetorical 

theories in order to discover what might profitably be adopted and adapted for a new 

program in rhetoric” (378). The article is filled with this kind of hopeful reformism (the 

next paragraph indicates that such investigations are indeed taking place). These 

acknowledgments seem intended to assure scholars in Speech departments that English 

teachers are not looking to annex their territory, nor are they unaware of all of the work 

that has already been done in rhetoric. Overall, Corbett’s essay calls for a reunion of 

rhetoricians in speech and English departments. His historical overview coupled with a 

full acknowledgement of all speech/communication studies  has to offer bolsters the calls 

for collaboration that appear throughout the essay. Corbett really wanted rhetoric and 

composition, an actual merging of these two interests, in which each informed the other.  

 Corbett’s characterization of his own discipline as being in a state of flux is useful 

for those of us studying where we’ve been and where we’re going. As Robert Connors 

argued in 1989, “We need shared stories because our self-definition is tenuous at best” 

(“Rhetorical History” 232). Corbett is the subject of many of our disciplinary shared 

stories, and his own understanding of rhetoric and composition was that it was still 
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adjusting and growing. This is evident also in his well-known “The Rhetoric of the Open 

Hand and the Rhetoric of the Closed Fist.” 

 “The Rhetoric of the Open Hand and the Rhetoric of the Closed Fist” begins with 

the renaissance depiction of rhetoric and philosophy as the open hand and closed fist. The 

closed fist symbolized tight spare discourse of philosopher, while the open hand 

symbolized the relaxed, inviting discourse of the orator (rhetoric). Corbett gives historical 

explanation of the two and of the nature of renaissance rhetoric and teaching. This in an 

effort to set up an analogy to the 1960s when rhetoric was increasingly a closed fist due 

to the anger and irrationality that Corbett seems to lament. Corbett sees value in some of 

the newer tactics, such as the rhetorical message and strength of large gatherings of 

people, but he worries about the confrontational nature of this newer rhetoric. Ultimately, 

Corbett calls for a merger of the two strategies, arguing that logic is not necessarily bad 

and outmoded, that in fact we would unravel without it. In some ways this is a lament 

against the breakdown of tradition in both society and academia, and in some ways it is 

an encouragement to the study of rhetoric. 

 What is interesting is that while Corbett spends much of the article describing the 

historical nature of rhetoric as an open hand, there does not necessarily need to be an 

explanation of renaissance rhetoric and teaching to make this argument work. In fact, the 

argument occurs mainly in the second portion of the essay. However, what it does mark 

is a sly call for more rhetorical education. If we focus education on logical, rational 

principles, then society itself will remain logical and rational. If society slips into the 

illogical and irrational, it will be the fault of both the closed-fisted young rhetoricians and 
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the educators who allowed them to develop those opinions. In this case a return to 

rhetoric is not going to boost the appeal of first-year composition so much as it is going 

to help civilize an increasingly irrational society.  The commentary that Ede and Lunsford 

provide in the headnote indicates that he simply noted a rhetoric that was developing in 

response to the exigency of the times, which is, of course, what rhetoric is meant to do. 

However, the tone of the article itself is much more critical and even reactionary than 

that. 

 This article seems almost clumsy. Corbett is clearly trying to bring us back to a 

cleaner, more rational time, but at least on the surface this does not seem to be related to 

composition. So why is it important and reprinted? Partially because it applies rhetorical 

motives/terms to cultural phenomena. The article describes the emotional, ethos-centered 

rhetoric of the time, and applies an historical criticism to that rhetoric. (Corbett’s sense of 

conflict is evident as he indicates that he wishes to change said rhetoric, but still outlines 

it as existing.) This essay has a sense of desperation about it. Corbett has seen that 

rhetoric can bring light to the teaching of composition; perhaps it could also bring order 

to the social chaos that he was experiencing. Even more important than the content of the 

article itself is the format and the time. By the late 1960s and into the 1970s the so-called 

new rhetorics had begun to take hold, and there were increasing moves into rhetoric as a 

site for theoretical scholarship. This essay fits into that genre of rhetoric as lens for 

society and academia, and as such it is very different from his previous work in rhetoric. 

This shift also marks the full switch from Corbett as teacher/researcher to Corbett as 

rhetorical scholar. While teaching is mentioned in the essay, it is not the focus. While 
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rhetoricians in departments of speech had long seen rhetoric as a minefield for formal 

academic study, it was a relatively new switch for members of English departments. 

While Corbett was not the first in English departments to make use of rhetoric in this 

way, it is still notable in its separation from the teaching of writing. 

 The responses to “The Rhetoric of the Open Hand and the Rhetoric of the Closed 

Fist” are quite telling. The first, by Robert M. Browne, makes a nuanced argument for the 

rhetoric of the closed fist. He first points out, though, that some of the actions that 

Corbett is classifying as rhetorical are in fact political. Browne argues that this is an 

important distinction because political situations involve action and decision, rather than 

discussion or civilized debate. He also points out that coercion is never rhetorical, 

because it is not true persuasion. Therefore, strikes and sit-ins are not necessarily 

rhetorical acts, even though they might carry rhetorical implications or messages. After 

making this distinction, Browne turns his attention to why the rhetoric of the closed fist is 

both natural and necessary. He states, 

In our society as in earlier ones, established rhetorical theory tends to 
provide a rhetoric of continuity which will buttress the social structure. [. . 
.] But when the parties to a political dialogue do not have equivalent 
power, the dialogue is as subject to manipulation as old-fashioned 
monologue. Because they have confused the aims of rhetoric with the 
political aims of an existent society, modern rhetoricians are likely to 
regard the rhetoric of discontinuity as unacceptable rhetoric. (189) 
  

It is clear that Browne feels that a more radical, discontinuous rhetoric is necessary in 

times of political conflict and change. If traditional rhetoric is meant to ensure continuity 

and understanding, it cannot possibly allow for voices that are outside of the continuum. 
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While Browne does not outright accuse Corbett of trying to maintain the status quo, he 

does call his reading of the rhetoric of the closed fist into question. 

 What Browne does not address, though, is Corbett’s move to bring rhetorical 

study out of the stylistic or logic or writing classroom and into the study of society and 

humanity. Corbett is not only turning to rhetoric to enrich our classroom experiences and 

to civilize a culture in the midst of unrest but also reestablishing rhetoric as a humanistic 

study. Again, this points to the beginnings of our theory/practice, scholar/teacher duality. 

While we often use rhetoric in the practice of teaching writing, we turn to rhetoric as a 

scholarly endeavor when we are called upon to present our academic credentials. This 

move is key to understanding how we exist in the duality between rhetoric and 

composition. For the moment, at least, Corbett dropped composition out of rhetoric in the 

name of scholarship. 

 The other response to “The Rhetoric of the Open Hand and the Rhetoric of the 

Closed Fist” is from Frank M. Jackson. Jackson compares Corbett’s essay with 

Kinneavy’s “Basic Aims of Discourse,” which was published in the same issue of CCC 

as “Open Hand and Closed Fist.” Jackson also asserts that the moves deplored of by 

Corbett are not actually persuasive in nature. However, Jackson classifies them as 

expressive, and therefore not bound by the same conventions as persuasive speech. He 

advocates for Kinneavy’s view of the pluralism of language. He urges teachers and 

scholars to remember all aspects of language use, not solely exposition or persuasion or 

expression. The privileging of one form of discourse over the others leads to situations 

like the ones Corbett describes, in which, as Jackson explains it, “The result is a student 
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who is rationally civilized but emotionally barbaric” (191). The opposite, which Corbett 

seems to fear, is a student who is emotionally eloquent but without a sense of rational 

civility. Corbett’s reach toward rhetoric, then, can be seen as a reaction against a purely 

expressive view of writing instruction. Ironically, the purely expressive version of 

composition is itself a reaction against the decades-long focus on expository writing.   

Through the 1960s and 1970s, Corbett worked as a teacher-researcher concerned 

with improving the teaching of writing by advancing research based on classical rhetoric. 

By the mid-1980s, this level of attention to teaching had begun to fade as the upper end 

of the theory/pedagogy hierarchy became the dominant mode of publishing and thinking 

about composition and rhetoric. Much of the work done by teacher-researchers was 

relegated to Stephen North’s category of “lore.” Although Corbett’s work would not have 

been among those relegated, the tone of research and scholarship was undergoing a 

considerable shift. That swing toward the scholarly would culminate in the critical 

theories of rhetoric in the 1980s, exemplified by the work of James Berlin. By the 1980s 

(and in the decades leading up to then as well), the relations of theory to practice were 

generally seen as hierarchical, with teaching assumed to be a domain where theory was 

applied to the practice of teaching. Theory could also be used to help teachers break free 

from the traditional, seemingly purposeless teaching exercises in which they were 

engaged. Corbett’s project was based on the belief that classical rhetoric provided a rich 

source for concepts and strategies that could be applied to teaching writing. In the 1980s, 

classical rhetoric was being criticized by the influx in rhetorical theories influenced by 

feminism, Marxism, and other trends that recognized the limitations inherent in the 
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classical texts. However, the hierarchical relationship between rhetoric and composition, 

theory and practice, remained a definitive part of disciplinary identity.  

The Scholar/Teacher 

James Berlin’s work is a second-generation version of rhetoric for composition, 

and he was one of the leading figures in the critical turn of the 1980s. Unlike Corbett’s 

rhetoric for composition in which teaching was at the heart of the rhetorical theory and 

research, Berlin moved more toward theory for its own sake. In Rhetoric and Reality: 

Writing Instruction in American Colleges, 1900-1985, he traces the progress of rhetoric 

and composition in the university throughout the 20th century. However, his focus on 

rhetoric as epistemic and his lack of attention to the teaching of writing indicate that his 

own preferences and influences are those of the scholar, rather than the teacher or 

researcher. His focus in this work suggests that he understood developments in rhetoric as 

a guiding force for changes in composition. Berlin saw the relationship between rhetoric 

and composition as one of epistemology. Rhetorical theory would change or enhance the 

teacher’s overall epistemological systems, which in turn would affect her teaching. As 

such, Berlin was more concerned with the history of rhetorical theory than the 

development of composition methods and institutional practices. 

Berlin provides an introduction (“An Overview”) designed to highlight and 

foreground the rhetorical theory that will be taken for granted in his more chronological 

history sections of the work. He notes that “[i]n considering the rhetorical theories of the 

period, I have chosen epistemology rather than ideology as the basis for my taxonomy, 

doing so because it allows for a closer focus on the rhetorical properties—as distinct from 
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the economic, social, or political properties” (6). Here again we find the assumption that 

rhetorical theories underlie all teaching of composition, a position that assumes that the 

theory behind composition pedagogy is (or should be) inherently rhetorical. We also find 

a seemingly more self-reflective practice than that of Knoblauch and Brannon; Berlin 

offers not only a framework, but a rationale for the framework and his interpretations. 

Berlin is so anxious to imbue the teaching of composition with rhetorical theory that he 

seems to bypass the essentially rhetorical act that constitutes the discipline he is studying. 

Despite his claim that his history is for teachers, his focus remains on the rhetorical 

history rather than on the classroom. Berlin is so intent on the relationship between 

rhetoric and composition that he leaves little room for discussion about the nature of 

rhetoric, or the appropriate focus of rhetorical theory. In Chapter Seven, “Major 

Rhetorical Approaches: 1960 – 1975,” Berlin returns to the classifications of rhetorical 

theories that he set out in his introduction. There he explains that although classical 

rhetoric was not used in very many classrooms, it was kept current in the discipline by 

scholars such as Corbett, “a reminder of the possibilities denied for so long by current-

traditional rhetoric” (159). Here classical rhetoric is seen almost as a precursor to the 

epistemic rhetoric that Berlin favors as a means of understanding composition. However 

he explains it, rhetoric is always seen as a means to define composition. Berlin doesn’t 

discuss writing or the teaching of writing on its own terms, but always as an adjunct of 

rhetorical theory. Again and again he betrays his sense of the hierarchy of theory over 

practice in ways that are typical of the attitudes about critical theory in the 1980s. It is 



 

 

35

these attitudes and assumptions about theory’s relationship to practice that provided fuel 

for the continuing hierarchy of theory over practice, rhetoric over composition. 

In his overview of the various rhetorical theories that he sees underlying the 

teaching of composition, Berlin spends some time dealing with what he refers to as 

“objective theories.” These objective theories are part and parcel of the current-traditional 

rhetoric, and Berlin switches to this term early in his discussion. Berlin sees current-

traditional rhetoric as the inheritor of the positivist ideals of the 19th century. He is very 

definitive in his descriptions of current-traditional rhetoric, stating that for current-

traditionalists, “reality is located in the material world” (7). He explains that with a 

known reality, “this rhetoric makes the patterns of arrangement and superficial 

correctness the main ends of writing instruction. . . . Invention, the focus of Aristotelian 

rhetoric, need not be taught since the business of the writer is to record careful 

observations or the reports of fellow observers” (9). These descriptions, along with 

several others in the section, treat current-traditional rhetoric as outdated, but still 

definitive in composition. With so many unqualified statements (“current traditional 

rhetoric is…”), it is easy to see why Connors would later feel the need to rename that 

genre of pedagogy in order to give it a history and sense of place in the discipline.   

Berlin’s treatment of classical rhetoric is significantly different definition from 

that of Knoblauch and Brannon, and it is also differs considerably from Berlin’s own 

earlier definition of Aristotelian rhetoric. In Rhetoric and Reality he allows classical 

rhetoric a space in the modern rhetorical cannon, arguing that in classical rhetoric, 

Truth is [. . .] located in a social construct involving the interaction of 
interlocutor and audience (or discourse community). Science and logic are 
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outside the rhetorical realm since both are concerned with the 
indisputable, with certainties that do not ordinarily lead to disagreement. 
The truths of rhetoric, on the other hand, are by their very nature 
uncertain, open to debate, contingent, probable. (15)  
 

In an earlier article for College English, Berlin characterizes Aristotelian rhetoric quite 

differently and much more in the fashion of Knoblauch and Brannon, saying that 

“[r]eality for Aristotle can thus be known and communicated, with language serving as 

the unproblematic medium of discourse. There is an uncomplicated correspondence 

between the sign and the thing” (“Contemporary” 767). Berlin does not completely 

dismiss classical rhetoric in that article, however. Instead he sees it as one of many 

attempts to override current-traditional rhetoric. The later, more generous, interpretation 

of classical rhetoric acknowledges that its underlying epistemology is more closely 

aligned with the epistemic, transactional rhetorics than with the positivism of current-

traditional rhetoric.  

Berlin is straightforward in his belief that a neutral recording of history is not 

possible. He insists that, as Kenneth Burke has pointed out, we view histories through our 

own terministic screens. Berlin argues that rather than attempt to ignore or subvert his 

screens, a more honest history acknowledges them at the outset and shares them with the 

reader. His own interests lie with the many teachers of writing who may or may not have 

a deep interest in the history of the discipline. He notes that “I have prepared my 

interpretation for that large group of people who teach writing to college students—a 

group ranging from tenured full professors to overworked and underpaid nontenurable 

faculty—intending to share with them the richness of their heritage and its central place 

in the life of our society” (18). However, despite stating this and other biases, he does not 
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(nor is it probably possible to) examine why he is approaching history from the angle that 

he chooses. Not only that, there is also a sense of bringing theory to the masses, and the 

acknowledgement that they are overworked and underpaid doesn’t really mitigate that 

tone. Even in his explanation of the work it is clear that he stands as a scholar and not as 

a teacher. Berlin creates the sense that teachers should be interested in theory for its own 

sake, even if it does not directly address issues of practice and pedagogy. It is this reading 

of history and of the place of historical study in composition that again betrays his 

position as a scholar, and in fact helps to reinscribe the binary between scholars and 

teachers. Teachers should be reading the work of scholars so that they can be better at 

their jobs. Scholars, then, are the creators of knowledge, and while teachers may create 

knowledge, too, it is not the same type of activity as scholarship. 

Berlin crafts rhetoric as epistemology. He presents rhetoric as a concept that is 

always present, always underlying that which we already know and do. In Rhetoric and 

Reality he constructs a history of composition studies that is largely based in a rhetorical 

understanding of composition. Each major composition pedagogy that he chronicles has 

its processes and pedagogies attributed to an underlying world view about knowledge and 

language. While this casting infuses composition with a theoretical and philosophical 

underpinning, it does so at the expense of some other underlying theories of rhetoric. 

Berlin ties rhetoric and literacy together as means of communicating within social 

systems. He links these communications to his version of the rhetorical triangle, which 

uses the terms “reality, interlocutor, audience, and language” (4). He further insists that 

“a particular rhetoric thus instructs students about the nature of genuine knowledge, or 
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truth” (4). These statements create a sense that these ideas are self-evident, and that as 

readers consider the various shifts in pedagogy, they will see the shifts in epistemology as 

well. What I find missing here is the more fundamental aspect of rhetoric: the art of 

communication.  

Berlin’s use of the term “epistemic” is fairly wide, and seems to encompass all of 

the scholars who noted that composition is an exercise in meaning-making. Berlin favors 

the idea that writing involves the creation of knowledge, and that teaching writing is in 

many ways teaching ways to interpret and process meaning in the world. By doing this, 

he puts the agency in theory and knowledge-making, unlike today’s sense of praxis, 

which puts agency in theorized practice. In his conclusion Berlin notes that in the 1980s, 

other transactional rhetorics shifted more and more toward the epistemic. This makes 

sense given the so-called social turn of the time period, but it does not do anything to 

clarify how the epistemic theory of rhetoric connects to composition pedagogy. It isn’t 

that Berlin doesn’t discuss composition, or reference the scholars who are explaining 

these connections between theory and pedagogy. But Berlin himself does not seem to 

have a rhetoric of composition. He has a theory of rhetoric, and a theory of knowledge-

making, but he does not offer his own theory of writing and writing instruction. It may be 

that Berlin did not see that as an important offering. In his earlier work on the subject, he 

explains that, in terms of teaching the writing process, “Everyone teaches the process of 

writing, but everyone does not teach the same process” (777). Berlin is concerned not 

with how we teach writing, but what rhetorical theory underlies that teaching. He seems 

to assume that we are going to teach some version of the writing process, but that the 
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issue to address is what we believe lies behind that process. This is in stark contrast to 

Robert Connors’s Composition-Rhetoric, which offers a much clearer sense of the 

connections between rhetoric and composition, and does, in fact, provide a rhetoric of 

composition. In Rhetoric and Reality, the history and role of composition studies is 

examined from a different perspective than Knoblauch and Brannon’s.  Unlike their 

attention to theory and then to pedagogy, or Robert Connors’ episodic tracing of themes 

and ideas, Berlin divides the twentieth century into time periods and traces the various 

influences on the development of composition studies, rather than dividing his work 

based on classroom or institutional practices. 

Practice Fights Back: A Plea for Theorized Teaching 

Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching of Writing (Knoblauch and Brannon) is 

not exactly a history. However, it does provide an important example of the development 

of praxis and the reaction of composition to rhetorical theory. Knoblauch and Brannon 

focus on teaching writing and the ideal methods for doing so. They approach theories of 

rhetoric, both classical and modern, from the perspective of teaching. Rather than “do” 

theory and assume a trickle-down effect into composition, Knoblauch and Brannon work 

from the classroom up, theorizing and criticizing the common practices of teaching 

writing. There are some well-known problems with the claims they make about the nature 

of rhetorical theory. John T. Gage, Richard Enos, and many others have pointed out some 

of the historical and theoretical flaws in Knoblauch and Brannon’s handling of ancient 

rhetoric. However, I think that as a result of these criticisms, we may have missed some 

of the points they made. Knoblauch and Brannon were not inherently wrong in their 
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assessment of the writing classroom. Much of what they discuss in the work is 

pedagogically oriented, in what reads as an attempt to bridge theory and practice. Their 

work, while it has some serious theoretical flaws, actually parallels some of the pleas that 

were advanced in the 1960s. Knoblauch and Brannon are a symptom of the duality in 

which we find ourselves. In the 1980s theory was assumed to be an historical force that 

was applied to composition. Because their theory was not as well researched as it should 

have been, the entire work suffered.  

In Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching of Writing (1984), Knoblauch and 

Brannon address the philosophical differences between ancient and modern rhetoric and 

the pedagogical implications of those differences. Their approach to classical rhetoric is 

almost in direct opposition to that of Edward Corbett. They argue that ancient rhetoric is 

restricted to presentation and delivery of already existent knowledge base and that 

knowledge is fixed and static. Modern rhetoric, on the other hand, can be seen as an 

epistemological system that understands that the creation of knowledge is a process, 

much like writing itself. When knowledge and writing are both processes, there is a much 

broader understanding of writing pedagogy and its possibilities and limitations. In his 

criticism of their work, John T. Gage notes that while they open up several interesting 

questions regarding the teaching of composition, the casting of ancient rhetorical 

traditions as a straw man to modern rhetoric threatens to throw the baby out with the 

bathwater. Due to these negative reviews, it seems that we have done the same thing to 

Knoblauch and Brannon that they did to Aristotle and Cicero. While it is clear that some 
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of their work does not accurately reflect ancient rhetorical philosophies, much in what 

they say reflected the attempts to expand and theorize the teaching of composition.  

To be clear, Knoblauch and Brannon refer almost exclusively to “rhetoric,” both 

ancient and modern. They do not generally talk about rhetoric and composition, and for 

the most part they refer to the “writing” classroom rather than the composition classroom. 

Knoblauch and Brannon looked at rhetoric from composition. Their work is a reaction to 

the idea that composition could be improved if only the right theory is somehow applied 

to it. Knoblauch and Brannon work from an early position in the theory/practice binary. 

Their interest lies in the teaching of writing and their research and scholarship is 

motivated by their desire to improve the teaching of writing, but they no longer speak 

from a position of teacher-researchers. The early 1980s were rife with calls to theorize 

the practice of teaching writing, often through cognitive theories or concepts of social 

constructivism. These calls are the natural next step after the developments of the 1960s 

and 1970s, but they gave rise to those dualities in which we are still enmeshed today. 

Knoblauch and Brannon are very much theorists hoping to provide less enlightened 

teachers with motivation to professionalize and perhaps upgrade their composition 

practices. Again, such strategies seem obvious to readers twenty years later—so much so 

that we have become accustomed to the existence of these dualities and their inherent 

tensions. However, at the time, the theory/practice binary played an important role in the 

general reaction to their work. 

To begin with, Knoblauch and Brannon have a clear sense that the teaching of 

composition is in need of a more philosophical understanding of the act of meaning 
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making through writing. Their first chapter, “Philosophy in the Writing Class,” reflects 

this ideal and explains the necessity of its existence. They write that they cannot support 

the assumption “that teachers can be purposeful and effective while remaining 

unconscious of the intellectual motivations supporting their work; or the assumption that 

all classroom activities reflect identical arguments about how people write and learn to 

write” (1). Their biggest assertion, therefore, is that teachers cannot simply choose 

classroom activities at random from a variety of different backgrounds. They insist that 

teachers develop an understanding of how they are teaching, what they are teaching, and 

why they are teaching in the manner that they are. These calls for a theorized pedagogy 

are no longer new. Many programs in rhetoric and composition begin their required 

coursework with some introduction to the theory and practice of teaching composition. 

However, for Knoblauch and Brannon, philosophy is urgently needed in the teaching of 

composition. To them, rhetoric for composition has become a part of the domination of 

current-traditional ideas in the writing classroom.  

Nothing is inherently wrong with Knoblauch and Brannon’s complaints about the 

composition classroom. They are concerned with how the influx of classical rhetoric 

affected the already prescriptive practices of the current-traditional pedagogies. Classical 

rhetoric was supposed to enlighten the practice of teaching composition, and the study of 

it would, as Corbett had clearly hoped, return us to a more philosophical understanding of 

writing and the writing process. However, Knoblauch and Brannon saw the opposite 

effect occurring in composition classes. Still far overworked and underappreciated, 

teachers simply grabbed some of the ideas from classical rhetoric and plugged them into 
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the already current-traditional classroom. In doing so, the “writing process” became 

codified, the modes became ever more firmly entrenched, and the ideal product was still 

the end goal of a given writing course. All of these scenarios have been echoed by others 

in the discipline at various times. The current-traditional mode of writing instruction was 

insufficient to meet the needs of a writing, thinking population, and the untheorized 

influx of new ideas was not proving effective at dislodging current-traditional ideas about 

writing and writing instruction. The hope, then, was that some additional theorizing about 

writing, composing, and pedagogy, might raise our practice out of the mire. Again, this is 

a rhetoric from composition. Writing teachers must approach rhetorical theory from their 

positions as teachers, and must theorize their teaching, rather than simply accept 

rhetorical theories and hope that they’ll somehow enlighten their teaching practices. 

Their fourth chapter, “Understanding Modern Rhetoric: Some Misconceptions 

and Pseudoconcepts,” most strongly defines Knoblauch and Brannon’s own rhetorical 

philosophy and what they offer the discipline as a whole. In this chapter they claim that 

classical rhetoric is so essentially different from modern rhetoric that the use of rhetorical 

theory in the classroom has led to the creation of “pseudoconcepts” that are detrimental to 

the teaching of writing. Knoblauch and Brannon continually assert that teachers of 

composition need to understand the roots of their pedagogical practice. They also assert 

that modern rhetoric leads to a classroom in which writing is not taught so much as 

nurtured and developed. The implied hierarchy is different from a clear-cut theory over 

practice hierarchy. While it is clear that practice needs to be theorized, the theory must 
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come from the practice and be of that practice in order to be effective. For Knoblauch and 

Brannon, theory and practice are reliant on each other for relevance. 

Knoblauch and Brannon map out the following pseudoconcepts that develop from 

a misuse of classical rhetoric in the modern classroom: Process and Outcomes, 

Mechanical and Organic, and Skill and Competence.  The authors argue that process 

(taken from Aristotle and Cicero) is an important part of teaching writing. All writing 

involves a process, and the processes are usually fairly similar. However, teachers who 

are overly devoted to the process and its individual steps fall into the trap of outcomes. 

The process becomes the outcome, rather than the means to an end. Students must outline 

(or prewrite or brainstorm or whatever), whether or not that particular step is organic to 

the students’ individual writing experience. Hence, a pseudoconcept gets enacted. The 

other pseudoconcepts are similar in the ways that they work. Organism vs. Mechanism is 

seen again in the process movement (which was, for them, another rhetorical theory that 

got too bogged down in rigid practice). According to the authors, modern rhetoric sees 

writing as a more organic process that cannot be broken down into discrete parts. (They 

use the example of a flower versus a car engine.) They argue that followers of classical 

rhetoric treat writing and its components as mechanistic parts of a whole that can be dealt 

with individually, while modern rhetoric requires us to view writing as a whole with parts 

that cannot survive on their own. 

In all of this, it is clear that for Knoblauch and Brannon, one of the key elements 

in the successful writing pedagogy is the classroom environment itself. They want 

writing classes to be places of exploration, development, and meaning-making. These 
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goals are not incompatible with the ideas of Edward Corbett. Ultimately, we want 

students to write and make meaning from their writing, and we want teachers to teach 

these ideas in a theoretically thoughtful way. Knoblauch and Brannon are using rhetorical 

theories to open a discussion about how discourse, knowledge, and rhetoric relate to the 

experience of students in the classroom. While they clearly disapprove of watered-down, 

undertheorized uses of the rhetorical tradition, they do encourage teachers to read 

classical rhetoric in order to improve their own understanding of the theories presented in 

those texts. Here is where they begin to parallel, at least for a moment, some of the pleas 

that Corbett made in the early 1960s. Teachers should be educated in all of the theories 

that contribute to modern-day composition practice. That way, they can make informed, 

philosophical decisions about their pedagogy and what they value about writing and the 

teaching of writing. For Knoblauch and Brannon, rhetoric is still the answer, but they 

would rather that we use their conception of modern rhetoric rather than watered-down 

classical rhetoric. 

This use of rhetorical traditions is different from many of the other 

historical/pedagogical works in that it defines rhetoric more by what it is not than by 

what it is. While Corbett had hoped that the reintroduction of classical rhetoric would 

bring a greater sense of philosophy to writing course, Knoblauch and Brannon hoped to  

banish some of the dependence on classical thought and reawaken a theoretical teaching 

philosophy for teachers of writing. 

 

 



 

 

46

Rhetoric in Composition: The Way Forward? 

In Composition-Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory, and Pedagogy, Robert J. 

Connors takes an entirely different approach to the history of composition and rhetoric in 

the university. While Knoblauch and Brannon posit that the competing theories of writing 

and rhetoric have left a chaotic muddle in their wake, Connors seems to have a much 

more grounded view of the development of our current composition practices. Connors 

sets out to provide a history of “composition-rhetoric” (his term for the textbook-driven 

current-traditional rhetoric that we all love to hate) in the nineteenth century. He argues 

that for many years, histories of rhetorical theory have eliminated that period, and that the 

nineteenth century plays a key role in the way composition is taught. Connors explains 

that “composition-rhetoric is a modern rhetoric, quickly changing and adapting, driven by 

potent social and pedagogical needs, and running on the rails of an ever cheaper, ever 

quicker, and ever more competitive printing technology” (7). Connors is investigating the 

rhetoric of composition—how written composition was taught, theorized, and talked 

about in the nineteenth century. This approach to the relationship between rhetoric and 

composition is more materialist and acknowledges the institutional setting of 

composition. It would seem that to Connors, rhetoric itself is not as important as the 

activities we do and teach on its behalf.  

Connors’ idea of “composition-rhetoric” provides an interesting framework for 

looking at our disciplinary history. However, Connors himself admits in the introduction 

that many readers may want to call his work “undertheorized” (21). The main framework 

of the book is one that outlines historical changes that influenced composition-rhetoric. 
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Beyond the introduction, Connors does not contextualize his historical interpretations; he 

simply presents them for the reader to accept as uncontested research findings. In the first 

chapter, Connors argues that during the nineteenth century, “a 2,500-year-old intellectual 

tradition adopts an almost completely new base of theory, a variety of novel pedagogies, 

an almost completely changed audience and constituency, and a wholly new cultural 

status in less than eighty years” (24). Connors attributes these radical changes to deeply 

shifting cultural ideals and social relations during that time period. For the duration of the 

chapter he focuses on the one shift that he sees as most influential: that of gender roles 

and the admission of women to higher education. This claim has been problematized and 

questioned (Mountford), and it emphasizes the difficulty of “doing” history without 

seriously considering one’s terministic screens. 

The disciplinary hierarchies begin to come full circle with Connors. While this 

first section of Composition-Rhetoric is firmly historical work, and therefore the work of 

a scholar-researcher, the remaining chapters begin to revisit the practice of teaching 

composition. Although it is clear that Connors himself is more scholar than practitioner, 

he addresses his concerns to the work of composition, not just the theoretical 

understandings of rhetoric. In this he is much closer to the early work of Corbett, and 

perhaps even to Knoblauch and Brannon. When Connors steps into the realm of theory 

disconnected from current practice, he falls into the essentialist trap of gendering rhetoric 

male. When he returns to a more balanced rhetoric of composition, his work becomes 

more useful, and even presents the opportunity to bridge the divide between rhetoric as 

theory and composition as practice. 
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The remainder of Composition-Rhetoric is considerably less controversial in its 

discussion of the socio-institutional conditions that led to our current incarnation of 

composition-rhetoric. In his exploration of these conditions, Connors operates under the 

parameters that he set up in his introduction. He uses textbooks, treatises, and other 

archival sources to explore the rhetoric of composition, namely what we do in the name 

of rhetoric and the currents that have come and gone in the teaching of written 

composition. He explores style, invention, grammar, discourse taxonomies, and the 

influential role of textbooks on composition-rhetoric. Despite the problems inherent in his 

bid for a neutral history, Connors has constructed a rather different relationship between 

rhetoric and composition – one that is not seen in other histories of the discipline. 

Connors sets up two different relationships between rhetoric and composition. The first is 

the rhetoric of composition, which actually does bring a sense of critique to Connors’ 

history, despite his claim that he makes “no pretension, however, to have produced a 

work of criticism” (22). Understanding composition as a means of rhetorical analysis 

creates the sense that composition is indeed a subject worthy of scholarship in its own 

right. Connors does not take historical artifacts at face value; rather he analyzes their 

relationship to the larger disciplinary trends and values. Exploring the rhetoric of 

composition as it developed through the nineteenth century brings composition-rhetoric 

(or the current traditional rhetoric) out of its straw-man position and into one of an actual 

pedagogy.  

In the chapter “Shaping Tools,” Connors analyzes the rise and fall of textbooks 

and handbooks in the composition classroom. In doing so, he provides an analysis of how 
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these changes in textbooks reflect changes in the teachers, the institutions, and the culture 

itself. Readers reflected a desire for more specific examples for students to follow and a 

desire for discussion topics in the classroom; handbooks rose in popularity as mechanical 

correctness and literacy became common concerns. Again, rather than simply observe the 

history and dismiss the proliferation of exercise books as bad pedagogy, Connors 

examines the institutional contexts of these trends in order to explain why teachers came 

to use them in the classroom. He doesn’t deny that teachers did indeed create some bad 

pedagogies, but by analyzing the rhetoric of the discipline itself, he allows for a more 

sympathetic understanding of why composition teachers adopted the strategies that were 

marketed to them. Ultimately, this rhetorical view of composition-rhetoric reminds us 

that there is a rhetoric of composition that is shaped by institutional contexts, social 

relations, and the politics of praxis. Whether the current focus is on pedagogy, teaching 

tools, or students, composition has a specific discourse that contributes to how its 

practitioners operate. Rhetoric is, of course, second nature to us, but it seems that when 

we are so used to examining rhetorical aspects of our cultures and institutions, it is easy 

to forget that our foundational activity—teaching students to write—is also subject to the 

same rhetorical influences as other cultural phenomena. 

As well as defining composition as a site for rhetorical study, Connors defines 

written composition as an extension of oral rhetorical practices. He argues that we are 

teaching textual and cultural literacy with the same objectives, using a different medium. 

That this medium has become more complex than the original is indubitable, but at its 

heart, written composition and oral rhetoric are teaching the same basic activity. The idea 
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that rhetoric and composition are the same activity runs counter to both Corbett’s urge to 

infuse the teaching of composition with more formal rhetoric, and to Knoblauch and 

Brannon’s claims that modern rhetoric is incompatible with ancient rhetoric. Connors 

argues that our discipline is “the current avatar of a tradition of studying and using 

discourse that is as old as literacy and probably older” (17). Connors also claims that 

“modern composition-rhetoric was crated and disseminated as a replacement for an oral 

rhetorical tradition that had become both discredited and unworkable” (209). In this light 

some of Knoblauch and Brannon’s claims about pseudoconcepts make sense. If we 

discarded the oral tradition because it was no longer serving the needs of colleges and 

universities, then how much sense can it make to return to those same methods? Part of 

the answer can be seen in what Corbett tried to encourage, and what Knoblauch and 

Brannon themselves recommend. If we as a discipline work to educate ourselves in this 

historical tradition, we might better understand the connections between rhetoric and 

literacy, and we might be able to further improve our pedagogical theories. Through his 

rhetorical study of written composition and by defining composition-rhetoric as he does, 

Connors reopens the doors to our disciplinary history as a site for rhetorical awareness, 

rather than just a dumping ground for the “bad pedagogies” of the past. 

Throughout Composition-Rhetoric, Connors acknowledges that the high teaching 

loads in composition are a major determining force in the development of composition 

and its relationship to rhetorical theory. The institutional constraints in writing programs 

move agency from the teacher or the WPA to the social and institutional contexts that 

dictate the material realities of composition.  But does it matter? It does and it doesn’t. In 
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terms of radical change, the existence of competing hierarchies really doesn’t matter 

because they aren’t going to change very much. We are never going to dismantle the 

institutions in which we work, and to a certain extent, those institutions both demand and 

reinforce the hierarchies I’ve discussed here. In terms of our own disciplinary awareness, 

wholeness, and growth, it matters very much. For even when we change the name of the 

discipline—referring to it as Composition Studies, for example—the questions of theory 

vs. practice and our seemingly endless battle against current-traditional thinking will 

continue to influence our thinking and our teaching. On a more positive note, we no 

longer tend to think of theory as hierarchically related to practice, and we no longer 

define rhetoric by its applications to pedagogy. The relations of rhetoric and composition 

are more complex, less historically defined, and more open to question than they have 

been in the past. 

Classifying the “And”  

 It is clear from the work of these scholars and historians that no matter how an 

individual defines the relationship between rhetoric and composition they do so from 

their place in the disciplinary hierarchy. Too often, we are unaware of the places we stand 

when we theorize about the discipline. So what do we mean by rhetoric and composition? 

Are they merely coordinate? Is one a logical, practical extension of the other? Do they 

just cohabit in English departments out of a sense of convenience or duty? To answer this 

question, we need to begin by defining what we mean when we refer to rhetoric.  

It is clear from just these few examples that rhetoric occupies a complicated place 

in our collective understanding. As I began to unravel these different accounts of 
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composition in the university, I found myself trying to explain to myself what I mean 

when I say “rhetoric.” Am I looking for instances of classical rhetoric in composition? I 

don’t quite think so. I’m not really sure that it’s possible at this point to limit rhetoric that 

way. There are so many more influences on our rhetorical understanding of the world that 

even the most generous interpretation of the ancients is not large enough to accommodate 

our worldview. I don’t think I just mean rhetorical analysis or rhetorical criticism, either. 

Those are activities, the result of a theoretical interaction, not the theory itself. And 

herein lies the crux of the problem. As a discipline, we refer to rhetoric all the time. We 

say that “everything we do is rhetoric,” or that “rhetoric is everywhere.” We tell our 

students that they’ve been using rhetoric all along without knowing it. But what is 

rhetoric? Is it really as simple as the study of finding all of the available means of 

persuasion? Or is it slightly wider than Aristotle originally intended, perhaps including all 

of the available means of communication? Is it discourse systems? The study of language 

or civic understanding? What is implied when we talk about rhetoric without defining it? 

This list of questions is far too long and complex to be left as a rhetorical device. I 

believe that rhetoric, especially as it relates to the teaching of composition, is the study of 

finding all of the available means of communication. I believe that the teaching of 

composition is, at its heart, the teaching of the same activity that has been taught for the 

past 2,500 years. As a graduate student, I stand on a bridge. On one hand, I am still very 

much a teacher/practitioner. I teach composition every semester, and I am constantly 

reminded of the conditions that surround and affect that teaching. I am also in the process 

of becoming a scholar/researcher, though. As such, I theorize about the teaching of 
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composition, or about rhetoric, without necessarily paying heed to those same material 

conditions.  

  In my next few chapters, I will define rhetoric, not by personal accounts, but by 

disciplinary instantiations. The courses that we require our graduate students to take in 

the process of their professionalization produces one picture of rhetoric. The advice that 

we give to teachers of composition on how to teach rhetoric in the composition classroom 

provides yet another glimpse into our communal understanding of rhetoric. These two 

activities, taken together, show how we see rhetoric in relation to our graduate and 

undergraduate students. On an undergraduate level, the rhetoric that we advocate in the 

classroom shows what we consider the baseline for rhetorical understanding. It includes 

ideas such as rhetorical analysis, discourse, and sometimes civic education. It is quite 

broad, and all too often influenced by the concerns of departments, institutions, and 

society. The rhetoric that we teach our graduate students shows yet another level of 

rhetorical understanding. This may be more coherent than the rhetoric of composition 

courses, as it is freer from the aforementioned constraints and pressures. But this rhetoric, 

too, represents a certain baseline – that of the profession. What rhetoric do we consider 

necessary for our emerging colleagues? How does that limit or expand the rhetoric that 

we profess as a discipline? What we teach makes a compelling statement about what we 

believe, one that is often easy to overlook. At the moment, what we teach says that there 

is no middle ground. With no undergraduate major, it is difficult to create a body of 

knowledge that can be recognized outside of academia.  
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 We also define rhetoric through our professional activities. Where and how and 

how often we discuss rhetoric in our publications is a significant indicator of our 

relationship with rhetoric. Who we classify as rhetoricians provides further insight to the 

role and scope of rhetoric in our discipline. To that end, I will investigate where rhetoric 

appears in the major publications of NCTE, and under what circumstances. Looking at 

what we assume when we make arguments about rhetorical discourses and situations 

exposes some of the beliefs that we hold about rhetoric and its relationship to 

composition. The definitions that are implied rather than spoken provide an 

understanding of our shared definitions or highlight misconceptions that we hold. We 

have become comfortable enough with our disciplinary identity that we don’t always feel 

the need to define these intersections in our scholarship. In order to understand and define 

these relationships, I will examine what we leave unsaid, and how that shapes that which 

we do say. Looking at scholars who consider themselves rhetoricians, where they appear 

in the discipline, and how they are defined by others will provide yet another perspective 

on how our discipline defines rhetoric. The works of Berlin and Corbett provide an 

example of how those self-identifications influence a scholar’s relationship to rhetoric 

and the teaching of writing. Berlin’s omission of the writing classroom in Rhetoric and 

Reality speaks volumes to his values and priorities, just as Corbett’s slow shift from 

teacher-researcher to scholar indicates his changing position in the disciplinary hierarchy. 

 The idea of rhetoric and composition is important to our disciplinary identity. 

While there is a trend to move away from rhetoric, it is rhetoric that still affords us the 

most cultural capital in the academic institutions we inhabit. And rhetoric offers us a set 
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of terms to use in our discussions of writing and the study of how people communicate. 

These elements are an important aspect of composition, and as such they should be an 

important part of our disciplinary identity. 

 In 1970 and again in 1984, Janice Lauer posed some very difficult questions about 

the direction of composition studies. In “Heuristics and Composition” she states, 

“Freshman English will never reach the status of a respectable intellectual discipline 

unless both its theorizers and its practitioners break out of the ghetto” (396). Note that she 

separates theorizers and practitioners into two discrete categories. Since she generally 

refers to composition studies rather than rhetoric and composition, it seems that in her 

view, the discipline does indeed straddle the duality that consists of both scholars and 

practitioners in separate roles. She continues by explaining that “[u]nless both the 

textmakers and the teachers of composition investigate beyond the field of English, 

beyond even the area of rhetorical studies for the solution to the composition problem, 

they will find themselves wandering in an endless maze” (396). Lauer is referring 

specifically to the field of psychology for additional insight to the invention process and 

heuristic-building. However, calls such as these contributed to the widening of the 

discipline and the eventual mutability of the term “rhetoric” and its precise relation to 

composition. Lauer’s perspective is interesting, though, in that it specifically calls for a 

move beyond rhetoric in order to provide theoretical heft and “respectability” to the 

discipline. I would argue that today we have widened rhetoric itself so much that it is not 

necessary to move outside of its boundaries to find the gravitas Lauer is seeking. 
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 In 1984’s “Composition Studies: Dappled Discipline,” Lauer examines the multi-

disciplinary nature of composition and calls for reflection on the benefits and risks of 

multi-disciplinarity. Some of the advantages that Lauer sees in this multimodality are the 

use of relevant materials and methods from already-existing disciplines, as well as the 

reciprocity that is developed between modes of research, and the reduced need to 

“reinvent the wheel” (26). However, she sees considerable drawbacks as well, some of 

which I don’t think we’ve ever fully been able to address. Lauer asks,  

To what extent do graduate students studying the classification systems of 
Kinneavy, Moffett, Britton, and D’Angelo also need to read the work of 
semioticians, developmental psychologists, and philosophers that underlie 
these theories? To what extent do students examining new and traditional 
tacit theories of composition need to investigate their rhetorical roots? (27)  
 

This question points to the difficulty in creating a discipline with multi-disciplinary 

influences. To what extent have we become a discipline of secondary, even tertiary 

sources? This question is particularly relevant in terms of rhetoric, as we move further 

into criticism and analysis and away from some of the sources of those theories. It is 

possible to “do” rhetoric without having read Aristotle, and it is certainly probable that 

there are teachers who teach rhetorical analysis with little real understanding of where 

these concepts come from. How, then, do we define our terms, or work, and ourselves? 

Ultimately, I will argue that one way out of this tangle is to strongly consider the 

undergraduate major in rhetoric. While this would likely be an interdisciplinary major, 

the self-knowledge and disciplinary understanding required for an undergraduate 

curriculum might prompt us to continue to investigate our own ideas and assumptions 
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about rhetoric, composition, and the complex relationship that continues to hold those 

two constructs in some sort of orbit around each other. 

“And” is still not enough. We need to acknowledge the complexities of the 

relationship in a way that encourages us to keep examining how rhetoric and composition 

influence each other and how they are influenced by institutional constraints. While most 

members of the discipline no longer think along strictly hierarchical lines, we do tend to 

re-inscribe these hierarchies in the work that we do. We need to work beyond the idea of 

rhetoric and composition so that we can continue to develop our disciplinary identity and 

understanding, both in our programs and departments and institution-wide. Rhetoric in 

composition offers a way to relate rhetoric to composition without the hierarchical values 

that we have seen in the past. Perhaps if we continue to question this relationship, we will 

discover more ways to relate the different parts of our theory and practice to each other.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ROLE OF RHETORIC IN COMPOSITION STUDIES 

JOURNALS 

The status of rhetoric and composition as an accepted academic discipline is at 

this point fairly well established. In 1987 Stephen North feared that we were not yet and 

might not ever become a full-fledged discipline. In his conclusion to The Making of 

Knowledge in Composition, he refers to Composition as “a fairly substantial academic 

‘society’” (363). He expresses his fears for the field’s development noting that, “if 

Composition is working its way toward becoming a discipline in any usual sense of the 

word, it is taking the long way around” (364). So much has changed in twenty years. We 

now have what Julie Thompson Klein and others have referred to as “the hallmarks of 

disciplinary organization.” We have “professional associations, journals, and programs of 

graduate study” along with well-attended conferences and tenured faculty (Klein 105). 

These, at least, are the superficial trappings of disciplinarity. We act and move through 

the institution as members of a group.  

 However, Klein also cautions that 

[u]nfortunately, ‘discipline’ is too often confused with ‘department’ and 
the competition for resources within the academy. Yet ‘discipline’ also 
signifies something else, a stable epistemic community and agreement 
upon what constitutes excellence in a field. When tied to this meaning, 
disciplinarity has an undeniably positive value. When tied to the danger of 
prematurely settling on a paradigm or excluding certain dimensions of a 
problem, it has a negative value in the discourse. (107)  
 

Our own representation of rhetoric and composition is easily recognized in Klein’s 

observations. While many of the struggles for institutional space are a result of 

competition with literature for ever-waning resources in the humanities, the positive side 
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of disciplinarity has been firmly established. We have a stable, if varied, epistemic 

community, and a clear sense of excellence evidenced in the numerous peer-reviewed 

journals available to scholars in rhetoric and composition. Klein’s warning about 

exclusion and paradigm-setting are a prelude to her own argument for interdisciplinarity. 

While rhetoric and composition does not fall under her umbrella of true interdisciplinary 

study, it shows tendencies toward multi-, cross-, and transdisciplinary work. 

Klein argues that interdisciplinary movements are a modern phenomenon, and are 

essentially paradigm-establishing moments. By her definition, then, we are not actually 

interdisciplinary. We have not experienced the coming-together of members from 

different disciplines to solve a specific problem or anomaly. Instead, members of one 

discipline (English) reached out to many disciplines simultaneously (communications, 

classical rhetoric, cognitive psychology, philosophy) in order to better understand and 

enrich the work that they were doing. This multidisciplinarity gives us options and 

breadth in terms of how we understand the work that we do, but it leaves us open to 

criticisms of undefined boundaries What exactly is at our disciplinary core? If it is the 

teaching of first-year composition, that in itself is fairly limiting and open to criticism of 

its own. If, however, our core is the study of rhetoric—how we use language, how we 

compose in speech and writing—then we have a disciplinary core that can indeed be 

supplemented by studies from other disciplines. 

When asked, most people in the discipline would readily acknowledge the 

apparent split between rhetoric and composition in their general instantiations. Most 

scholar/researchers in the discipline either focus on the theoretical work of rhetoric and 
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rhetorical criticism, or do research about composition studies and pedagogical 

applications. The discipline began with teacher-researchers: academics teaching first-year 

composition with desire to make that teaching more informed and understood. What 

followed was a split that resulted from our attempts to gain scholarly acceptance in the 

academy. The more we looked for traditional tenure lines and doctoral students, the 

further we drifted from that original teacher-researcher. This drifting is readily apparent 

even in the works of such foundational members of the discipline as Ed Corbett. While 

his early work focused on connections to the classroom, his later work moves away from 

the classroom. James Berlin’s work didn’t make it into the classroom in the first place, 

partly because it didn’t really need to because room had been made for more “purely” 

scholarly work. Knoblauch and Brannon tried to stay connected to the classroom, but 

their scholarship was then criticized. We say that teaching composition and rhetoric is a 

pedagogy of doing. That we are “making knowledge” in composition courses, that we are 

teaching our students to make and do and understand the world. Yet we don’t always do 

those things ourselves. We have uncoupled theory from practice, and in doing so have 

essentially uncoupled rhetoric from composition. 

In this chapter I investigate a potential cause of this disconnect and one of the 

main areas in which it is visible. A key factor in our disconnectedness is the idea of 

discipline. There have been numerous debates as to whether or not rhetoric and 

composition is truly a discipline, when it became one, and how it answers the institutional 

requirements of disciplinarity. Understanding how the pressures of disciplinarity have 

influenced our scholarship can help us resist or subvert those pressures to further our own 
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goals of knowledge making through composition, rather than knowledge-making as a 

sideline to composition. Maureen Daly Goggin’s Authoring a Discipline: Scholarly 

Journals and the Post-World War II Emergence of Rhetoric and Composition explores 

the role of journals in the development of rhetoric and composition. I will discuss her 

ideas about disciplinarity and the journals, and explore the journals from a different 

direction, looking at how published articles continue to inscribe the disciplinary 

hierarchies that we’ve established. I will use the same categories to describe the journals 

that I did with the histories—rhetoric and composition (disconnected), rhetoric for 

composition (trickle-down), and rhetoric in composition (integrated). I will be looking for 

how scholars have related rhetoric and composition to each other, and what assumptions 

lie behind those relationships. 

The research that I’ve done in College English and College Composition and 

Communication indicates that during the period from 1980-2000, our disciplinary identity 

became Composition Studies, rather than Rhetoric and Composition. This is an important 

distinction, because it points to many of our concerns with disciplinary acceptance within 

the academy, and with our sense of unity as a discipline. It is one thing for us to embrace 

multi- or transdisciplinary status, it is quite another for us to do so at the expense of a 

coherent sense of disciplinary identity. Ultimately I will argue that we are most effective 

when we remember to keep rhetoric in composition. Even if we have somewhat reframed 

ourselves as Composition Studies, it is important to actively shape the role of rhetoric in 

Composition Studies. If we do not cultivate awareness of the forces that shape our 

discipline, we run the risk of allowing others to define us. I hope that by examining our 
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understanding of rhetoric and composition as a discipline, and focusing on how the 

journal articles reflect that understanding, I will be able to argue for further consideration 

of our academic work and its institutional implications. 

Disciplinary Definitions 

 Interdisciplinary, cross-disciplinary, post-disciplinary, multidisciplinary, and 

trans-disciplinary. All of these terms have been used in various attempts to define and 

understand where composition studies (or rhetoric and composition) fits within the 

institutional construct of the discipline. Roxanne Mountford and Nedra Reynolds have 

discussed the ways in which rhetoric is transdisciplinary (194); Charles Kostelnik has 

discussed the crossdisciplinary nature of process theories, and a JSTOR search for 

“interdisciplinary” in CCC, CE, and Rhetoric Review returned 824 entries. There is also 

Janice Lauer’s “Composition Studies: A Dappled Discipline,” which refers to the 

multidisciplinary nature of composition. These terms have been used almost 

interchangeably when talking about rhetoric and composition, but they do carry different 

meanings. Cross- and transdisciplinary refer to disciplinary borrowing that does not 

require the borrowers to leave their respective fields. Multidisciplinarity requires more 

integration that borrowing, and involves several members of different disciplines working 

together. Interdisciplinarity involves different disciplines coming together to create a new 

field of study that joins the two disciplines into a third. So which is it? Or is our existence 

in the university system a hybrid of all of these demarcations of intellectual space? The 

carving out of intellectual space and institutional acceptance is the main function of 
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discipline creation in the university. The nature and performance of discipline is 

complicated, and has been examined by scholars from Foucault to Julie Thompson Klein.  

 The arguments that composition should be considered postdisciplinary provide an 

interesting context to this overall question. In response to the Spring 1994 issue of 

Rhetoric Review that focused on doctoral programs in rhetoric and composition, Susan 

Brown Carlton examines the arguments for viewing composition as postdisciplinary. She 

cites Janice Lauer and Patricia Harkin as proponents of postdisciplinary identity, and 

explains some of the factors that mark composition as such. She explains that “even as 

they embrace representation and material conditions of disciplinary “being,” 

postdisciplinary practitioners think and act beyond the limits of the traditional discipline” 

(79). According to Carlton those practices include engagement with student texts and the 

classroom, methodological variety, practitioner lore, and involvement with non-

departmental sites such as writing centers and writing across the curriculum. In practice, 

however, it is unclear how postdisciplinarity as described here is fundamentally different 

from disciplinarity itself, if that discipline is founded on principles of classroom 

engagement, lore, and methodological variety. We might define our disciplinary 

boundaries differently, or even push against traditional academic scholarship, but terms 

like “postdisciplinary” (along with the plethora of other “posts” of the 1990s) are too 

vague to be genuinely helpful in establishing our identity. 

 In his own take on postdisciplinarity, David Shumway counters;  

Success in the academy is measured by the standard of disciplinarity. At 
present, the university accommodates nondisciplinary knowledge 
formations only uneasily. For this reason [. . .] knowledge producers who 
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seek to make social change will, perhaps ironically, need the disciplines as 
a counter-weight to other centers of power, especially the corporation. (9)  
 

Shumway’s argument asks us to consider the alternatives to disciplinary status. Whether 

or not we agree with the traditional gatekeeping and power functions of disciplines in the 

academy, we are bound by the institutional constrictions of membership in that same 

academy. 

 One thing to note is that many of the discussions and wonderings about 

composition’s status as a discipline have waned in the past several years. The 1990s 

seems to be the period in which most of the questions about our disciplinarity were asked. 

Perhaps, then, we have finally answered them. We seem to have accepted our disciplinary 

space within the institution. We certainly aren’t lacking in the material trappings of 

disciplinarity, and with that comes a certain sense of permanence. Yes, we often object to 

the institutional practices in which we operate, but we cannot operate outside of it. In The 

Recovery of Rhetoric, Michael Cahn notes that “[. . .] the difficulty of defining its own 

subject matter made rhetoric a disciplinary anomaly. Therefore, strategies of disciplinary 

self-affirmation are particularly well developed in the case of rhetoric” (62). Perhaps this 

history of self-definition and affirmation has led to our current state of self-made 

discipline. But self-definition only takes us so far if we do not agree on a core sense of 

what our discipline is. Granting that we are indeed a discipline, what we call it makes a 

great deal of difference to how we will continue to grow and define ourselves. 

Taking a Moment 

 In 2003 and again in 2004, two online special issues of the journal Enculturation 

devoted themselves to the problem of defining rhetoric and composition. It would be 
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imprudent not to acknowledge them in this discussion of how rhetoric and composition 

have been positioned in the discipline. The essays collected in these issues reflect the 

current state of our disciplinary identity, as well as the difficulties inherent in our naming. 

Are we, as Krista Ratcliffe has feared, losing the influence of rhetoric in composition? Or 

do we need to actually “ratchet up the pedagogical imperative” in order to keep rhetoric 

relevant to composition? (Vandenberg). Although the twenty-five or so essay-writers in 

those two issues don’t all agree on how rhetoric and composition are related, or how they 

should be represented, they do agree that we are a discipline, and that the discipline in 

which we work is rhetoric and composition. Most of our graduate programs are called 

some variation on rhetoric and composition, and, as Ratcliffe points out, most graduate 

programs continue to offer courses in rhetoric and rhetorical history. It would appear, 

then, that rhetoric is still very much a part of our discipline and that we can identify as 

rhetoric and composition.  

 In the first issue given over to the relationship between rhetoric and composition, 

the editors describe their impetus for beginning this project. Noting the shift in panel 

topics at CCCC and the apparent decline of rhetorically-oriented panels, the editors 

“wondered whether rhetoric was gone in name only: if rhetoric had simply shifted into 

these other areas or was indeed missing in action” (Coleman). Throughout the issue 

contributors explore their own perspectives on the relationship between rhetoric and 

composition. Sharon Crowley, in “Composition is not Rhetoric” argues that first-year 

composition is often devoid of rhetorical study and that there are compelling reasons for 

this lack, including the consistent use of temporary and adjunct faculty to teach first-year 



 

 

66

composition courses. However, the disconnect between rhetoric and first-year 

composition leads Crowley to state that “at this moment in time I am very concerned 

about the very survival of the academic study of rhetoric.” Christine Farris examines how 

rhetoric and composition have been seen to “go without saying” and more recent 

instances of that unsaid connection faltering. She sees the project of rhetoric and cultural 

studies as one that requires more rhetorically qualified teachers. She also notes that “hope 

for rhetoric can lie beyond the first-year English composition course; concepts like 

rhetorical situation and genre start to make sense when students in writing-intensive 

courses examine how other disciplines and professions engage in specialized practices” 

(Farris). She argues that rhetoric’s attachment to composition is what keeps it alive in 

English departments, and part of what keeps English departments as large and vibrant as 

they are. The arguments that Farris and others contributors make are important to the idea 

of our disciplinary identity. Many of these authors are self-proclaimed rhetoricians, and 

all of them have a stake in the continuation of rhetoric and composition, be it personal or 

historical. 

 The response issue, published in spring 2004, offers yet more perspectives on the 

relationship between rhetoric and composition. Eve Wiederhold examines the 

relationship from the perspective of teacher and administrator, arguing that rhetoric might 

also be seen as an act of translation, and pointing out the limitations of an enigmatic field. 

In response to both Farris and Ratcliffe, Janet M. Atwill explores the relationship 

between rhetoric and composition using some of Kuhn’s theories of paradigms. She notes 

that 
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[i]ndeed, first-year writing would appear to be defined by the reduction of 
the study of discourse practices to the level of “skill”—a reduction that 
would seem to both a symptom and cause of excising the study of 
discourse from social practices. When this happens, in the context and 
terms of the institution as it is, the subject matter of rhetoric, more or less, 
disappears.  
 

Atwill argues that seeing rhetoric as art may help diffuse some of the binaries that have 

come to define rhetoric and composition, particularly in terms of our connection with the 

first-year course. 

 Overall, these two issues of Enculturation provide confirmation that the question 

of rhetoric’s role in composition is an ongoing matter of concern in the discipline. It also 

reminds us that rhetoric is still seen as an important part of our disciplinary history and 

that its role is still shifting and evolving. The timing of this concern is important as well. I 

studied the period from 1980–2000 in the journals. During this time I saw a relative lack 

of articles dealing with rhetoric. The emergence of the special issues of Enculturation 

only three years later demonstrates that this waning of rhetoric had begun to be noticed. 

For her part, Krista Ratcliffe performed a brief scan of articles after 2001 and found what 

she called “a continued commitment to the development of rhetorical knowledge.” This 

upswing in rhetoric offers hope that we have not allowed it to disappear completely from 

our disciplinary identity.  

Lessons from a Gardener  

Studying the journals for disciplinary indicators is a tactic that has proved 

effective at several points in the past. One of the more recent and comprehensive studies 

of journals in composition is offered by Maureen Daly Goggin, in her book Authoring a 

Discipline. Throughout Authoring a Discipline, Goggin uses a gardening metaphor to 
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discuss the growth and status of rhetoric and composition in academia. In her final 

chapter she discusses her own concerns about our naming practices. Ultimately she 

argues that we need to avoid representing ourselves and our work as related only to the 

first-year composition course. She warns that “[b]ecause most of us do not offer 

undergraduate programs in our courses or in our field, how do we expect others outside 

of our small circle to comprehend what we do?” (203). Goggin’s examination of the 

journals provides an extensive look at how the discipline developed during the second 

half of the 20th century. Her concerns with disciplinary space and identity are a driving 

force in the work, and her explorations demonstrate the complexities of power and 

knowledge in a fledgling discipline. 

 In 1984 Robert Connors argued that “our discipline, composition studies, was 

formed by and largely exists through the professional journals in which our work 

appears” (348). While this is obviously an arguable claim, it does emphasize the 

important role that journals play in our discipline. In the article, which was a review 

specifically commissioned by the editors of College English, Connors lists, classifies, and 

partially examines the journals that existed in rhetoric and composition at that time. He 

saw the journals, especially at the beginning, as manifestoes—declarations of the 

legitimacy and scholarly worth of the work being done in composition. He classified the 

later, smaller journals as either expansion journals, created to allow more room for 

publication in the discipline, and journals of specialization, such as WPA  and the Journal 

of Basic Writing. Connors’ work was important, providing a helpful picture of how many 

of the journals were increasing the professionalization of composition. However, writing 
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in 1984, he was too close to the creation of many of those journals. Rhetoric Review had 

only just begun a few years prior, and the editorial policies of many of the journals would 

change drastically a few years later. Goggin’s work is much more comprehensive, and 

builds on what Connors had begun in the midst of the growth period.  

 Goggin, too, begins her study with an exploration of disciplinarity and our 

disciplinary history. Although her position is that we are an established discipline, she 

does take time to acknowledge arguments that we are not. Many of those questioning our 

disciplinary status do so on the basis of our fragmented methodologies and sites of 

scholarly interest. I would argue, though, that many of those fragmentations were at their 

height in the 1980s and 1990s, and they have begun to heal over as we continue to 

develop our sense of disciplinary identity. We have fewer cognitive researchers, fewer 

empirical studies, and we seem to have slipped into the mode of humanities research in 

which we build on the theoretical works of others. The major exception to this is still the 

classroom. Ethnographies and case studies are still prevalent, and the social and political 

realities of the classroom continue to draw inquiry. Goggin reminds us that “what 

distinguishes a discipline from other loose congeries are the construction and 

maintenance of legitimizing apparatuses that serve both to permit and encourage and to 

control and limit objects of inquiry, questions, methods, and discourses” (xxi). 

Ultimately, then, the acknowledgement of our different approaches and theoretical 

groundings is important, but does not belie our status as a discipline. That status is 

formed and maintained not by methodologies, but by methods of training and publication. 
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 In her fourth chapter, Goggin examines the changes in editorial policies and the 

expansion of journal offerings that occurred in the 1980s. She sees the changes in 

editorial policy as having shaped the type of scholarship occurring in the discipline. 

Richard Larson extended submission lengths, and shortly thereafter Richard Gebhardt 

rewrote the submissions guidelines to encourage more theoretical work (139). More 

editors instituted blind review policies, and fewer articles were published about pedagogy 

alone. The 1980s was the site of the shift from teacher-researchers publishing their 

findings to a group of scholars publishing their work. That work, of course, was assumed 

to be for the benefit of teachers, but the assumption was somewhat of a stretch in many 

cases. Despite Goggin’s attention to detail in documenting this shift in disciplinary 

paradigms, her focus is on who spoke and how the journals shaped the types of dialogue 

that were privileged. She does not really address the content of those dialogues. They 

became more theoretical, yes, but the kind of theory being discussed is also an important 

indicator of our disciplinary identity. A discipline concerned with theoretical discussions 

of cultural studies is quite different from one focusing on writing processes or 

pedagogical theories. In my research I found that during the 1980s and into the 1990s, 

rhetoric seemed to fade from the scholarly landscape. This fade was likely part and parcel 

of the shift away from the old teacher-researchers and toward the new scholarship—the 

scholarship involving theories drawn from literature and the social sciences, as well as 

the so-called social turn. Sometime during the 1980s and 1990s, for a little while at least, 

Rhetoric and Composition became Composition Studies.  

Methods 
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 I chose to do my searching only in the pages of College English and College 

Composition and Communication. While there are numerous journals to choose from, 

including several with a more overt connection to rhetoric, CE and CCC offer a picture of 

the discipline’s mainstream. They have the largest circulation, and as the journals of our 

charter organization, they offer a sense of what the “generalists” are reading, rather than 

those who have declared specialties or alliances. Connors claims that “CCC is the central 

venue of serious composition specialist, the one journal read by everyone in the field” 

(354). While one might argue whether everyone in the field actually reads CCC, it is 

certainly true that just about everyone receives it. About CE, Connors notes that it “still 

places English studies squarely in the humanities tradition of knowledge gained through 

reasoned discourse. [. . .] CE also takes on the important but rarely considered job of 

formalizing the ‘tacit knowledge’ of the profession” (353). 

 One of Goggin’s observations about the journals is that the influx of the smaller 

journals forced the larger journals to evolve to meet the increasingly scholarly 

expectations of the discipline. She notes that “[c]hanges in the policies and practices in 

FEN, RSQ, RTE, CCC, and CE were so transformed by these journals that by the 1990s 

they came to resemble one another in aims and appearance far more than they differed” 

(135). The level at which these journals resembled each other is debatable. Their focus 

and preferred methodologies were still quite different, even as the discipline grew, 

expanded, and homogenized. However, among the smaller journals that deal specifically 

with rhetoric, the humanistic tradition is alive and well, and the scholarship and 

methodologies are not so different from those of CCC or CE.  
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 My interest is in the spaces where rhetoric and composition meet. Those meetings 

are important to our disciplinary identity, and to the way we frame the study of 

composition. I am not interested in spaces that are created specifically for the promotion 

of rhetoric, either on its own or within composition. Therefore, while it might seem 

obvious to look to Rhetoric Review or Rhetoric Society Quarterly for instances of rhetoric 

within composition, I am more interested in how it appears outside of those specialized 

journals. The mainstream journals are more representative in this case because they allow 

us to observe what kind of rhetoric is allowed into the mainstream, and how it affects 

composition once there. So my search will focus exclusively on CCC and CE as I 

examine the instances of rhetoric in the composition journals. Neither journal is 

considered a bastion of only theoretical work, and again, this is a good thing. Theories 

and criticisms of all kinds seem to float away from composition as they become more 

specialized and more abstract. Rhetorical theories and criticisms are no different, and as 

such are not as useful in a study of where rhetoric is invoked within composition studies. 

 In my initial searches, I looked for articles containing keywords that I thought 

might indicate some thought about rhetoric, composition, or the relationship between the 

two. Each search was performed in JSTOR, and each was limited to the time period 

between 1980 and 2000. I searched within the body of the essays in order to cast as wide 

a net as possible. The table below shows the results of my initial searches. 

 Table One 
Phrase Searched 1980 – 1985 1986 – 1990 1991 – 1995 1996 - 2000 

CCC CE CCC CE CCC CE CCC CE 
Rhetoric 139 186 87 151 112 142 115 118 
Rhetoric and 
Composition 

22 20 24 15 35 18 45 30 
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Composition Studies 3 14 18 22 58 35 77 41 
Rhetorical Situation 22 13 14 16 9 16 16 11 

  
  
 In CCC, articles containing the terms “rhetoric” and “rhetorical situation” 

declined during the time period shown, with rhetoric enjoying a slight upturn toward the 

end of the century. What is most telling is the dramatic surge in the use of the term 

“composition studies.” In the period from 1980 to 1985 it was only seen three times, but 

by 1996 to 2000, it appeared in 77 different articles. The term “rhetoric and composition” 

also enjoyed an upward trend during this time, which matches the increased interest in 

our disciplinary standing and identity. CE has similar trends, especially with the term 

“composition studies.” The main difference between the two journals is that CE shows a 

steadier decline in the use of the term “rhetoric,” and slightly more stability with the term 

“rhetorical situation.” 

In order to reduce the sheer number of articles I was presented with, I reduced my 

search to titles only, purely for reference’s sake. After all, the title of an article is a 

significant rhetorical choice on its own. I discovered that in College English, there are 

only fifteen articles with the term “Rhetorical” in the title, and forty-nine with the term 

“rhetoric.” In College Composition and Communication there are also only fifteen 

articles with “rhetorical” in the title, and twenty-three with “rhetoric.” These, then, are 

the articles that I would consider overtly rhetorical in their leanings. But I felt that the 

numbers of articles produced by this search is surprisingly small. Given the twenty-year 

period I’m examining, there is not even one article a year published with the word 

“rhetorical” in its title, and not many more with the “rhetoric.” Hence I returned to my 
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original plan of searching within the articles themselves, for surely more scholars worked 

with rhetoric than were being revealed by title searching alone. 

 But how to narrow down from the overwhelming 1,050 articles mentioning the 

word “rhetoric”? I decided to cast aside the search for just the word. After all, rhetoric is 

so ingrained in our collective understanding of composition that its mention in an article 

does not necessarily guarantee attention to the term and its underlying meanings. I would 

have to rely on the titles for intentional uses and deployments of rhetoric. “Rhetoric and 

composition” is often used to refer to the discipline as a whole, and so may not be helpful 

in locating rhetorical ideas in composition; “composition studies” is similarly big-picture 

in its scope and usage. “Rhetorical situation,” though, proved to be quite helpful. While it 

may seem suspicious that I’ve settled on the search phrase with the fewest results, this 

search did bring the most relevant results. 

 The phrase “rhetorical situation” has several implications that make it relevant to 

the study of rhetoric and composition together. A rhetorical situation is one that requires 

a written or oral response. In our composition teaching, we often try to set up different 

rhetorical situations for our students to respond to. We tell our students that writing is 

situational, and that they should analyze the rhetorical situations in which they find 

themselves in order to best form their responses. In this way, the phrase “rhetorical 

situation” ties theories of rhetoric firmly to the act of composing. The term is also used in 

criticism, and in the theoretical application of rhetoric, which again broadens the 

applications of the term. There is an underlying assumption that a rhetorical situation 

requires composition, making the composition an inherently rhetorical activity. This 
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connection between rhetoric and composition is not as strong or inherent in other 

potential search words. “Rhetoric” alone is too open-ended, and “rhetoric and 

composition” is a phrase that usually only comes up in discussions of the discipline as a 

whole. Those discussions are usually more abstract, and don’t necessarily join the 

teaching of writing with rhetorical theory. 

Rhetoric and Composition in the Journals 

 Beginning with the searches for “rhetoric” and “rhetorical” in titles, I’d like to 

focus on when and where rhetoric appears in College English. In CE the uses of 

“rhetorical” are much more varied than in CCC, and tend to include literary themes. 

College English has fewer articles connecting rhetoric explicitly to the teaching of 

writing. Using both title searches (“rhetoric” and “rhetorical”), I broke the results down 

into the following categories. The number listed in parentheses is the number of articles 

in each category. I found classical rhetoric (6), histories of rhetoric and the discipline 

(10), rhetoric of fiction (7), literary theory (5), rhetorical theory (11), rhetorical criticism 

(6), pedagogical concerns (6), and institutional concerns (8). Of these, the most common 

categories were rhetorical theory and the histories. 

 The majority of the articles in the rhetorical theory category were published in the 

1980s.  The first eight appear from 1982–1988. The last two were published in 1999, a 

full decade later. Interestingly, both of those later articles center on feminism: “The 

Speaker Respoken: Material Rhetoric as Feminist Methodolgy,” by Vicki Tolar Collins; 

and “Rhetoric, Feminism, and the Politics of Textual Ownership,” by Andrea Lunsford. 

Earlier offerings of rhetorical theory include “Burke’s Act in a Rhetoric of Motives,” by 
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Clayton Lewis, and Jeffrey Walker’s “Aristotle’s Lyric: Re-Imagining the Rhetoric of 

Epideictic Song.” The historical accounts are somewhat the reverse of that—the first four 

appeared between 1980 and 1989, the last six appeared from 1990–1998. However, the 

desire to historicize is fairly constant in our discipline, and the greater sprawl of the 

history articles reflects that movement. 

 All of the articles that I categorized as rhetoric of fiction (titles such as “Rhetoric 

and Gender in Jane Austen’s Persuasion”) were published in the 1990s. The same 

applies to articles that count as rhetorical criticism. There was a surge of articles about 

institutional structures and concerns from 1991-1992 (four articles in two years), and 

articles dealing with pedagogy and the teaching of writing are fairly evenly spaced. There 

are, however, only six of them, so they’re pretty thinly spread over the twenty-year 

period! 

 There is one article in particular that overlaps several categories. In most cases, I 

was able to decide where an article should go, even if it covered several topics. 

Ostensibly, Berlin’s “Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class” would be pedagogical 

in nature, or at least concerned with the teaching of writing. However, the article is 

categorized as rhetorical theory because the bulk of his arguments and concerns are with 

the understanding of the relationship of rhetoric to ideology. Therefore, Berlin gets 

placed in the rhetorical theory slot. However, David Fleming’s “Rhetoric as a Course of 

Study” provides an understanding of classical rhetoric in order to propose a new 

rhetorical curriculum. His treatment of classical rhetoric and its terms is detailed and 

informative, and his knowledge of classical rhetoric is clearly evident in his writing. 
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However, the ultimate purpose of his article is to propose a pedagogy that would 

revitalize the college curriculum around a rhetorical understanding of the world. 

Therefore, I counted him twice, once in classical rhetoric and once in pedagogy. 

 Charles Yarnoff’s “Contemporary Theories of Invention in the Rhetorical 

Tradition” provides a discussion of theory that is firmly tied to pedagogical implications. 

He argues that in their attempts to claim social relevance for composition courses, 

practitioners tout theories and practices of invention that are contrary to students’ real 

interests. Yarnoff points out that invention exercises meant to foster originality and 

creativity actually attempt to separate the social from the personal. He argues that this is 

not only unrealistic, but counterproductive. Yarnoff provides a rhetorical reading of 

several theories of invention, and ties those theories to both the classical understanding of 

rhetoric and the needs of the modern composition student. His integration of so many 

themes is an example of rhetoric being used in composition as a means to clarify our 

understanding of teaching composition. 

In her 2000 article, “Integrating Literary and Rhetorical Theories of Genre” Amy 

Devitt explores some of the rhetorical aspects of genre studies and how they interact with 

literary theories.  She argues that despite methodological differences, literary and 

rhetorical theories have much to offer each other in genre studies. She notes that “[i]f the 

study of literary discourse shares more with the study of rhetorical discourse than just 

political expediency and departmental name, then extending this cooperative dialogue 

can help both literary and rhetorical genre theories advance in new, productive 

directions” (697). This is a purely theoretical discussion of rhetoric, and relates to the 
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pursuit of rhetorical study rather than the teaching of composition. However, this article 

provides an important example of how the study of rhetoric can be renewed and 

continued beyond the classical and historical applications that are so often assumed when 

one refers to rhetoric. 

 The ebbs and flows of rhetoric in CE show how the interests of the larger, 

English-teaching discipline have swayed throughout the period of both stability and 

growth. Rhetoric remained a presence during the period, but it faced several incarnations 

as we explored literary theory, social-constructivism, and expanded our use of rhetorical 

theories and ideas beyond the initial application of classical rhetoric to modern 

composition teaching. If we are to accept Connors’ classification of College English as a 

general periodical (or as close to one as an academic journal generally comes), then the 

diversity of articles and the focus away from the teaching of writing is a natural outcome 

of the breadth required by such an undertaking. 

 In CCC the breakdown is more limited than in CE, and the differences are fairly 

predictable. The categories were the same, except there were fewer of them. The articles 

in CCC covered classical (4), historical (4), pedagogical (10), institutional (7), rhetorical 

theory (8), and rhetorical criticism (3). Many of the articles in categories other than 

pedagogy included a nod to pedagogy, either in their conclusion or in an “applications” 

section. There were six of these explicit nods, coming from articles in the classical, 

institutional, and rhetorical theory categories. So the general attitude of CCC is far more 

focused than that of CE. Given the focus on Composition and Communication, this is not 

entirely surprising. There are interesting breakdowns in dates here, too. 
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 The articles focusing entirely on classical rhetoric stopped after 1987. There was 

only one history in the 1990s, the rest in the 1980s. However, the rhetorical criticism did 

not begin until the 1990s. In some respects, the focus on classical rhetoric was replaced 

by the beginnings of rhetorical criticism. Our institutional concerns really took off in the 

late 1990s—five of the seven articles appeared after 1996. It’s important to remember 

also that there are only thirty-six articles with “rhetoric” or “rhetorical” in their title in 

CCC, as opposed to the sixty-one in CE. I believe this downsizing of rhetoric in CCC is 

an extension of the expansion away from pedagogical uses of rhetoric in CE. As the 

discipline was extending and trying on new theoretical identities, rhetoric was both 

expansive and reductive. On one had rhetorical theory made an interesting jumping-off 

point into criticism, literature, and theory. On the other hand, the connections with 

classical rhetoric were limiting, and so began to fade out. In CCC, where the focus is 

often on the teaching of writing or the material conditions of writing instruction, the 

focus on pedagogy and institutional concerns seems a natural place for rhetoric to 

continue its influence. When rhetoric was able to expand in CCC, it did so through 

rhetorical theory, with scholars exploring ideas such as “Aristotelian and Rogerian 

Rhetoric,” “Rhetoric as Hermeneutic,” and “J. L. Austin and the Articulation of a New 

Rhetoric” (Bator; Berthoff; Dasenbrock).  

 Paul Bator provides a contrastive look at Aristotelian rhetoric and Rogerian 

rhetoric to understand which is more useful in the modern composition classroom. He 

argues that Aristotelian rhetoric is not relevant to the rhetorical situations found in the 

classroom, due to the complex speaker/audience relationship seen in Aristotle’s rhetoric. 
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While clearly theoretical in his discussion of the two rhetorical theories and his claim that 

the two are not the same, he ends with pedagogical concerns. Berthoff’s piece offers a 

more integrated approach to rhetorical scholarship, in that she does not have a 

pedagogical section as an ending note or afterthought, but works through ideas of 

teaching throughout her article. “Rhetoric as Hermeneutic” is a complex discussion of 

ways in which rhetoric can be used to navigate a path between the limits of positivism 

and the confusion of post-ism. Her concern with the social aspect of language use and her 

integration of rhetoric, writing, and culture are reflective of the early 1990s, but her 

dedication to rhetoric makes this piece another example of rhetoric working productively  

in composition rather than for it or next to it. 

While article titles are certainly carrying the banner of rhetoric front and center, 

what are the scholars are actually saying? How is rhetoric working in, around, and with 

composition there? And again, how does one decide which articles to examine? In this 

time period, there was plenty of scholarship that was not focused on or even involved 

with rhetoric or rhetorical theories. Rhetoric was no longer the only answer for 

composition theories. So I want to examine where rhetoric is occurring in order to find 

out how it is occurring. That is why I chose “rhetorical situation” as my primary search 

term in this case. Scholars using that term are likely aware of the rhetorical implications 

of its use. This is where rhetoric is interacting with composition studies. When I began 

working with the articles containing the phrase “rhetorical situation,” I removed all of the 

reviews and all of the responses and interchanges. This narrowed the focus to articles in 

which the focus on rhetoric originated, rather than discussions stemming from the initial 
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uses. Examining the two journals separately is useful because it allows us to see the 

differences in article types and in general intentions. Therefore, I will begin with the 

thirty-four articles in College English that deal with rhetorical situations. 

 In CE there are thirty-four articles using the term “rhetorical situation,” falling 

into the following categories: classical (2), historical (2), pedagogical (8), institutional 

(3), rhetorical theory/criticism (6), literary theory (5), and theories of writing and reading 

(8). The uses of the term are well spread out over the two decades, although there are 

some spikes in usage. Both the pedagogical uses of “rhetorical situation” and uses in 

theories of writing and reading disappeared after 1994. In fact, the biggest number of 

articles using “rhetorical situation” appeared after 1985 and before 1995. From 1986 to 

1994 there were twenty-one articles published. Before that period there were eight, after 

it there were only five. The term “rhetorical situation” lends itself naturally to discussions 

of writing and the teaching of writing, so it is not surprising that those categories have by 

far the highest number of articles. I am primarily interested in these articles, and I will 

return to them for further understanding of how rhetoric and composition work together 

in our scholarship.  

 The category of theories of writing and reading is intended to provide a more 

specific division than simply referring to all of those articles as pedagogically inclined. 

Many of the articles in this category don’t deal directly with classroom strategies or 

pedagogy itself, but they do investigate how we read, strategies for reading, or how and 

why we compose the way we do. While these articles aren’t pedagogical, they aren’t 

exactly rhetorical theory, either. These articles are meant to provide practitioners with a 
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better understanding of the reading and writing process so that they can teach those 

processes more effectively. For example, John T. Gage’s “Philosophies of Style and 

Their Implications for Composition” was published in 1980. In this article, he notes that 

style is ideological in nature, and that a change in style is indicative of a change in 

thought. Arguments about the nature of style posit either that it is part of invention, or 

that it is subsequent to invention, and usually subordinate. To acknowledge this means 

that a teacher must think carefully about his or her own understandings of style. There are 

pedagogical implications in this article, but they are of a complex rhetorical nature, rather 

than simply suggestions for how one ought to improve an assignment. Articles such as 

this one explore the theoretical side of our teaching process, and in doing so, offer readers 

a way to make sense of and enhance their own teaching process. 

In CCC the breakdown of articles using “rhetorical situation” is similar to that of 

CE. There are no references to classical rhetoric, but historical (2), pedagogical (12), 

institutional (6), theories of writing and reading (11), rhetorical theory (6), and criticism 

(6) are still represented. Again the articles dealing with composition itself are far more 

prevalent than the more abstract concerns found elsewhere in this journal and more often 

in other journals. The timelines in CCC are more even than in CE. None of the categories 

is heavily skewed toward one decade or another. There was a spike in 1993 with the 

publication of “In Focus: Perspectives on Composition Studies, Parts 1 and 2.” These 

issues generated several articles that used a rhetorical approach to composition studies. 

1993 saw four articles that referenced rhetorical situations, several of which were 

published in the In Focus issues.  
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1984 was also a significant year for rhetorical situations. There were six articles 

containing references to rhetorical situations in 1984. The 1984 articles fell into a number 

of categories, including historical, pedagogical, and both kinds of theoretical. Among 

them were Ede and Lunsford’s “Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of 

Audience in Composition Theory and Pedagogy,” Jack Selzer’s “Exploring Options in 

Composing,” and Richard P. Fulkerson’s “Kinneavy on Referential and Persuasive 

Discourse: A Critique.” Of these, “Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked” is the most 

relevant example of rhetoric in composition studies. Selzer’s article is a review of 

research in composing, and focuses on composition to the exclusion of rhetoric. 

Fulkerson focuses entirely on Kinneavy’s A Theory of Discourse, offering his critique of 

that work. Ede and Lunsford, however, frame their study of audience using the rhetorical 

situation, and present an understanding of audience that requires an explicitly rhetorical 

understanding of composition.  The surge of “rhetorical situation” in the mid 1980s is 

partially explained by the rise of the cognitive process movement, and partially by the 

need to bridge between the rhetoric-heavy rebuilding of the 1960s and 1970s and the 

newer, more stable space of the 1980s that was quickly making room for exploration into 

other disciplines and the theoretical possibilities that they offered. Several of the articles 

in this time period reflect the lingering influence of the linguistics movement, as well.  

 Rhetoric played many roles in composition studies during this time period. As we 

can see from the title searches, rhetoric still contributed gravitas to composition via 

studies of classical rhetoric. Scholars attempting to provide a direct link between classical 

rhetoric and modern composition were not as prominent as they had been decades earlier, 
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but they were still providing context for composition. Historical pieces also provided 

readers with a sense of purpose—that composition had long been a teaching subject in the 

modern university. Rhetoric was brought to bear on our institutional difficulties, and 

expanded into literary studies. Much of this work, though, relies on the weak connection 

of “and” between rhetoric and composition (Selzer; Fulkerson; Welch). The rhetoric is 

there, but the discussion, investigation, or exploration does not involve rhetoric with 

composition at all. Rather, rhetoric is often allowed to perform on its own, or to branch 

out into the theoretical realm of human communication and language studies in general. 

Some scholars, especially those using the term “rhetorical situation”, do bring rhetoric 

and composition together in a more concrete way than simply coexistence. However, in 

many cases they present rhetoric for composition. In this case, it is implied that the 

rhetoric discussed (often classical rhetoric or rhetorical theory) is beneficial to 

composition, but often only through the edification of teachers, not necessarily because 

the information is inherently relevant. Jeffrey Walker’s “The Body of Persuasion: A 

Theory of the Enthymeme” is rhetoric performing on its own, but it is also an example of 

rhetoric for composition. Berlin’s “Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical 

Theories,” is an example of a rhetorical discussion that is ostensibly for composition. 

Composition is in the title, and forms the subject of the article. However, the article itself 

provides rhetorical history and background with no real grounding in composition. 

Therefore, it is rhetoric for composition. Philip Arrington and Shirley Rose’s “Prologues 

to What Is Possible: Introductions as Metadiscourse” is a combination of rhetoric in and 

rhetoric for composition. While they performing a rhetorical analysis and critique of 
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introductions to student essays, they are also performing rhetoric for other teachers of 

composition. 

 Rhetoric for composition is not a bad thing. We have to work our way into a set of 

theories before they can become practically useful. And not all theory must become a 

practical pedagogy to be useful. But rhetoric in composition acknowledges the essential 

connectedness of the two parts of our discipline. Theories of writing and reading are 

often examples of rhetoric for and in composition studies. In those works, rhetorical, 

cognitive, social, and other theories are used to better understand the ways in which 

human beings use and process written and spoken language. Other works bring that 

rhetoric into composition itself by examining the material conditions in which we teach 

composition and the rhetorical connections that we make with and for our students. This 

is why it is so important to retain rhetoric as a part of our disciplinary identity. Yes, we 

can do much of the same work with rhetoric as an implied underpinning, but as primary 

sources become secondary and tertiary sources, the original theories of rhetoric (or 

linguistics or cultural studies) become clouded by layers of interpretation. 

Understanding and Strengthening Our Connections 

 So what then, do we do with all of these trends and articles? What is rhetoric and 

composition, and why do we have such trouble defining it? Are we actually a unified 

discipline, and if we are, what is our central, guiding goal? Janice Lauer was right. 

Composition is indeed the Dappled Discipline. But Stephen North was wrong: we 

haven’t pulled ourselves apart. How is that possible? College Composition and 

Communication and College English provide a picture of how that is both possible and 
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effective. The two journals show clearly that we often project ourselves as Composition 

Studies. (Or rather, they show that we were composition studies in the period from 1980– 

2000.) Within Composition Studies, rhetoric plays a crucial role in deepening our 

understanding of the composition process and language use. It is not only classical 

rhetoric, but current investigations into these topics that continue the rhetorical bent of 

composition. Scholars who believe that composition is a modern incarnation of ancient 

rhetoric provide yet another connection between rhetoric and composition.  

 The data here shows us that even during periods when rhetoric is less prevalent in 

the journals, it is a constant presence in the discipline. It is an assumption that we can 

make, a shared terministic screen. And when rhetoric fades too far into the background, 

there are calls to bring it back, as evidenced by the two issues of Enculturation. The 

scholars in those two issues found that rhetoric was not disappearing or gone from the 

discipline, even if it was no longer seen as the one great hope for composition. What 

rhetoric does provide, however, is a constant. Many of the theories that we have used to 

enhance our understanding of composition have come and gone. Linguistics and 

cognitive studies have limited influence on composition theory because they require too 

much borrowing from other disciplines to be really sustainable for composition. Rhetoric, 

however, along with literary and social theories, requires less borrowing and is often 

within the understanding of members of an English department. Rhetoric is a sustainable 

background for composition studies.  

 In 1989 Robert Connors wrote an article defending his work as an historian of 

rhetoric. He argues that the discipline needs historical studies for two main reasons. The 
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first reason is that history gives us roots and allows us to see ourselves as “the current 

avatar of a tradition of studying and using discourse that is as old as literacy and probably 

older” (232). He also points out that rhetorical histories provide us with necessary “hard 

knowledge” about the discipline. He sees historical study as providing the proofs needed 

to defend the discipline and argue within it (232). Historical studies help us reinforce our 

sense of discipline. They remind us what we’ve been doing and how it was connected to 

both ancient traditions and to our future. The constant historical reassessment and 

definitions provide us with common points around which we can convene as a discipline. 

In this particular case, studying the two journals in the 1980s and 1990s reminds us that 

even when it seems that the discipline might come apart, there is in fact a sense of 

disciplinary understanding. We are sometimes Composition Studies, and sometimes 

Rhetoric and Composition. Neither of those are particularly descriptive of all that goes on 

in the discipline, and indeed, it does all continue to go on. Throughout the melee, though, 

there is a constant thread. Rhetoric is in composition. We might look to Marxism or 

cognitive psychology to deepen our understanding of the physical and material conditions 

of teaching and composing, but we also return to rhetoric as an underlying constant.  

So how do we make this public? How do we walk that line between dappled 

discipline and self destruction? There’s so much work that occurs in composition studies 

that it seems difficult to find a common thread. There is assessment, administration, 

rhetoric, composing, pedagogy, critical pedagogy, feminism, disability studies. All of the 

factors of life in the university that affect teaching and learning are a part of composition 

studies. However, the center should be the study of composing. How we use and 
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understand language remains the base of what we are trying to understand and 

accomplish. The instantiation of those studies is where the teaching happens. The 

challenge, it would seem, lies not in convincing ourselves, but in convincing others. The 

difficulty in this challenge lies in the fact that our discipline has not been developed in the 

traditional fashion. We are not a field of study, built gradually over time and eventually 

passed down to other generations. We are instead a field of teaching, building knowledge 

around that teaching and from it. While it is clear to those of us in the discipline that we 

are building knowledge itself, not just pedagogy, it is not clear to those elsewhere in the 

academy. We need to make it clear. We need a major. 
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CHAPTER THREE: DISCIPLINING OURSELVES: DOCTORAL PROGRAMS IN 

RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION 

Having looked at the journals for disciplinary definition and boundary-setting, I 

would like to turn to yet another way in which disciplines define and perpetuate 

themselves. While journals reflect the emerging and established ideas in the discipline, 

graduate programs create new members to ensure the future of the discipline. Through 

their curricula, graduate programs have the potential to shape future members of the 

epistemic court and to establish the baseline of required knowledge for members of the 

discipline. In this chapter, I will look at graduate programs in rhetoric and composition 

and their curricula. While the graduate programs in rhetoric and composition go by many 

names (a phenomenon that will receive due attention shortly), for the sake of expediency 

I will refer to all of the graduate programs as rhetoric and composition programs. 

Rhetoric and composition is a discipline unlike most others. Most significantly, it lacks a 

widespread undergraduate major, so the majority of its members come to rhetoric and 

composition as graduate students. Since the bulk of our work with undergraduates 

consists of teaching first-year composition, we end up with a large gap in the type of 

teaching and studying we do. On one hand the work of the discipline centers around 

teaching composition; pedagogy, writing program administration, and curricular 

development are important aspects of a functional first-year writing program, and their 

study is a vital piece of the discipline. On the other hand, there is the work of graduate 

programs, which often center around the history of both rhetoric and composition, 

rhetorical theory and criticism, and the cultural nature of literacy. This work also forms a 
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vital part of the discipline by allowing scholars to consider different meanings of literacy, 

composing, and communication. However, there is rarely a sense of collaboration 

between these two pieces of the discipline. The lack of a curricular middle ground—

teaching rhetorical criticism and theories of composing to upper-division 

undergraduates—often leaves us with a sense of divide. That is evident in two tropes 

common to the discipline. One is the idea that rhetoric is disappearing from the discipline 

and in need of revival, and the other is the recurring lament over the theory/practice split.  

The role of rhetoric in composition is a question periodically taken up at 

conferences and in journals. Rhetoricians often wonder whether their work is valued by 

“compositionists” and lament the lack of rhetorical emphasis in discussions of 

composition. Although it is related to the theory/practice split, the rhetoric in composition 

question takes a slightly different tack. The role of rhetoric is often presented as a side 

issue, as the pet project of those who are still consumed with rhetoric and all it has to 

offer for composition studies. The theory/practice split carries far more weight in the 

history of disciplinary discussions. As a discipline we expend serious time and energy 

arguing about the nature of the work we do and trying to somehow bring the two sides of 

the discipline together.  

Graduate programs are both the reason for this sense of division in the field and 

the place where the two sides are held together. Graduate curricula designate and create 

the knowledge base from which scholars will operate—and changes in those curricula 

subsequently effect change in the discipline as a whole. In examining the graduate 

curricula I was able to see how the changes that have occurred over time are the result not 
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only of changes in our understanding of rhetoric and composition, but also of the 

disciplinary structures in which the field exists. Graduate programs in rhetoric and 

composition have changed considerably from their original inception, but they have not 

significantly resolved the so-called gap between theory and practice. What they have 

done, however, is held theory and practice together in one arena, exposing graduate 

students to courses in rhetorical history and composition theory along with pedagogical 

development and writing program administration. By examining changes in the graduate 

curricula, we can become more aware of how we are affected both by our own ideas and 

by institutional constraints. Understanding those changes can provide us with ways to 

more productively discuss the relationships between rhetoric and composition and theory 

and practice. 

Recent conversations about the sense of divide in the field have included 

conference presentations and articles in College Composition and Communication as well 

as Enculturation. The two special issues of Enculturation are frequently cited in debates 

about the role of rhetoric in composition, often in panels at CCCC. The most recent 

discussions of the sense of disciplinary divide come from CCC. The first is a brief 

“Perspectives” piece by Kristen Kennedy that appeared in February of 2008. Kennedy 

wondered whether this seemingly constant focus on disciplinary identity and the 

theory/practice split actually harms our standing in the university. She argued that we 

need to look outward rather than inward so that our work can remain relevant in the 

institutions we inhabit. (Kennedy) Her argument reflects not only her own dissatisfaction 

with the field, but also her frustration with the institutional realities that make pursuing 



 

 

92

theory and practice together so difficult. Graduate students who complete doctoral 

degrees in institutions occupied with questions of theory, for example, still find 

themselves in jobs that focus almost exclusively on teaching. For some, this seeming 

disconnect can cause dissatisfaction with the relationship between work they did as 

graduate students and work they’re asked to do as assistant professors.  

The most recent contribution to this discussion comes from Karen Kopelson, also 

in CCC, in June 2008. In “Sp(l)itting Images; or, Back to the Future of (Rhetoric and?) 

Composition,” Kopelson addresses the way that the theory/practice split often manifests 

for graduate students writing dissertations in rhetoric and composition. She reports the 

results of a survey showing that large numbers of graduate students feel pressured to 

create dissertation projects that are directly related to pedagogical concerns. Kopelson 

sees this situation as a direct result of the theory/practice split, which has roots in the very 

beginnings of graduate work in rhetoric and composition. She explains, “Put simply, in 

and as our disciplinary birth, we collectively set out to reform and focus on practice 

precisely by making theory” (751). When early scholars of rhetoric and composition 

made the move to professionalize the teaching of writing, they created graduate programs 

in order to create teachers who had a background specifically in the teaching of writing. 

However, program architects found that to create graduate programs housed in English 

departments they would need courses that ranged beyond pedagogical concerns, and so 

rhetoric, linguistics, and literary theory were all included in early graduate program 

curricula. From the beginning, then, we have enrolled graduate students in theoretical 

coursework as a means to prepare for a pedagogically based discipline.  
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Kopelson found that the pressure to create dissertations with practical application 

often faced by graduate students actually interferes with their own desire for theoretical 

exploration. The graduate students she surveyed found this pedagogical imperative 

limiting, often changing the scope or focus of their dissertations in order to satisfy it. 

Kopelson argues that this compulsion to limit the exploration of theory for theory’s sake 

limits the discipline as a whole. She cites Stephen North when he argues that 

philosophical scholarship exists for its own sake, and that although the questions posed 

by philosophy might lead to a change in practice, the purpose of philosophy remains free 

from practical imperatives. Kopelson ultimately concludes that we need to move away 

from the idea of a theory/practice binary, and away from the inclination to force 

theoretical work into pedagogy’s boxes. She advocates an end to the debate over our 

identity as determined by these binaries so that the field can move forward in a 

productive way. Kopelson’s argument reminds us again that we need to be more aware of 

the messages we pass on to graduate students. Part of these messages come through 

coursework, and part come through faculty interactions with students during the 

examination and dissertation processes. In both cases an increased awareness of the goals 

and trends in graduate education may help decrease the intensity of what Lynn Worsham 

has referred to as a “battle” between theorists and pedagogues in which each side accuses 

the other of slowing progress in the field (111). 

In the early years of graduate work in rhetoric and composition, the discipline’s 

founders struggled to distinguish their programs from programs in literature. They 

focused on topics such as classical rhetoric and linguistics to provide students with a 
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clearer sense of how language and argument function. In the 1980s, during the process 

movement and the focus on pedagogy, programs shifted their focus. They also gained 

more control over their curricula and more independence from literature programs. By 

the time that cultural studies had become prevalent and the so-called “theory wars” were 

in full swing, graduate programs had proliferated across the country. These changes result 

from our collective understanding of the writing process and the contexts of writing. But 

they’re also the product of institutional realities such as our location within English 

departments and societal concerns about the role of writing in the university. By closely 

examining the graduate programs, we can see how they both reinforce the binaries we 

live with and hold the two sides of the discipline in a stable relationship. 

Developing Doctoral Programs: Hopes and Realities 

 The early years of graduate programs demonstrate the large role English 

departments had in the initial shape of the curricula. In 1980 CCC published William 

Covino, Nan Johnson, and Michael Feehan’s survey of attitudes toward graduate 

programs in rhetoric. The authors surveyed faculty in English departments across the 

country, delving into attitudes about graduate programs in rhetoric and composition. This 

is significantly different from the later surveys in that it does not catalog existing 

programs; rather, the authors explore attitudes toward rhetoric as a program of study. The 

survey authors asked what courses would best prepare effective teachers of composition, 

and also whether rhetoric and composition should become a discipline. The responses 

both reflect the climate of the moment and forecast some of the struggles we still face 

today. The results indicated a disconnect between the desire to create more qualified 



 

 

95

teachers and the natural preference for a humanistic course of study. In response to the 

question that asked what courses would best prepare effective teachers of composition 

respondents overwhelmingly indicated courses in classical rhetoric and linguistics. Since 

most study participants felt strongly that rhetoric did not belong in departments of 

Education, they would need to suggest a course of study that had clear roots in English 

departments and colleges of humanities. The respondents also expressed the importance 

of literary study, and very few saw courses in pedagogy as relevant to graduate study in 

rhetoric. The very title of the study reflects the beginnings of the theory/practice binary. 

Despite an expressed goal of more qualified teachers of composition, the survey 

described graduate programs in rhetoric, programs that did not reflect the pedagogical 

imperative behind the creation of the discipline.  

 This attitude reflects the conclusions reached in some of the CCCC workshops 

that focused on the creation of graduate programs. In 1973 members met at the 

“Designing Graduate Programs in Rhetoric” workshop to debate prospective graduate 

school curricula. The report from the meeting shows that attendants reached the 

conclusion that it was neither possible nor desirable for one committee to delineate a 

single program of graduate study in rhetoric. They observed that “the art of rhetoric is not 

a single thing but a multi-dimensional process, both diachronic an architectonic. And it 

should probably remain so” (328). The committee reasoned that rhetoric was moving in 

multi- and interdisciplinary directions that made it difficult to determine the necessary 

components for a degree. They also realized that the level and type of interdisciplinary 

and rhetorical study would depend on the research of any given institution. Some 
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committee members wished to emphasize classical rhetoric, while others felt that the 

study of modern rhetoric gave enough attention to its classical roots to encompass both. 

Given all of these competing factors, the committee could not describe a unified graduate 

program beyond establishing rhetoric as a key component of graduate education. 

 Our theory/practice binary has been written into our graduate curricula from the 

very beginning, causing ongoing tension between those who hoped for a trickle-down 

effect and those who saw teaching as a site of knowledge-making in its own right. These 

binaries between theory and practice, teaching and scholarship have always caused 

problems for rhetoric and composition as a discipline. Before and during the creation of 

doctoral programs, there were a few expert scholars and researchers working with a large 

number of practitioners. The creation of graduate programs allowed for the creation of far 

more scholars and researchers, as well as more administrators. It did not, however, create 

a cohort of scholars devoted solely to the study of writing pedagogy. Instead, the creation 

of these graduate programs created a center for knowledge-making outside of the 

classroom, so that the discipline was now creating knowledge on two different fronts. 

 An early acknowledgement of these binaries comes from Douglas Park, who in 

1979 pointed out one of the underlying problems that contributed to their creation: 

One problem with our present situation and with the impetus to establish PhDs in 
composition and rhetoric is that they do squeeze too much together. The typical 
new composition specialist, therefore, seems to me likely to be professionally 
frantic, [. . .] torn between the impulse to theoretical exploration and the need to 
come up with something practical but expert to be used in tomorrow’s class. In 
such a situation, neither theory nor pedagogy can be well served. (55) 
  

Park saw a lack of coherence in the emergence of composition studies as a subject of 

graduate study. His concern centered on the tension caused by the expectation that theory 
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and practice could be combined or bridged, arguing instead that they cannot and should 

not. He questions the “expectation that theory will serve pedagogy in direct, immediate 

ways,” noting that such expectations misunderstand the relationship between theory and 

practice, as well as the value of theoretical exploration itself (48). Park called for 

members of the discipline to recognize and value the limitations of both theory and 

practice when establishing graduate programs, recognizing that to dismiss those 

limitations would only exacerbate the tensions between the two types of knowledge 

making. 

 These early discussions of graduate education in rhetoric and composition did 

produce graduate programs that were able to take hold in English departments; despite 

the early divides between theory and pedagogy, the programs managed to gain traction 

and send a fledgling field toward disciplinary establishment. They also created space for 

the next phase of development, which included the development of the process 

movement and the expansion of different research methods. 

Expansion and Categorization in the 1980s 

The 1980s saw tremendous growth of graduate programs and of research in the 

discipline. During the earlier part of this growth, graduate education was defined largely 

by its commitment to multiple modes of research and scholarship within the discipline. In 

“Composition Studies: Dappled Discipline,” Janice Lauer’s discussion of multi-modality 

and the difficulties it presents for graduate programs compels us to think about problems 

multi-modality and interdisciplinarity present for the discipline. Lauer compares our 

multimodality with the more rigid climate of the social sciences, noting that 
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multimodality offers many advantages in terms of research methods. While the social 

sciences have the tendency to become disconnected or stuck as a result of a single 

methodology, in composition, “historical studies keep the field from reinventing the 

wheel. Theoretical work provides guidance and hypotheses for empirical research, which, 

in turn, offers one kind of test or validation of theory” (26). In this sense, having a host of 

different methodologies active within our boundaries provides distinct advantages to the 

growth of the discipline. As early practitioners in composition went searching for ways to 

improve the teaching of writing, they gravitated toward several different methods of 

doing so. Because they worked with so many different kinds of research, they needed to 

define themselves not by a common methodology, but by a common subject of study: the 

teaching of writing. This form of mulitdisciplinarity worked well. Teaching composition 

became better understood and more effectively taught, the parameters for rhetorical study 

opened up, and the composing process itself became better theorized. Some scholars 

made and strengthened connections between modern writing and classical rhetoric while 

others educated themselves in cognitive psychology, pedagogical theory, and educational 

research. In so doing individual researchers were able to bring new perspectives to the 

teaching of writing. But then came the problem of disseminating these theories and 

practices to a new generation of scholars. 

 Lauer asks how cross disciplinary borrowing and discovery translate into a 

program of study for those looking to enter the discipline, highlighting some of the key 

problems that this borrowing presents by wondering, “To what extent do graduate 

students studying the classification theories of Kinneavy, Moffet, Britton, and D’Angelo 
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also need to read the work of semioticians, developmental psychologists, and 

philosophers that underlies these theories? To what extent do students examining new 

and traditional tacit theories of composition need to investigate their rhetorical 

roots?”(27). This series of questions has been asked several times over the past few 

decades as graduate programs in rhetoric and composition have grown in both number 

and size. The answer seems to have been a shift from the truly interdisciplinary leanings 

of the early 1980s to a more reserved acceptance and encouragement of multiple research 

methods within rhetoric and composition. Although one might have expected the 

discipline to move toward interdisciplinarity based on that early research, true 

interdisciplinarity did not happen. Ostensibly, we prepare graduate students to become 

members of a discipline, not interdisciplinary operators—therefore, even though we 

branch off into different subspecialties or apply different methodologies to our problem 

sets, we still prepare graduate students to work within the same disciplinary confines of 

rhetoric and composition as housed in English departments. Lauer’s own concerns about 

multi-modality provides at least one reason for this stabilization. She notes: 

The burden of thorough comprehension also falls on the rest of the 
members of the discipline who receive and assess such work. And as 
multidisciplinary scholarship accumulates and begins achieving the status 
of received tradition in the field of written discourse, it must be mastered 
by those entering the field. (26)  
 

While cross-disciplinary borrowing and interdisciplinarity can be assets for a growing 

discipline, they can become a hindrance once that discipline reaches a point of relative 

stability. Institutional structures have framed the disciplinary boundaries for us through 

departmental requirements and traditions, despite what individual members may have 
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seen as best practices. As Lauer pointed out, the dappled discipline can be very difficult 

to maintain. 

Despite the conflicting desires of their founders, graduate programs in rhetoric 

and composition flourished. By 1987, when David Chapman and Gary Tate published the 

results of their survey of graduate programs, there were 38 institutions offering rhetoric 

and composition as a graduate course of study. In their summary article, they discuss the 

emergent nature of many of the programs within the survey. Out of the 38 programs on 

the list, 15 had a significant literature requirement, and only 9 seemed to offer full 

programs of study in rhetoric and composition. Other programs offered only a few 

courses in rhetoric and composition, or allowed students to declare a specialization in 

rhetoric and composition by replacing one literature exam list with a list focused on 

rhetoric and composition. The heavy emphasis on literature in many programs caused 

confusion for graduate students; Chapman and Tate noted that as well as the texts and 

approaches being different, “the basic premises of the two programs often seem at odds” 

(129). This sense of polarization between literature and composition has not entirely 

ceased. Instead it seems that graduate students have learned to better manage their course 

requirements to ease the burden on students pursuing a degree in rhetoric and 

composition.  

Chapman and Tate also reported that “[a]lthough the programs included on our 

list all offer a specialization in rhetoric and composition, it frequently turns out that 

students in these programs take the majority of their coursework in literature or in a 

composition-related field” (131). This information, combined with the nascent state of 
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many of the programs listed, helps explain both the wealth of possibilities and the grave 

concerns that both North and Lauer saw in the future of composition studies. Chapman 

and Tate caution that “[n]early every description we received was accompanied by 

explanations that this or that was currently being revised. Statements in printed materials 

were often incomplete or not representative of the program currently in effect” (127). 

This state of flux and revision reflects the growth of the discipline away from being a 

subset of literature and toward having its own wide array of subsets. The tentative nature 

of rhetoric and composition programs in 1987 should not be particularly surprising. 

Because these programs established themselves within English departments, they would 

need to begin by conforming to the requirements of those English departments. 

This tentativeness of overall mission contributed to the problems that Stephen 

North saw when he wrote The Making of Knowledge in Composition: Portrait of an 

Emerging Discipline. North studied our knowledge-making enterprises at a time when the 

bulk of the work was done by scholars who were self-taught in composition. His work 

came after the establishment of graduate programs in rhetoric and composition, but 

before there was significant research done by graduates of those programs. North’s work 

and his hopes for the discipline provide some insight into how institutional constraints 

can have more shaping power than disciplinary founders might hope. His work also 

highlights how the theory/practice split has persisted despite North’s and others’ efforts 

to bring the two closer together. In some ways North’s impetus to bridge the 

theory/practice divide actually contributed to its intensification. 
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North divided members of rhetoric and composition into several categories, using 

their research methods to define them. He divided the field into practitioners, scholars, 

and researchers—focusing most of his attention on researchers. His most contentious 

category was the practitioners, largely because he defined their primary methodology as 

“lore,” or un-researched and untheorized practices passed from one teacher to another. 

While North was criticized for his seemingly condescending treatment of practitioners 

and lore, the seeming condescension belied grave concern for the practitioners’ place in 

the department. North notes that “it is possible to become a practitioner with little or no 

formal training. Indeed, despite some changes in professional preparation patterns, that 

almost certainly remains the norm” (28). The changes North refers to definitely include 

the increase in graduate training, but they might also include the slow increase in training 

for the TAs who had at that time begun to teach a high percentage of composition 

courses. Despite the changes he mentions, though, it is still common to find writing 

teachers with minimal background in writing or the teaching thereof. This concern for 

practitioner welfare and professionalization foreshadows the pedagogical imperative that 

Kopelson sees in today’s graduate programs. 

 North saw two trends in “educating” practitioners in order to improve the teaching 

of writing. The first, which he called the conservative model, set up a relationship in 

which experts (scholars, researchers, etc.) create the knowledge and the technicians 

(practitioners) carry out their directives in order to improve the field as a whole. The 

liberal model, as its name suggests, involves more empowerment of the practitioners and 
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an attempt to make their own practice more theoretical and scholarly (331).1 North 

admitted that neither of these models sounds particularly appealing from the 

practitioner’s standpoint, as one openly invites a second-class citizenship, and the other 

involves an increase in workload for what would eventually result in the same second-

class status in the discipline (336). North’s desire to move toward social science 

methodologies2 reflects the optimism of the liberal model. The more empirical and 

quantitative research that North advocated centers on the writing classroom, which could 

provide a way to legitimize lore by quantifying it. Again, North himself pointed out the 

difficulty of such a shift—the decision to professionalize the work of a group of people 

who no doubt already considered themselves professionals smacks of paternalism. His 

hope for the empirical research was to provide practitioners with ways to further theorize 

the work they already did.  

 Today’s graduate programs in rhetoric and composition have not done much to 

alleviate the practitioner problem, and in many ways, they perpetuate North’s 

conservative model. We continue to produce “experts” who move on to run writing 

programs and share their expertise with the non-disciplined practitioners who actually 

teach first-year composition. The firmer establishment of graduate programs over the past 

                                                 
1 North presented practitioners and lore as a real conundrum. He saw that in order to professionalize the 
teaching of writing the practitioner role would have to change. At the same time, he recognized that a group 
of tenured professors or imposing change onto a group of non-tenured teachers is deeply problematic. The 
liberal model would encourage teachers to engage in classroom-based research and bring them into the 
discipline using the knowledge they already possessed and encourage them to professionalize their own 
work. 
2 The work that North categorized as research consisted of largely quantitative methods borrowed from 
fields such as sociology, anthropology and education. They encompassed longitudinal studies such as case 
studies and ethnography, as well as experimental research. The studies he highlights in this section focus on 
studies of students’ composing process, and are in general far more quantitative than most work 
traditionally done in the humanities. 
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two decades may well have reduced the number of nondisciplined practitioners, but more 

than that, they have increased the number of fully-disciplined scholars, researchers, and 

administrators. They have not, however, turned toward North’s vision of a subject matter 

that would bring research and practice closer together. Instead, we continue to hire or 

appoint inexpert practitioners to teach courses developed and administered by experts. 

While we often train those practitioners, it is still a system in which teaching writing is a 

separate endeavor from the study of writing. The professionalization of writing was not 

fully accomplished by the creation of graduate programs, and North’s options for 

research, scholarship, and practitioner education demonstrate just how the 

theory/practice, rhetoric/composition binaries were further entrenched by the rise of 

graduate education in the field. 

During this period of growth in graduate programs, the discipline dealt with a 

major source of tension outside of the theory/practice struggle. As graduate programs 

established themselves in existing English departments, the tension between composition 

and literature also influenced scholars in the field. The number of literature courses 

required in the early days of graduate programs created its own sense of bifurcation for 

the discipline. However, by 1994 the graduate curricula in rhetoric and composition had 

clearer definition; so much so that graduate work in rhetoric and composition had 

generated enough interest to justify the creation of a special issue of Rhetoric Review. 

The programs themselves had increased in number, gained focus, and added considerable 

numbers of faculty. The survey authors note that “Programs are specializing, seeing 

different ways of integrating themselves with English studies and with the academic 
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world outside English studies, with the result that programs are in many ways becoming 

less comparable than in the past” (Brown, Meyer, and Enos 242). The specialization that 

these authors notice results not from splintering but from consolidation. Although 

programs were less comparable in terms of elective courses, they had much more in 

common among their core courses. This diversification reflects a disciplinary 

strengthening: instead of taking a core of literature courses with a few courses elective 

courses in rhetoric and composition, students now had the option of a core of rhetoric and 

composition courses with more specialized electives. The cohort that graduated from 

these programs had a deeper shared understanding of the discipline than groups that had 

graduated from earlier versions of graduate programs.  

The move to a core of courses in rhetoric and composition marks a key shift, 

because it created a cohort of professionals entering the discipline with a clear 

background in rhetoric and composition, not literature. This creates a different kind of 

discussion, and a different understanding of the relationship between literature and 

composition studies, in that members of the discipline were able to begin their study of 

rhetoric, writing, and composition much earlier in their careers. The centralization of 

graduate programs also marked a shift in core binaries so that the tension between 

teaching and scholarship increased as more professors with degrees in rhetoric and 

composition faced the publication requirements of tenure. 

Cultural Shifts in the New Century 

 In 2000 Stuart Brown, Rebecca Jackson, and Theresa Enos focused their survey 

of graduate programs on indications of growth and stabilization in the discipline. They 
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noted occurrences such as the development of clearer TA-training programs, and 

provided detailed analysis of the kinds of training available and required for teaching 

assistants in various programs. The authors argue that these changes in the curricula 

indicated that the discipline was consolidating; they saw a “growing collective 

‘agreement’ about which courses are integral to doctoral study in rhetoric” (238). They 

noted that core offerings in most programs included rhetorical history, rhetorical theory, 

theories of composition, and the teaching of composition. The last section of the 2000 

survey summary examined then-current dissertations produced in different programs. 

There, as well as in the special topics courses listed by each program, the authors noticed 

not only a trend of dissertations focusing on rhetoric and composition history and theory, 

but also an increasing trend toward specialization. They note that “the range and variety 

here reflect the maturing rhetoric and composition studies while it alerts us also to the 

increasing danger of overspecialization and fragmentation” (240). This warning away 

from too much specialization is another instantiation of the theory/practice, 

rhetoric/composition binaries that came with graduate programs.   

For those members of the discipline who would argue that the role of rhetoric and 

composition is to attend to the teaching of writing an increased number of specialized 

courses indicate movement away from that primary directive. A course or dissertation 

focused on the work of Michel Foucault does not have immediate (or even intermediate) 

bearing on the composition classroom. As such, it presents a danger to the idea of a 

unified, nonliterature based idea of rhetoric and composition. However, for those scholars 

who would, in Worsham’s words, see rhetoric and composition as the study of all things 
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literacy, then the study of Foucault is another piece of the puzzle that is language use in 

literate society. Again it is the growth in graduate programs themselves that creates the 

opportunities for these binaries to arise. The increase in specializations, while partly a 

result of disciplinary expansion, can also be attributed to rhetoric and composition’s 

home within departments of English. 

The collective decision to keep rhetoric and composition within English 

departments has led to a much more accepting relationship with theoretical scholarship in 

general, and a considerably more guarded relationship with scientific methodologies. 

Those graduate programs with an interdisciplinary curriculum or home have a far more 

research-based curriculum, but many of those courses are taken outside of the English 

department. Our development away from empirical research and toward more traditional 

humanistic scholarship can be partly explained by the institutional nature of disciplines. 

In her work on interdisciplinarity, Julie Thompson Klein cautions that 

[u]nfortunately, ‘discipline’ is too often confused with ‘department’ and 
the competition for resources within the academy. Yet ‘discipline’ also 
signifies something else, a stable epistemic community and agreement 
upon what constitutes excellence in a field. When tied to this meaning, 
disciplinarity has an undeniably positive value. When tied to the danger of 
prematurely settling on a paradigm or excluding certain dimensions of a 
problem, it has a negative value in the discourse. (107) 
 

Klein sees disciplinarity defined not by department, but by the epistemic communities 

that surround a topic. However, academics often rely on departments to demarcate 

disciplines for them. The distinction between department and discipline is especially 

important for rhetoric and composition as we share a department with literature. The 

work of graduate program founders has paid off, and we do have a discipline that consists 
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of a stable epistemic community. It is the reliance on departmental structures, however, 

that has been allowed to shape at least part of our curricula. 

 One example of this disciplinary influence can be seen in the research methods 

courses that have been required. In 1987 only 13 out of 38 programs required or offered a 

course in research methods in composition (Chapman and Tate 134-85). Today, 34 out of 

66 programs require a course in research methods. That’s a difference of 34% in 1987 

versus 52% today.  We can infer from the rise of research courses that the idea of 

multiple research methods, if not the continued practice thereof, has taken hold in the 

discipline. However the relatively low number of currently required research courses 

highlights some of the difficulties in establishing a fully multi-modal set of research 

practices in the discipline. These difficulties lie in the nature of graduate education. We 

can require a course (or even two) in research methods, but as Lauer points out in 

“Dappled Discipline,” it is difficult to find or create experts to judge unfamiliar 

methodologies. We teach what we know, and the reality is that most of us know (in 

North’s terms) scholarship, rather than research. Scholarly work builds on secondary and 

even tertiary sources, while research in the more empirical sense requires a more intimate 

connection with the discipline that provides the original methodology. While we will 

always have pockets of empirical research in the field, our prevailing methodological 

identity reflects the humanities, not social science. Because rhetoric and composition is 

located in the humanities, borrowing from the social sciences will always present 

problems of recognition for those scholars doing work outside of the traditional scope of 

the department. 
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Although early developers of graduate curricula had thought that their programs 

would consist of rhetoric, writing, and linguistics, we can see from the progression of 

survey responses that they developed along somewhat different lines. An explanation for 

this shift lies in our disciplinary home within English departments and the rise of critical 

theory in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In order to gain prestige among departmental 

colleagues, researchers in rhetoric and composition were encouraged to turn toward 

theoretical sophistication and critical theory rather than to empirically based research. 

There’s no inherent evil in the move toward critical theory over quantitative inquiry, but 

the move widens the gap between the experts and the practitioners because with the 

exception of critical pedagogy most theoretical explorations do not have obvious 

relevance to the classroom. However, since tenure review begins at the departmental 

level, it behooves compositionists to present scholarship that would speak to concerns 

beyond the relatively closed circle of the composition classroom. As a result, graduate 

curricula developed along lines calculated to give graduates the most currency within the 

departments that would be hiring them, and English departments were not particularly 

interested in the methodologies of the social sciences. While this view of disciplinary 

development may seem limiting, failing to acknowledge how location shapes our work 

allows us to see only a portion of our history.  

 Today’s graduate programs show indications of both the pedagogical imperative 

experienced by the graduate students in Kopelson’s survey and of a deepening of 

theoretical exploration. I examined today’s graduate programs using both the 2007 

Rhetoric Review survey and the programs websites themselves. I found that program 
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requirements reflect both the renewed interest in rhetoric and the widening boundaries for 

writing study. The required courses generally include history or theory of rhetoric, if not 

both, as well as the history and theory of composition, and various teaching topics. 

(Fewer than ten of the programs have no rhetoric requirement at all, and those tend to be 

the more highly specialized curricula.) The major shifts arise in the listings of special 

topics courses, where courses in writing program and writing center administration have 

grown in popularity. Courses that focus on literacy both in and outside of the classroom 

have also increased, indicating a desire to continue the expansion of our disciplinary 

borders. While none of the changes I’ve mentioned here are particularly drastic, they do 

carry weight for those looking to understand how our disciplinary identity is formed and 

changed over time. 

 One way to quickly distill the changes in graduate programs is to look at two 

specific emphases. Linguistics and cultural studies have specific timelines and 

movements within English departments. By examining the prevalence of linguistics 

related courses and courses that emphasize cultural studies, we can see the shifting of 

priorities in rhetoric and composition. In 1987, 21 of the 38 programs had a linguistics 

requirement or emphasis, and many programs emphasized linguistics as a significant 

section of the degree in rhetoric and composition. Other programs required at least one 

course in general linguistics, if not a selection of courses from a linguistics area. This 

focus on linguistics as a key component of the degree not only reflects the interests of the 

earlier survey respondents, but the situation in English departments as a whole. 

Linguistics as a component of literary study had already gained traction in English 
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departments, so the requirement did not necessarily require new faculty members. In 

contrast, only four of the 38 programs offered any courses in cultural studies or critical 

theory. By 1994 the balance had shifted somewhat. Fifteen of the 72 programs still had 

linguistics requirements or emphases, while eleven offered courses or emphases in 

cultural studies or critical theory. (I define cultural studies broadly, including courses 

such as feminist rhetorics, critical theory, and race theory. These types of courses all stem 

from the so-called cultural turn in composition, and they all address the need for attention 

to the social contexts of writing.)  By 2000 almost half of the graduate programs surveyed 

offered emphases or required courses in cultural studies—32 of the 65 programs. In 

contrast, linguistics had all but disappeared, remaining only in a few programs as an 

optional emphasis, but almost never as part of the required courses.  

 We can see from these curricular changes that the course requirements for 

graduate programs are influenced both by trends in the discipline and by the institutional 

spaces we occupy. The graduate curricula also demonstrate how these changes, difficult 

as they may have been to envision, have contributed to the creation of a vital, viable field 

of graduate study. The ability to grow with our context will help us continue to adapt to a 

world in which the role of writing and the need for rhetoric are ever shifting and growing. 

In order to do this, though, we will need to move beyond the binaries.  

Drawing Conclusions: Where is Rhetoric? 

 We worry about rhetoric. We worry, too, about finding ways to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice. In the 2003 issue of Enculturation that takes up the question 

about rhetoric and composition, several authors argue that rhetoric is not in fact gone or 
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on the decline; rather, it exists as it always has. In her article, Krista Ratcliffe explains 

that at one point scholars such as Win Horner expressed fears that rhetoric might go the 

way of linguistics, which as these surveys show, is nowhere good. But such fears do not 

take into account either the influence of our relationship with English departments as a 

whole, or the nature of the relationship between rhetoric and composition. Linguistics fell 

out of favor across English departments, and linguists across the country moved into 

different departments or were replaced upon their retirement with different kinds of 

scholars. While the study of linguistics is still a viable means to analyze and understand 

language use and writing practices, its loss of prominence stems as much from the 

departmental attitude as from the attitude of rhetoric and composition specifically. 

Rhetoric, on the other hand, has a more deeply ingrained relationship with the teaching of 

composition. Principles of invention taken from classical rhetoric can still be made 

applicable in the modern classroom. Composing is a rhetorical act, and rhetorical 

criticism and analysis have far wider applications than the first-year writing class. 

 In “Coming to Terms: Theory, Writing, Politics,” Lynn Worsham characterizes 

scholarship as either “academic” or intellectual.” Her explanation of academic 

scholarship is that “it seeks, first, to fulfill the relatively narrow and policed goals and 

interests of a given discipline or profession, and second, to fulfill the increasingly 

corporatized mission of higher education” (101). Worsham argues that the theory/practice 

debate is essentially academic, in that it limits the course of discussion in the discipline. 

She sees composition as a firmly established entity in the university that no longer needs 

vigorous defense. What the discipline as a whole needs, she claims, is greater attention to 
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the perpetuation of intellectual work in rhetoric and composition. Intellectual engagement 

with ideology, according to Worsham, will allow composition studies to remain relevant 

outside the closed academic circle in which it currently thrives. This type of work, rather 

than detracting from the work of the classroom, can only enhance it in the long run. 

 The drive to “bridge the gap” between theory and practice is not a constructive 

way to frame knowledge-making in rhetoric and composition because that drive 

diminishes the importance of both theory and practice. We talk about wanting to bridge 

the gap between theory and practice, but there’s no real sense of what that would look 

like. The idea of engaging in a more theorized practice of teaching is clear, and one that 

has driven the direction of the discipline since its inception. Theorizing our practice led to 

practice and to graduate programs in the discipline. But the urge to cross the bridge in the 

other direction, to somehow “ground theory in practice” does not work the same way. 

The reasons for our quagmire are again at least partly institutional. In his section on 

scholarly work, North notes that “in any given academic society it takes a great many 

people concerned about what to do to support even a few concerned about what the doing 

means, in a scholarly sense” (61). In order to have dedicated scholars in academia, we 

also need teachers and administrators to support the rest of the work of the university. In 

every discipline there are some members who focus more on research and scholarship 

and some who focus more on teaching. In rhetoric and composition, however, this makes 

us uncomfortable because the teaching of writing is both the practice and the theory of 

the discipline, and to be removed from teaching is to seemingly be removed from one’s 

object of study itself. We ask for theory and practice to be more closely connected so that 
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their connection does not break, but we’re asking theory to connect to the wrong kind of 

practice. 

 The practice of this discipline is not simply “teaching.” The practice of this 

discipline is the much more specific “teaching of writing” or “teaching composition,” 

which calls for a different kind of engagement with theory than only teaching. So when 

we ask to bridge the gap between theory and practice and wonder how the theory we’re 

reading is relevant to the classroom, we’re only involved with part of the practice of the 

discipline. Theoretical work about the nature of writing, composing, and systems of 

communication can all contribute to what we know and how we teach writing to first-

year college students. In order for that theoretical exploration to work, we can’t keep 

asking it to return to practice. That’s simply not its job. Finding those practical 

connections is the job of other scholars whose work is more focused on teaching itself. 

This is, in fact, where the academic work of the discipline become valuable. So when we 

want to form a bridge between theory and practice, we should keep in mind where that 

bridge is connected and who we want to cross it. 

The discipline of rhetoric and composition, housed as it is in English departments 

(only eight of the current sixty-some graduate programs are housed elsewhere), will 

continue to face tension between the pedagogical imperative and the urge for theoretical 

exploration. But that tension does not need to be viewed as a problem, and pedagogues 

and theorists need not mistrust each other. In the struggle to define our field as one or the 

other, as rhetoric and composition or composition studies, what we’ve missed is the 

essential nature of a field that is both pedagogical and theoretical. We need scholars 
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focused on the academic, on curricular development, and on theories of undergraduate 

writing. But we also need scholars focused on the intellectual, on the nature of writing, on 

the deeply rhetorical roots of politics and ideology. And as our graduate programs have 

demonstrated, the two can and do coexist without hastening the decline of the field as a 

whole.  

This history also shows us that the tension between theory and practice has been 

stable for several decades. It is a static tension—one that has not changed significantly in 

the past twenty years— it is a white noise that muffles the rest of our disciplinary 

discussions. Graduate education in the field continues to grow, but even as it does it 

continues to hold the existence of both theory and practice together in one place. The 

graduate programs provide clear evidence that rhetoric is not really on its way out—in 

fact they still retain deep connections to rhetoric. The theory/practice binary is one that 

we need to learn to live with. It arose when we created graduate education in rhetoric and 

composition, and rather than seeing it as a problem we should embrace it as a vital aspect 

of the work that we do.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE RHETORIC OF TEACHER-TRAINING AND THE 

PROFESSIONALIZATION OF THE TEACHING OF WRITING 

Rhetoric and composition has its roots in a desire not only to better understand, 

but to professionalize the teaching of writing. As the discipline grew, that desire showed 

itself in the development of conferences, journals, professional associations, and doctoral 

programs. Composition pedagogy became a legitimate object of study in English 

departments across the country, and a discipline was born. However, the development of 

all these professional markers led to a different problem with professionalization. While 

on one hand there is now an indisputable body of work theorizing the teaching of writing, 

and a definite cadre of professionals devoted to its study, the teaching of writing itself is 

too often left in the hands of novice teachers. Diana George noted this problem in a 1989 

essay for College English in which she writes, “As we become better scholars and 

researchers, become tenured associate and full professors, and turn composition studies 

into a respected discipline, we turn more and more of our students over to the least 

prepared teachers” (419). George wrote these words in a review of the 1986 collection, 

Training the New Teachers of College Composition. In 1986 the problem of how to train 

TAs in English departments had gained attention on the national stage. With several 

edited collections as well as numerous articles in the WPA journal, TA training had 

become an issue to reckon with. However, despite the focus on TA training and the 

search for best practices, the underlying problem remained: What do we do about a 

discipline that seeks to professionalize the teaching of writing yet routinely designates 

that teaching to graduate students and overworked adjuncts? 
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 As rhetoric and composition expanded, there also grew a sense of angst about our 

disciplinary identity and rhetoric and composition’s role in English departments and the 

university. Were we to remain an uncomfortable but useful adjunct to English 

departments? How could we gain recognition from those outside our discipline who 

persisted in seeing rhetoric and composition’s mission only as service to the university? 

How would we bridge the gap between theory and practice? What is the connection 

between classical rhetoric and modern composition? These worries periodically arise as 

the discipline grows and expands, and have arisen in many different contexts, some of 

which have been investigated in earlier chapters. TA training offers a unique opportunity 

for the discipline to answer some of these questions. When we train TAs, we are working 

with temporary members of the discipline, who in some cases will end up declaring 

rhetoric and composition as their permanent disciplinary home. Rather than seeing TAs 

and their training as a potential burden on the oft-overworked WPA, we should view 

them as another opportunity for disciplinary growth. TA training is where literature and 

creative writing graduate students learn about rhetoric and composition for the first time. 

It is where most of them receive the only pedagogical training that they will have. And 

for some time, whether it is for two years or for eight, they are practitioners of rhetoric 

and composition. 

 The role that rhetoric plays in TA training is reflective of the role it plays with all 

teachers of composition who are not products of a doctoral program in rhetoric and 

composition. Many of those faculty that are relied upon as contingent labor and adjunct 

instructors received their initial training as Master’s students. As such, TA training is a 
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key venue for establishing values and professionalism for FYC instruction. While it is 

considered important, and even legally necessary to educate and orient incoming TAs in 

writing instruction, the same cannot be said for adjuncts and lecturers. The same training 

we require for graduate students would generally be considered remedial or 

condescending for adjuncts or lecturers, who have presumably finished their educations 

and have already received the necessary training. Graduate courses in the teaching of 

writing are not only institution-specific; each institution’s curriculum and policies are 

carried over as graduate students move on and find positions at other institutions.  

 In this chapter I will examine some of the history of TA training and some of the 

national texts used in TA training courses. The bulk of the attention paid to TAs in 

departments of English is relatively recent, although the first discussions of graduate 

pedagogical education began as early as 1916. The attention that has been paid in recent 

years, however, has been along the lines of how to arrange courses, how to grant credit, 

and how to introduce TAs to writing pedagogy. All of these discussions are important, 

and have clarified disciplinary thinking on best practices (see Diogenes; Foster; Marting; 

Greenough; Hunting). I would like to examine TA training from the perspective of the 

TA course as an entry to disciplinary understanding and awareness, analyzing how we are 

presenting the discipline to those members who see themselves as merely passing 

through. TA training offers an interesting intersection between theory and practice, as 

well as between rhetoric and composition. While doctoral programs in rhetoric and 

composition bring theory and practice together throughout their curricula, WPAs running 

TA training programs have only one course (if that) in which to explain both the theory 
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and the practice of teaching writing. Because TA training is often so concentrated, it is an 

ideal location for examining the relationships that often play out in the larger arena of the 

discipline. A TA training curriculum demonstrates to new teachers the role of theory in 

practice, and the relationship between rhetoric and composition. Attending to what we 

model during that course is an important part of establishing and understanding our 

disciplinary identity. 

Some History 

TA training has been a point of interest in English departments for well over a 

century. Betty P. Pytlik explored the history of TA training in “How Graduate Students 

Were Prepared to Teach Writing—1850-1970.” In her essay she examines both the 

practices of and attitudes about TA training in English departments, noting that the 

development of graduate teaching assistants was a concern for faculty members as early 

as 1869. Graduate teaching assistants were first brought on to help with hearing 

recitations, grading themes, and tutoring undergraduate students. However, with time the 

concerns about their preparation grew. Pytlik argues, “The need for courses to prepare 

TAs to teach composition had always existed and, as noted, had occasionally been met. 

But in the 1950s, the need for TA preparation was critical. Not only were colleges and 

universities trying to accommodate the returning veterans, but they were also facing a 

severe shortage of qualified college teachers in all disciplines” (11). Pytlik demonstrates 

that despite the seemingly recent development of comprehensive TA training programs, 

their structure and requirements stem from the early efforts that were made in the first 

half of the century. The pedagogical education of graduate students has always been a 
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concern of English departments, but it was not until rhetoric and composition emerged 

that pedagogical training fell entirely to the service of the first-year composition course.  

In 1913 Chester Noyes Greenough described Harvard’s experimental course to 

train their teachers of composition. He argued that  

the course is one in English composition rather more than in methods of 
teaching. It is felt that the chief requisite for success in teaching Freshmen 
to write is to be able to write everything that a Freshman would be 
required to write, and to do it enough better than a Freshman can be 
expected to do it to make everybody concerned feel that the instructor 
belongs behind the desk and not down among the beginners on the 
benches. (110) 
 

This initial foray into TA training indicates that the first concern was not with the 

methods of teaching or best practices, but with making certain that the teachers 

themselves knew more than the students. The course did also cover issues of teaching and 

grading, but the primary emphasis was the writing itself, with faculty noting a marked 

improvement in the work that graduate students were submitting for other courses. 

Three years later, A. B. Noble also wrote an article The English Journal 

advocating a training course for the teaching of college English. He argued first that the 

focus on literary theory in graduate programs may somehow spoil graduates for the actual 

teaching of English. He cautioned that such study “may fix the interest of the graduate 

student on minor authors, movements, and problems, and leave him rusty on the very 

things he is soon to teach” (665). In his search for solutions, however, Noble created two 

arguments about the disciplinary home of such a course. He first notes that “[t]he gulf 

between the studying of English and the teaching of English is not bridged and cannot be 

bridged by courses in pedagogy, because the teachers in pedagogy have no special 
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training in English and no experience in teaching English” (665). Noble is referring to 

teachers in the education departments, and continues by arguing that their discussions of 

teaching are necessarily broad and general, and not suited to the particular exigencies of 

the English classroom.  He argues that while young teachers often learn by doing, it 

would be far more effective to give them some tools and background before they begin, 

so that they might not spend so much time in the trial-and-error process. 

The course Noble proposes examines textbooks, discusses and practices grading, 

and works on lesson plans for paragraphing and composition development. Despite the 

more generic title of “teaching English,” Noble seems to be referring specifically to the 

teaching of FYC. He does, however, list some literature exercises that should be practiced 

by young teachers. The main difference between Noble’s argument and today’s situation 

is that he is arguing for such a course as part of the graduate curriculum, in preparation 

for the teaching that would happen post graduation. The widespread use of graduate 

students as independent teachers had not yet arisen in 1916. However, this article 

exemplifies Pytlik’s argument that the ideas for TA training were not unique to the 1960s 

and 1970s but really sprung from earlier advocates of teacher training. Noble’s ideas are 

reflective of universal issues in first-year composition and, as such emphasize the 

importance of today’s TA training. 

In 1956 College Composition and Communication published the workshop report 

“Preparation of Composition/Communication Teachers: Toward a Comprehensive 

Program.” The report begins by summarizing the agreements forged in previous 

workshops. The consensus on teacher training at that point was that there was a clear 
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need for better and more consistent teacher training, that said training was the 

responsibility of English departments, not Education, and that a course should exist, 

consisting of “(a) a course syllabus, (b) staff meetings, (c) some measure of supervision 

of teaching and theme grading, and (d) a special course in the teaching of 

composition/communication” (138). By the mid 1960s, the workshops and roundtables 

began focusing on the increasing numbers of graduate student teachers of writing at the 

college level and how to address the difficulties that arose as a result. In the 1964 

workshop report on “Preparing College Composition Teachers” the participants were still 

debating whether the coursework of such preparation should happen at the undergraduate 

or at the graduate level. There was some concern that there was no room for further 

coursework at the graduate level, as well as some disagreement over what course or 

courses would be considered sufficient training (635). While scholars such as A. B. 

Noble began considering the teaching of English as subject matter early in the 20th 

century, it is clear that by midcentury we had not yet decided how best to implement such 

training practices. 

In 1977 Richard C. Gebhardt outlined a course plan for teachers of college writing 

in his article “Balancing Theory with Practice in the Training of Writing Teachers.” 

Although we often perceive composition studies and the teaching of writing as having 

grown immeasurably since 1977, Gebhardt’s proposed course includes many of the 

aspects of teaching composition that are included today. The primary difference is in the 

depth of knowledge Gebhardt recommends versus the breadth of exposure to theory that 

many students have today. (See chapter three’s discussion of graduate course curricula.) 
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Gebhardt advocates that teachers be trained in four areas of knowledge: history and 

function of the English language, rhetoric, a theoretical framework for their 

understanding of writing, and an awareness of “reliable, productive methods to help 

students learn to write” (137). Apart from our abandonment of serious grammatical study, 

many of these constructs remain key parts of our ideas about teacher training. In his 

section on rhetoric, Gebhardt argues that while it would be ideal for teachers of writing to 

have a deep grounding in rhetoric, “an intelligent understanding of—and ability to use” 

rhetorical framing questions is sufficient for teaching writing (135).  

Gebhardt’s definition of a theoretical framework is an understanding that I think 

has been widely adapted in our thinking about composition pedagogy. He saw three sets 

of contrasting frameworks that teachers could use to understand how they felt about 

teaching writing. The first is the Classical/Existential contrast, in which teachers might 

contemplate how they feel about the location of truth and reality in writing. The second is 

Product/Process, a contrast with which we are now deeply familiar, and 

Thinking/Writing, which accounts for the developing ideas of psychology and its role in 

understanding the writing process. While we could probably add a few new contrasting 

pairs of frameworks, these three do offer writing teachers a good set of parameters for 

navigating different emphases in the writing classroom. In fact, these constructs largely 

parallel Berlin’s categories of Objective, Expressive, and Transactional rhetorics. 

However, in Gebhardt’s setup, there’s a sense that there is a “correct” side of the binary 

that a teacher will eventually find her way to. 
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These studies clarify the progression of TA training in departments of English. It 

is clear that before the widespread instantiation of rhetoric and composition, TA training 

was largely left to individual institutions and not often discussed on a wider scale. 

However, it is important to note that the rise of rhetoric and composition is somewhat 

coincidental to the rise of graduate students in the university as a whole. The shifting 

structures of the university led to the increase in graduate students taking on teaching 

roles, especially in larger state schools. While it made sense for rhetoric and composition 

to undertake the pedagogical training of graduate student teachers, the rise of graduate 

student teachers had become an inevitable part of the university landscape. 

Shifting the Focus 

 The 1986 collection, Training the New Teacher of College Composition, (which I 

will later refer to as the Bridges collection) marks a significant shift in disciplinary 

development. As Diana George points out in her review, graduate programs had been 

established and were growing, and promotion and tenure were being granted to scholars 

in rhetoric and composition. At this moment, then, there was unprecedented need for 

further understanding and invigoration of TA training. The Bridges collection is not alone 

in this period. From 1984 to 1986, the WPA journal published many articles on TA 

training. The Bridges collection was flanked by several other volumes, not limited to the 

training of TAs in English, but to the training of graduate students across the university.  

 This focus on TA training was the next logical step in the further development of 

the discipline. Having largely overturned previously held notions of teaching 

composition, it was time to begin instituting these new theories of composition at the 



 

 

125

practical level. And since one of the side-effects of disciplinary growth had been to take 

the scholars out of the classroom, it became necessary to become more proactive in the 

training of graduate student teachers. In “The Basics and the New Teacher in the College 

Composition Class,” Bridges argues that since our own sense of “the basics” had 

changed, we needed to frame teacher training in a way that emphasized these newer 

priorities. Bridges hopes to help “prospective teachers redefine the basics so that they 

come to value writing as a way of knowing, of discovering, and of experiencing the 

world” (15). This hope reflects the continuation of progress from process to product, and 

the need to instantiate the move in FYC. Bridges sees writing and rhetoric as inherently 

linked—he makes the analogy that a TA in anthropology needs a thorough grounding in 

the subject matter, and a writing teacher needs a grounding in rhetorical theory. However, 

he doesn’t argue that TAs need great depth of rhetorical knowledge, rather he advocates 

for exposure and breadth. New TAs don’t need full classes in rhetorical theory, but do 

need exposure through selected readings that make these connections clear.  

 Bridges is primarily arguing against the tendency of teachers to look for the 

practical at the expense of the theoretical. He classifies this urge as ineffective, pointing 

out that  

all too often, teachers, whether new or seasoned professionals, ask for 
gimmicks that work—surefire writing assignments, fail-safe ways to 
ensure their success in the writing class from one day to the next. They ask 
for a bag of tricks. But when a trick fails, or when a particular situation 
calls for a trick the bag does not hold, those teachers may be at a loss 
because they are unable to analyze and remedy the problem. (15)  
 

Here Bridges makes plain what had been theorized about TA training. The reason that 

solely practical courses are ineffective is because they do not provide teachers with a 
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framework from which to work and from which to solve problems. Richard Gebhardt 

began advocating for this theoretical background in 1977, and refines that argument in his 

contribution to this collection. 

 Gebhardt’s focus in this volume is on integration. The title, “Unifying Diversity in 

the Training of Writing Teachers,” indicates his desire to address the needs and 

experiences of diverse groups of teachers, while emphasizing a unified set of theories. He 

argues for three “unifying ideas” for training programs. The three ideas are very much 

related, and in fact overlap in terms of eventual outcomes. Gebhardt argues for a program 

that would enable development of  

a comprehensive, integrating view of writing and the teaching of writing, 
[. . .] a comprehensive, integrating view of ‘the writing process’ as a 
complex collaboration of physical and mental activities through which a 
writer discovers as well as communicates ideas [. . . and] help clients use a 
coherent, integrating view of the writing process as the organizing center 
of composition instruction. (4-8)  

   

Part of the reason for this shift in focus lies in the rise of the WPA journal. In the 

mid 1980s the journal had become a recognized force in the field, and the high incidence 

of articles about TA training reflects the increasing numbers of WPAs with rhetoric and 

composition backgrounds. This group was not content to leave TA training untheorized 

or undeveloped, and the high number of articles about TA training in the issues of WPA 

published between 1984 and 1986 reflects this concern. Many of these articles were of 

the demonstrative variety. Marvin Diogenes showcased the University of Arizona’s year-

long practicum and use of teaching advisors in 1986. In the same year, David Foster 

proposed a method for training TAs at smaller institutions, and in 1988 Sally Barr 
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Reagan’s “Teaching TAs to Teach: Show, Don't Tell” further addressed the expectations 

and education of graduate student teachers. These articles mark the disciplinary concern 

held by WPAs charged with training new teachers of writing. It had become apparent that 

this task was more than a managerial one. It is in fact a site of disciplinary creation.  

 At the 2007 WPA conference in Tempe, Arizona, Debra Frank Dew, Doug 

Downs, E. Shelley Reid, and Kate Ryan offered a panel about disciplinarity and the 

WPA. (Dew et al.) Their argument was that WPAs are in a unique position of advocating 

the disciplinary status of rhetoric and composition, largely because they occupy a highly 

visible position on most campuses. The panel members discussed their own experiences 

as WPAs working to further our disciplinary status, and in professionalizing the teaching 

of writing. TA training clearly has a role to play in this aspect of disciplinary 

development. As WPAs develop TA courses and choose readings, they are creating a 

disciplinary image. Despite the time pressures that WPAs often face, it’s important to 

carefully consider what type of endeavor we’re presenting to the next group of writing 

teachers. Is teaching writing something impenetrable that isn’t worth really 

understanding? Is it like teaching literature but with no tests? Is it a largely managerial 

undertaking? Ideally, we’d all be showing incoming TAs the best of current practices in 

the discipline. Ideally we’d be able to envelop them in our own sense of what it means to 

teach writing to first-year college students. The texts we choose for this undertaking are a 

key bearer of these messages. What do our texts say, exactly? 
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Evaluating the Texts for TA Training 

As a discipline, we expend a great deal of energy defining ourselves, both 

internally and externally. We examine our disciplinary work in journals, argue over it at 

conferences, pass it on to doctoral students in coursework. Our graduate programs have 

clearly defined missions, all of which create new members of the discipline ready to 

participate in the ongoing conversation about what rhetoric and composition is all about. 

What we’re missing, though, is a crucial opportunity to define our disciplinary work to 

non members. TA training is a moment where the practical mission of the discipline 

comes into contact with the more ideological aspects of the discipline. We want TAs to 

teach composition as we would—to have a theorized practice that takes into account the 

complexities of teaching writing in social situations. While some of the graduate students 

teaching composition are working on degrees in rhetoric and composition, many of them 

are not. This makes TA training an important moment for the discipline as a whole, 

because graduate students who may not consider themselves to be a part of rhetoric and 

composition are engaged in the practices of it. How, then, do we present ourselves to 

these graduate students? What kind of discipline do we show them during the short time 

that we have their attention? These are the questions we need to ask ourselves when we 

revise or develop TA training programs. 

Once programs in TA training began to be more widely implemented, textbooks 

and anthologies soon followed. I am choosing to examine the textbooks rather than the 

individual curricula because TA training at any one institution is highly individualized, 

whereas the textbooks that we produce and use throughout the country reflect at least 
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some of our disciplinary stances on the teaching of first-year composition. I am not 

looking specifically at methods of TA training or teaching, rather I’m examining how 

different texts that are advertised for this purpose portray the discipline. I ask what kind 

of rhetorical framing is offered by different approaches to teaching composition, and how 

might those framings affect how a graduate student in literature or another field might see 

rhetoric and composition. In examining these texts, I am looking for how each text 

represents rhetoric and composition as a discipline, either implicitly or explicitly. How 

does each text frame the teaching of composition? What are the rhetorical parameters of 

teaching composition? How useful are these books in merging rhetorical practice and 

theory with composition? These textbooks form the introduction to rhetoric and 

composition for so many people that they form an important entry point to the discipline. 

I chose to closely examine three popular texts currently used in TA training courses 

around the country.3 Most TA training texts fall into three categories: preteaching 

introductions to teaching composition, collections of previously published essays, and 

guides to teaching that combine single-authored advice with selected readings on 

important topics in the field. The preteaching texts and the collections of previously 

published essays are useful in some contexts, but not in all. 

Irene Clark’s collection, Concepts in Composition, offers an introduction to the 

discipline and to the idea of teaching composition. It is framed quite clearly as an 

introduction, and is interesting in that it contains writing prompts and thinking exercises 

                                                 
3 I used the CompFAQ wiki to obtain the most recent list of TA training texts generated by the WPA-L, as 
queries about favorite texts are common on the listserv. The latest list was compiled posted to the wiki for 
broader access. There are twelve texts on the list, I used the five most popular. 
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for the readers, rather than for the readers to use in their classrooms. The text presents 

teaching writing not only as an activity, but as a set of theories put into practice. By 

framing the teaching of writing as subject matter in its own right, Clark provides a 

cohesive framework for composition teaching that allows students to develop their own 

theories of writing before they are put into practice. Due to the pacing of the text and the 

time commitment it requires from readers, it doesn’t seem practical for a course that is 

taught simultaneously with the first semester of teaching. It does seem particularly well 

suited to those courses that are offered pre-teaching, especially in its end-of-chapter 

assignments that ask readers to read and consider articles from different periods of the 

development of rhetoric and composition.  

In the chapter on Invention, Clark offers a mix of theoretical background and 

exercises for use in the classroom. Readers explore cognitive, expressive, and classical 

understandings of the invention problems, including the study by George Kennedy that 

investigated the role of speaking in students’ invention process (Clark). 

Corbett and Tate’s The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook is a collection of 

previously-published essays on pedagogical theory and practice. This type of text has 

some problems of accessibility for TAs who are not initially invested in rhetoric and 

composition.  While the selected essays are in large part directly related to the teaching of 

composition, they are not written for training purposes or for novices. Rather, they are 

examples of disciplinary discussions on a variety of pedagogy-related topics. This kind of 

collection is helpful certainly for graduate students entering rhetoric and composition, 

and they do offer helpful guides to the major movements of the discipline. However, they 
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do not make particularly helpful companion texts for those teachers who enter the 

teaching of composition without intentions to enter the discipline itself because they offer 

a survey of the field, rather than practical training in the teaching of writing.  

The three TA training texts that I analyzed in depth have very different 

ramifications when looked at from the perspective of how they represent the discipline to 

those who may be just passing through. Although they cover similar subject matter, The 

St. Martin’s Guide to Teaching Writing, A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers, and Strategies 

for Teaching First-Year Writing all approach the subject from very different angles. The 

St. Martin’s Guide approaches teaching writing from a managerial standpoint, Rhetoric 

approaches it from a rhetorical standpoint, and Strategies uses what I call a choral 

approach—the inclusion of a wide variety of accessible voices. The St. Martin’s Guide 

has an almost piece-meal feel to it that results from a managerial approach that prioritizes 

administrative concerns over pedagogy or composition theory. Lindeman presents a 

much more coherent alternative to the anthologizing impetus, but her synthesis of theory 

and practice is too hierarchical and univocal, coming as it does when rhetoric had a 

presumed preeminence in the field.  Strategies for Teaching Composition is focused 

much more cohesively on the challenges of integrating varied theories into work with 

craft, but could still appear disjointed to new TAs. Each of these texts attempts to answer 

the “problem” of TA training by highlighting a different source of conflict. The 

managerial approach highlights the problem of getting teachers oriented to the rhythm of 

a program, the rhetorical approach focuses on the need for disciplinary cohesion, and the 

choral approach focuses on the sense of disconnect that often comes from teaching first-
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year composition. The following investigation into these three texts will demonstrate 

some of the difficulties faced by textbook creators and by novice teachers faced with 

these texts. 

The Managerial Approach  

 The St. Martin’s Guide is divided into three main sections: “Classroom Issues,” 

“Rhetorical Practices,” and an “Anthology of Essays” “Classroom Issues” occupies the 

first 148 pages, while “Rhetorical Practices” take up the second 130. The “Anthology of 

Essays” is 254 pages long. I will focus mainly on the messages of the first two sections, 

which represent the sections with the most bearing on how the teaching of writing itself is 

presented to incoming TAs. The anthology of essays is relatively comprehensive, in that 

it covers some of the major figures in composition theory. The authors also seem to have 

made an effort to include technology, visual literacy, and cultural studies in their 

anthology, and by doing so attend to modern composition theories as well as foundational 

ones. The authors refer readers to the anthology at appropriate moments throughout the 

text, giving the readings practical context that may help new teachers better understand 

particular aspects of teaching composition.  

 The managerial aspects of this text are most noticeable in the first two sections. 

First, the fact that “Classroom Issues” is separate from “Rhetorical Practices” implies that 

rhetorical practices are not necessarily connected to the classroom. Placing “Rhetorical 

Practices” second also implies that they are an aspect of teaching writing that can be 

sidelined until the more pressing “issues” have been addressed. This foregrounding of the 

administrative over the rhetorical weakens the role of rhetoric in the teaching of writing, 
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and potentially tells new teachers that the classroom is primarily about management 

rather than a space for writing. This encourages new teachers to see composition not as a 

disciplinary endeavor, but as a random task that they must participate in. 

 In Chapter One, “Preparing for the Course,” the authors seem to assume that the 

reader may or may not have an orientation or preparation to help them prepare for 

teaching. The first ten pages alone cover issues such as placement, student demographics, 

class size, syllabus construction, textbook selection, and computer classrooms, among 

others. The following warning about troubled students appears on the fifth page: “At 

times, a student might exhibit behavioral or emotional issues that disrupt school work or 

even the classroom. Your school likely offers psychological support to these students” 

(5). This warning about potentially disruptive students is important information, but 

bringing them up so early sets a tone of damage control and administrative worry rather 

than one of writing as intellectual endeavor. This section is an odd mix of helpful and 

advanced advice to ask questions about the student population and existence of basic 

writing or ESL programs combined with instructions to put your name and office hours 

on your syllabus. This kind of information has the potential to overwhelm the reader and 

give the impression that teaching writing is primarily an administrative activity. 

 Chapter Two, “The First Few Days of Classes,” covers the often disconcerting 

experience of entering the classroom for the first time. The authors provide helpful 

breakdowns of the amount of time to spend on certain activities, and how to walk 

students through the course syllabus. However, it also includes instructions for 

administering a diagnostic essay, one that would potentially be used to change a student’s 
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placement into a basic writing or ESL section. This advice is problematic in several ways. 

First, most schools administer placement processes before the semester begins, so 

teachers may not have the authority to suggest a basic writing or ESL section to their 

students. Secondly, first-time teachers are not likely to have enough experience reading 

college writing to accurately decide whether their students are underprepared. While a 

diagnostic essay is a helpful exercise for first time teachers who wish to acquaint 

themselves with the general writing abilities of their students, it is not helpful as an 

exercise used to single out students who seem under prepared. Once again the tone of the 

chapter is one of managing tasks, not of engaging in intellectual work. 

 The remaining chapters in this section continue to address the everyday practices 

of teaching writing, addressing lesson planning, classroom discussions, writing 

assignments, and grading. In the section on lesson planning and class discussion, the 

authors caution that, “If the content of the essays [readings] is discussed, it should be 

applicable to the content of the students’ own writing. . . . You can, of course, assign 

essays or short stories and then spend the class time discussing them—but such use of 

class time is more appropriate to a course in creative nonfiction or literary appreciation 

than to a writing course” (59). This caution is interesting because in asking teachers to 

resist discussing essays and short stories the authors make a stand for the disciplinarity of 

composition over literature or creative writing. However, with the use of “of course,” the 

authors create an almost condescending tone that seems to belittle the very fields that 

many TAs come from. The push to focus on student writing, buried as it is among 

administrative concerns, does not have the effect of emphasizing composition as a subject 
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in its own right, rather it puts composition on the defensive, protecting itself from 

encroachment by literature or creative writing.  

 The second section, Rhetorical Practices, addresses such concerns as “Teaching 

Invention,” “Teaching Style,” “Teaching Memory,” “Teaching Arrangement and Form,” 

and “Teaching Delivery.” The section concludes with a chapter titled “An Invitation to 

Further Study,” which invites teachers into the disciplinary conversation of rhetoric and 

composition. The teaching sections each address a traditional “canon” of rhetoric, but 

their placement in the text and their internal organization reduce their overall 

effectiveness. The chapter on teaching invention begins with historical background on 

invention, followed by a theoretical discussion of invention and heuristics. The 

discussion of heuristics is particularly theoretical and complex, and not necessarily ideal 

as an introduction to the concept. It is easy to imagine the first-year graduate student of 

literature skipping the initial discussion of invention and heuristics and moving directly to 

the sample journal assignments. The instructions for brainstorming, clustering, and 

freewriting are relatively reductive compared with the overview of invention, but they are 

the sections of the chapter that offer concrete suggestions for classroom activities. The 

chapter on teaching memory is similarly structured, although after the initial definition of 

memory (not memorizing, but accessing material in the individual or collective memory 

for purposes of invention) the authors focus on how to structure research paper 

assignments in meaningful ways (222). In each of these chapters the presentation of brief 

theory followed by practical exercises contributes to the lack of cohesion between theory 
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and practice, and cements the view of composition as a practical and managerial 

enterprise, rather than a discipline.  

 The biggest problem with a managerial approach to TA training is its implicit 

contribution to the theory/practice binary that so concerns scholars in the discipline. We 

want teachers to have a theorized practice, and we want teachers to understand why they 

are implementing different writing exercises and strategies in their classrooms. When we 

present practical information first, followed by very separate sections on theories of 

rhetoric, we deepen the conception that the theory is only for those who have time or who 

happen to be interested. This method of organization also intensifies the perceived gap 

between rhetoric and composition. Even though the second section is called Rhetorical 

Practices, and even though it deals with different aspects of composition using rhetorical 

terms, the set up makes it relatively easy for a reader to dismiss the connections as 

superficial or not relevant to her specific classroom needs. The organization and content 

of the St. Martin’s Guide to Teaching Writing portrays rhetoric and composition as a 

primarily managerial activity, which generally undermines the messages that the 

discipline has worked so hard to create. 

The Rhetorical Approach 

 Erika Lindemann’s A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers covers much of the same 

material as the St. Martin’s Guide. However, Lindemann approaches this material from a 

very different angle, presenting both writing and the teaching of writing as an inherently 

rhetorical act. The text is divided into three major sections titled “The Composing 

Process,” “Rhetorical Theory and Practice,” and “Teaching as Rhetoric.” The second 
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section is the longest and contains both background information on specific theories of 

composition, as well as several chapters devoted to teaching different aspects of writing. 

In the first section, “What is Writing,” Lindemann frames writing itself as rhetorical, 

using Kinneavy and Jacobsen to chart pieces of the writing process. She informs readers 

that “The working definition of writing given at the beginning of this chapter specifically 

names three elements present in any rhetorical context: a conventional graphic system, a 

message, and a reader” (10). This way of framing writing creates a strong sense of 

relationship between it and rhetoric by conflating the two processes in the definitions. 

Doing this so early in the text makes it clear to readers not only that Lindemann sees 

writing and rhetoric as one and the same, but begins the process of convincing readers 

that writing and teaching writing are both rhetorical activities. 

 Lindemann’s rhetorical approach to teaching writing is very invested in the 

discipline. To that end, she explains writing and the theories behind its pedagogies in 

terms that reflect her stance as rhetoric in composition. Interestingly, her description of 

the process movement, while including everything one might expect from a discussion of 

process, is framed in a subtly post-process manner. Throughout the introduction to the 

chapter she reminds readers that process is largely untraceable and unmanageable, despite 

the myriad linear depictions of the writing process. She explains the importance of the 

process movement saying, “Researchers who helped us understand what writers do broke 

important ground in the 1970s and 1980s. . . . Writing is not merely a process of 

networking ideas or of bringing an isolated writer together with isolated readers. Writing 

is a way of living in social groups” (32). This description of process theory as a 
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movement within the study of teaching writing demonstrates to readers that theories 

about writing are not static, and that they are subject to change as the scholarship evolves.  

 Rather than separate theory and practice, Lindemann presents them together in her 

second section, Rhetorical Theory and Practice. In this section she begins with theories 

behind different approaches to writing, and then moves on to specific aspects of teaching 

writing. By foregrounding theory in this way Lindemann emphasizes the importance of 

theory to the practice of teaching writing. Her framing of these chapters is conspiratorial. 

Each of the three begins with “What do Writing Teachers Need to Know About,” 

implying that there are things that writing teachers don’t need to know about the subjects 

at hand, and Lindemann has been helpful enough to filter them out. The implication, of 

course, is that the information remaining is absolutely essential to the teaching of writing. 

The three subjects are Rhetoric, Linguistics, and Cognition. In each of these chapters 

Lindemann presents some history and some theories that writing teachers may find 

helpful. These three chapters do contribute to the overall sense of theory in teaching 

writing, but they represent a weaker area of the text. The rhetoric chapter, after 

introducing the concept of rhetoric, has a relatively long history section that could seem 

irrelevant to novice writing teachers coming from other disciplines. The section on 

linguistics seems constructed to historicize and contextualize grammar, possibly as a 

means of lessening grammar’s traditional hold over writing classes. In the cognition 

section Lindemann sets up background, theory, and history of studying cognition, 

followed by a section called implications. This section aims to provide a background for 

how theories of cognitive development are reflected in our students and what they do. 
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Lindemann stresses the relationship between writing and thinking, as well as the 

cognitive shift between high school and college. In each of these sections Lindemann 

presents some history and theory and implies that they’re important to the teaching of 

writing. The weakness in this section is the single-authored nature of this text. While 

Lindemann obviously cites sources and gives direction for further reading, there is a 

reductive element to having a single author distill the entirety of rhetoric, linguistics, and 

cognition to an audience. Although it’s clear that Lindemann strives for a firmly 

rhetorical stance toward the teaching of writing, in these chapters she loses the 

disciplinarity that can be helpful to incoming teachers and to her own credibility. 

 Where Lindemann effectively synthesizes theory and practice is as she moves into 

the description of specific teaching and writing tasks. She maintains a rhetorical stance 

for all of them, and connects them in ways that demand that these writing tasks be treated 

rhetorically and contextually. In each chapter, she provides very rhetorical approaches to 

some of the most difficult and emotionally loaded parts of teaching writing—teaching 

students grammar, mechanics, and structure. Each of the chapters on these subjects 

creates an exigency for teaching the parts of the whole, and then explores methods of 

doing so that keeps the focus connected to writing. The tasks that are least likely to be 

seen as rhetorical in and of themselves are contained in the section called “Rhetorical 

Theory and Practice,” which reinforces the notion that writing is rhetorical practice. 

 In the second half of the text Lindemann really succeeds in creating a sense of 

writing as rhetoric. The second half of “Rhetorical Theory and Practice” deals with all of 

the pieces of the writing process. She discusses prewriting, form, paragraphs, sentences, 
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words, and rewriting. In each of these sections she approaches the topic from the 

standpoint of theorized practice. She sets up ideas in terms of problems students 

encounter while writing (organization), why they have them (students often don’t have a 

clear sense of form consciousness), and ideas to help students master the concept 

(blocking is often more intuitive than outlining). This structuring of concepts intuitively 

shows how theory and practice can inform each other and provides teachers with a set of 

practices that have already been theoretically articulated. This method of presentation 

gives novice teachers both the practical information that they need to move forward with 

their students and the rhetorical understanding of how writing and thinking work. This 

merging of rhetoric and composition offers a much more theorized picture of composition 

than the one found in the St. Martin’s Guide. Lindemann insists that her readers come to 

practice through theory, rather than add theory to an already established practice. 

 The final section of A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers is called Teaching as 

Rhetoric. In this section Lindemann deals with the issues found in the first section of the 

St. Martin’s Guide. Rather than present the issues as a series of tasks to be accomplished, 

however, Lindemann presents them as rhetorical stances that the teacher will take, 

exploring aspects of developing assignments, responding to student writing, course 

design, and computer classrooms. Again, all of these issues are covered in the first 

section of the St. Martin’s Guide, but are covered in a way that does not invite 

disciplinarity or rhetoricality to the discussion. In Lindemann’s version of assignment 

design, she explains how assignments act rhetorically, urging teachers to consider 

students as audience and to examine their own classroom ethos. This presents the 
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teaching of writing as a legitimate disciplinary enterprise rather than a teaching enterprise 

that must be adequately completed. 

 While Lindemann is quite successful at presenting the teaching of writing as 

inexorably linked with rhetoric, her single-author approach to the project undermines the 

sense of disciplinarity behind the endeavor. Although she cites other scholars 

prodigiously throughout the text, there is still a clear sense that this is Lindemann’s own 

project and subsequently her own view of rhetoric’s relationship to the teaching of 

writing. I think that there is real potential for novice teachers to become suspicious of 

rhetoric’s prominence in this text. In his review of the first edition, Eugene Smith argued 

that the history sections were overly condensed and that many of the “What Do Teachers 

Need to Know” sections are misleadingly reductive. Another reviewer, Tori Haring-

Smith, argues that the work would be stronger if Lindemann had offered a critical stance 

or sense of comparison, rather than simply presenting theories of composition. These 

reviews reflect the problems inherent in a monovocal view of the discipline as a teaching 

tool for new teachers—Lindemann’s is the only voice we hear in this text, and a reader 

without background knowledge is unable to filter what she presents.  

 The other significant drawback of the Rhetoric for Writing Teachers is its reliance 

on categories that don’t hold the same relevance that they once did. The “What Do 

Writing Teachers Need to Know” sections include only rhetoric, cognition, and 

linguistics. While these fields offer helpful ways of understanding composition, they do 

not include the ideas that came after the social turn of the late 1980s. One might also ask 

what writing teachers need to know about cultural studies, social constructionism, or race 
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theories. The chapters on invention and shaping discourse are similarly reliant on 

cognitive and linguistic studies, and might benefit from a wider application of different 

composition theories. This reliance on frameworks that are largely considered outmoded 

is another aspect of the text that potentially undermines the effectiveness of intertwining 

writing and rhetoric so thoroughly. If it becomes clear to readers that some of the 

frameworks are no longer relevant, they could also reach the conclusion that rhetoric 

itself is not relevant to the writing classroom. Overall, then, despite the appeal of the 

rhetorical approach and a complete intermingling of rhetoric and writing, as it’s used in A 

Rhetoric for Writing Teachers, the rhetorical approach is not as effective as it could be. 

The Choral Approach 

Strategies for Teaching First-Year Composition is edited by Duane Roen, 

Veronica Pantoja, Lauren Yena, Susan K. Miller, and Eric Waggoner. What this 

collection offers is a multiplicity of voices that retain a sense of cohesion. Often our 

anthologies about teaching composition are compilations of essays published in journals 

or other collections that offer a wide range of topics but not very much cohesion. While 

such collections can be very useful for those graduate students seeking to enter rhetoric 

and composition and looking for a sense of the field as a whole, they are less helpful in 

the context of an introduction to teaching writing. In terms of TA training, graduate 

students can easily become overwhelmed by the abundance of theory and practice 

available to them. Beginning with essays constructed for other, already initiated, 

members of the discipline runs the risk of confusing or alienating novice teachers, 

especially those from other disciplines. Rather than collecting article-length, tenure-
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worthy scholarly essays, Roen et al. compiled a series of short, specific essays designed 

to offer different perspectives on the process of teaching writing while demonstrating the 

wide array of scholars and resources available.  

 Strategies for Teaching First-Year Composition is divided into fourteen chapters. 

Each chapter contains from three to twelve different essays from a range of voices in the 

discipline. The chapters containing the most essays include Chapter 1: Contexts for 

Teaching Writing, Chapter 4: Constructing Effective Writing Assignments, and Chapter 

7: Teaching Invention. The shortest chapters are Chapters 2 and 3: Curriculum and 

Constructing Syllabus Materials. It’s significant that the longest chapters concern topics 

that have the most theoretical depth while the shortest chapters contain the most 

administrative and institution-specific topics. This represents a significant difference 

from the St. Martin’s Guide in that it not only does not begin with the administrative 

aspects of composition but also generally declines to engage them at all. There is a clear 

sense in this text that composition courses are highly situational, and therefore TAs 

should learn administrative policies and preferences from their own writing program or 

department. 

 Strategies is particularly user friendly in both its organization and its content. The 

chapters are divided into sections that mirror specific practices and concerns, so the 

reader can easily find readings that address their immediate concerns. Each chapter also 

contains multiple perspectives on a given topic, which cover writing and teaching 

practices from a variety of courses. The topics are arranged in the order in which they’re 

most likely to occur in a given semester: Constructing Effective Writing Assignments is 
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the fourth chapter, while Teaching Research Skills is left until the final chapter. Research 

papers are often assigned toward the end of the semester in FYC, so a chapter about 

teaching them is not needed in the beginning sections of the text. The text is long—over 

500 pages, so it might initially seem overwhelming in terms of its content, but the 

compartmentalized nature of the chapters and the essays within them allow a reader to 

skim some sections and read selectively without becoming disoriented. In addition, many 

of the essays are brief, and in their brevity encourage further reading within the chapter. 

The text, in its organization, makes itself very accessible to busy first-time teachers by 

providing clear, easy to delineate chapters with multiple essays in each one. 

 In terms of content, Strategies provides good breadth and depth of information 

while remaining accessible to novice teachers. Information about responding to student 

writing is divided into three chapters: “Orchestrating Peer-Response Activities,” 

“Responding to In-Process Work to Promote Revision,” and “Responding to and 

Evaluating Polished Writing.” This division makes clear, without being overly directive, 

that different purposes call for different responses to student writing. The existence of all 

three chapters emphasizes the role of multiple drafts in the composition classroom, and 

the fact that the chapter on in-process response is the longest implies the relative 

importance of that particular type of response. The chapter on peer review begins with 

two more theoretical essays outlining why they use peer workshops and how to structure 

them to avoid many of the common problems that arise during peer review. The second 

two essays outline different peer-review scenarios and how the authors implement them 

with students. Although we often see peer response as a relatively straightforward 
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classroom activity, these essays provide novice teachers with insights about preparing 

students for peer review and guiding students through the process. This gives readers a 

depth they might not find from a list of sample peer review questions, or from a 

discussion of peer review folded into a chapter about other types of classroom activities 

or other types of responses to drafts. 

 The second chapter in the response series, “Responding to In-Process Work to 

Promote Revision,” exemplifies the ways in which Strategies provides readers with a 

wide range of theory and practice that emphasizes the discipline in place behind the 

teaching of composition. The chapter begins with an essay by Clyde Moneyhun that 

outlines the discipline-wide transition from “old” methods of correcting drafts and 

focusing on grammar and usage to the “new” methods of responding to student writing in 

a more holistic manner. Moneyhun ties this shift firmly to the discipline by citing the 

May 1982 issue of College Composition and Communication as the seminal moment of 

change in his response process. This move emphasizes the disciplinary nature of these 

changes, attributing Moneyhun’s personal theory of response to a nationally published 

theory of response that reflected the theories of many other writing teachers and theorists 

across the country. Carol Rutz then offers yet a different view of responding to drafts, 

sharing the results of a study of students and how they see criticism. These two essays are 

followed by three more that outline further ways of responding to student writing, as well 

as two more that address the role of writing centers in first-year composition. This range 

of essays demonstrates to readers that there is not only a wealth of theory about student 

response, but that those theories are disseminated through national, peer-reviewed 
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journals. It also demonstrates the ways in which teaching writing is a situational 

activity—no one method is presented as the correct way to evaluate student writing. 

 In the chapter titled “Strategies for Course Management,” the headnote informs 

readers,  

This chapter includes perspectives on concerns that inevitably arise in any 
college or university classroom. The contributors offer strategies for 
maintaining classroom civility, orchestrating small- and large-group 
discussions, and discouraging plagiarism. Drawing on their own years of 
experience in the classroom, the mentors in this chapter approach these 
topics with sensitivity to the needs of teachers and students alike. (203)  
 

Again the editors emphasize the multivocal in their approach to the subject, reminding 

readers that there are multiple contributors to the chapter, and referring to the contributors 

as mentors, rather than as experts or scholars. Even though several of the short essays 

come from handbooks or established program policies, others are simply the advice of 

experienced teachers. In her essay, “Facilitating Class Discussion,” Margaret M. Lyday 

states, “Discussion is one of the primary ways to move students from passive to active 

learners” (216). Her approach to classroom discussion emphasizes the importance of 

teacher planning, and of finding ways to avoid becoming responsible for all of the 

discussion that happens in a classroom. Other essays offer structured examples for 

creating successful student instruction. All of these offer practical solutions, pedagogical 

reasons for doing so, and an inviting, mentoring tone.  

 Throughout the book readers can see evidence of the complex nature of teaching 

writing. Readers are continuously exposed to pedagogical theory, practice, and the 

personal experience of the contributors, as well as to the variety of approaches to any 

given teaching situation. This choral approach to teaching writing allows novice teachers 
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to see the different ways they can construct their own pedagogy and how those 

constructions affect their students. The chapter on building a teaching philosophy 

encourages teachers to reflect on their teaching practices and offers samples from other 

new teachers. This text presents the teaching of writing as an activity that is indeed 

rhetorical—rhetorical stances are included in many of the chapters, and is also backed by 

a wide range of theories and scholars working to better understand what and how we 

teach when we teach writing. This perspective is more comprehensive than either a 

managerial or a rhetorical approach, because it offers balance and a clear sense of the 

discipline behind the practice. 

Teaching Invention: Three Approaches 

 Invention has long been one of the key connections between classical rhetoric and 

modern composition teaching, and is a key juncture for assessing theory in practice 

because it presents daunting practical challenges in helping students to discover what 

they want to write about. It has been the center of many important movements in 

composition, including process, expressivism, and cognitive studies. Because invention is 

so central to composition pedagogy, it is dealt with in most of the TA training texts. Irene 

Clark’s collection places invention in the second chapter. The three texts discussed above 

also highlight invention as an important aspect of teaching writing effectively. (Although, 

in an apparent move to seem less heavily reliant on rhetoric, Lindemann actually titles 

her chapter on invention “Pre-Writing Techniques.”) Each of the three texts presents 

invention in a manner that reflects their overall approach to composition pedagogy. 
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In Strategies for Teaching First Year Composition, teaching invention is 

approached from several angles. The first essay in the section is by Sharon Crowley, and 

in it she provides teachers with a theoretical outline of invention and its role in the 

writing classroom. Crowley defines invention as “the practice of looking for the 

arguments that are available in a given situation” (231). She also warns that invention is 

perhaps the most difficult part of rhetoric to teach. “Novice writers are generally unaware 

that professional writing is a product of many drafts” (231). Crowley frames invention in 

rhetorical terms, noting that invention strategies are highly dependent on rhetorical 

situations, and emphasizing the historical connections between ancient rhetorics and the 

modern writing classroom. The next essay, by Theresa Enos, also deals with classical 

invention strategies and their relevance to the modern classroom. The remaining seven 

essays in the chapter all offer different means of invention as well as different, yet 

complementary invention pedagogies. Each of these essays is relatively short, and 

therefore not intimidating to novice teachers and those who are not familiar with classical 

rhetoric. The multiplicity of voices demonstrates the versatility of rhetoric without 

seeming preachy.  

 The St. Martin’s Guide to Teaching Writing places “Teaching Invention” at the 

beginning of the second section, “Rhetorical Practices.” This placement ranks invention 

at the forefront of the rhetorical practices; throughout the first section, the authors refer to 

invention as “the indispensable canon of rhetoric,” and “the first canon of rhetoric.” This 

introduction to invention frames it theoretically, and within the history of composition 

studies, referring continually to landmark studies and scholars from the past fifty years. 
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However, this theoretical introduction is less accessible to the novice, other-disciplined 

teacher. In their explanation of heuristic system of inventions, the authors cite Janice 

Lauer at length, using a complex definition taken from her dissertation on invention and 

heuristic procedures. The citation is not well explained, and the definition is difficult to 

access out of context. Although this chapter does begin with theory and then move into 

practical application, the inaccessibility of the first few sections negate the advantages 

provided by the structure of the chapter. The chapter does provide multiple invention 

exercises and strategies, giving detailed instructions for teachers and students, as well as 

some of the rationales behind them. The chapter is thorough, but not particularly 

accessible to scholars without an existing background in rhetoric. 

 In A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers, Erika Lindemann’s invention chapter is titled 

“Prewriting Techniques.” She explains that although many teachers prefer the term 

invention, or use the two interchangeably, she’s “chosen to use prewriting throughout this 

book to maintain (perhaps artificially) consistent terms built on writing when discussing 

the stages of composing, broadly defined” (109). Despite the nonrhetorical choice of title, 

Lindemann goes on to say that “the prewriting techniques discussed in this chapter help 

students assess the dimensions of a rhetorical problem and plan its solution” (109). 

Lindemann explains pedagogical reasons for engaging in formal prewriting activities. 

Rather than offer an extensive introduction to prewriting in general, Lindemann provides 

background information and references throughout the chapter as she discusses individual 

methods of invention. Her approach is accessible to novice teachers, as it clearly outlines 

each strategy without overwhelming the reader. However, some of the invention 
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techniques she offers may seem dated to some readers, which undermines the overall 

effectiveness of the chapter. 

 Each text’s approach to invention portrays the discipline differently. The St. 

Martin’s Guide reinforces the notion that theory is quite separate from practice, and 

implies that it is both complex and not entirely necessary. It would be easy to skip the 

first few sections of the chapter (the theoretical ones), pull some teaching exercises, and 

move on, never really understanding what invention is or why it might matter as a 

practice. There is no disciplinary picture provided by this approach—the theory is so 

disjointed from the practice that there is no sense of cohesion. Lindemann’s approach is 

to intertwine some theory as background to different approaches, which does help merge 

theory and practice, but she depicts a discipline that is very narrowly focused on rhetoric 

and potentially outdated. Strategies presents a discipline that is wide-reaching and 

diverse, and that is inexorably linked with the teaching of writing. Any text that we use 

for teacher training represents an introduction to the discipline, albeit a limited one. We 

want that introduction to reflect what really matters. 

 These approaches to invention are indicative of larger patterns in the different 

texts’ approaches to teacher training and composition pedagogy. St. Martin’s offers a top-

down approach, focusing on administrative concerns over the craft of teaching and 

writing, Strategies is multivocal but potentially confusing, and Rhetoric is 

overwhelmingly inclusive. The disciplinary picture that each of these texts provides can 

have a lasting impact on TAs just entering the role of writing teacher. From these texts, 

teaching writing is either reinforced as a task to be completed, an endeavor so meshed in 
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rhetoric that joining seems fruitless, or part of a much larger nation-wide project. How do 

we want TAs to approach their assignments to teach writing? How do we want them to 

view rhetoric and composition as a discipline? Choosing a nationally published text 

definitely demonstrates to teachers that this is a project with a national discipline behind 

it. The next step is to choose a text that most accurately represents that discipline. 

Conclusion 

 TA training has garnered increased attention over the past year as WPAs across 

the country have found themselves needing to better understand the ways that TAs 

approach both the practice of teaching composition and their relationship to the 

discipline. TA training is a vital part of the disciplinary structure, but it is often shaped by 

forces that are more concerned with immediate practicalities than the long-term growth of 

the discipline. However, long-term growth of the discipline is one of the factors that 

needs to be taken into consideration when we discuss TA training. Thinking about TA 

training in terms of disciplinary representations opens up a different set of concerns and 

allows us to see beyond the immediately practical and into issues of sustainability.  

 As it stands right now, our current system of training incoming graduate students 

to teach writing, and then rehiring many of them as adjuncts once they have completed 

their degrees does not make for a high degree of professionalism within the actual 

teaching of composition. Rather, it encourages many teachers to see the teaching of 

composition as something that they do to get by, something that is not at all related to 

their own research and pedagogical projects. In order to make writing matter, though, we 

need to have teachers who are invested in the project of teaching writing and who have an 
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understanding of the discipline that they’re involved in. We need to change our own 

thinking about TAs and work toward creating ways to include them more completely in 

the discipline, and to give them a reason to invest in it as well. We can begin this process 

by paying more careful attention to how we present the discipline during TA training 

courses, choosing texts that highlight rhetoric and composition as a discipline engaged in 

theorized practice.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCIPLINES, DEPARTMENTS, AND UNDERGRADUATE 

MAJORS: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

In the previous chapters, I have examined some of the places in the discipline 

where rhetoric and composition interact. The purpose of looking closely at these 

interactions is to develop a sense of where we stand as a discipline, and to attempt to 

reconcile what we say with what we do. There is a wide gap in the discipline, and it isn’t 

only the theory/practice gap that has been discussed in journals and anthologized in our 

histories. Rather, the important gap lies between the research intensive, PhD-granting 

institutions and the myriad of first-year composition programs that exist at colleges and 

universities all over the country. This gap is important, and clearly visible in the 

differences between the graduate school curricula and the journals. Graduate programs in 

the discipline overwhelmingly use rhetoric in their titles and require it in their 

coursework. In the NCTE journals, “rhetoric” is a little more difficult to come by, the 

term often being used to mean anything from classical rhetoric to persuasive writing to 

communication in general. There is some explanation for this gap in the number of 

professionals in the discipline who did not attend a rhetoric and composition graduate 

program, as it has only been recently that jobs in composition are being filled almost 

exclusively by graduates of rhetoric and composition programs. However, that cannot 

account for all of it. At the beginnings of the discipline, rhetoric was used as a means to 

gain access to and understanding of the theories behind the practice of teaching writing. 

However, Sharon Crowley argues in “Composition Is Not Rhetoric:”  

During the 1960s and '70s, for example, a number of English-rhetoricians 
(E. P. J. Corbett, Frank D'Angelo, and Ross Winterowd, among others) 



 

 

154

tried to insert rhetoric into current thinking about composition, writing 
journal articles and textbooks that reviewed the mutual history of the two 
arts and articulated possible contemporary connections between them. 
Despite the stature of these rhetoricians, their attempt to inoculate 
composition with rhetoric did not take.  
 

I don’t entirely agree with this stance. I am not certain that the initial goal of rhetoric was 

to “inoculate composition,” but rather to broaden our understanding of writing as a 

communicative practice. It did, however, serve to give composition some cachet and 

draw it in from the margins of English departments. Crowley does highlight a salient 

feature of rhetoric and composition as a discipline, which is the overwhelming sense of 

disconnect between the two. One way to forge a greater connection is to resist the 

assumptions that allow us to use rhetoric as a stand-in for theory and composition as a 

stand-in for practice. 

 Maureen Daly Goggin also sees rhetoric and composition as holding positions of 

irreconcilable distance within the discipline. She observes a distinct separation between 

the attitudes and world-views of rhetoricians and compositionists, arguing that  

[c]ompositionists tend to conceive of our discipline as a subfield of 
English studies with composition . . . as its focus. For this group, first-year 
composition is a site of both knowledge production and dissemination. . . . 
By contrast, rhetoricians tend to define the discipline in broader terms with 
composition as one component, a pedagogical component, of the field. 
(“Instability” 29)  
 

Again I find myself wanting to qualify this statement, arguing that there are many 

members of the discipline for whom these statements do not apply, and who are indeed 

interested in both rhetoric and composition as conjoined intellectual projects. In reality, 

though, Goggin raises an important issue. One’s perspective on the discipline varies 

considerably depending on one’s major focus of interest. So how do we reconcile this 
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seemingly irreconcilable difference? How do we maintain a unified discipline that 

contains such disparate ideals? While graduate programs can hold these tensions at a 

productive level and TA training can be conducted in a way that encourages thoughtful 

and rhetorical teaching of writing, neither of these is enough to fill the gap between the 

two extremes in which the discipline operates. In order to fully fit rhetoric and 

composition into the university structure, we need to increase our interaction with 

undergraduate students beyond the first-year writing course, ideally through the 

establishment of undergraduate majors and minors. In this chapter I will examine the 

current scholarship on the establishment of such programs. It is clear from the program 

selections at the most recent meeting of the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication that interest in an undergraduate major is increasing. It is also clear from 

those sessions that the nature of that major is not yet clear to the discipline. In her talk on 

the state of the undergraduate major, Sandra Jamieson, who is currently chairing the CCC 

Committee on the Major, argued that the wide variation and local concerns of existing 

majors is a good thing, reflecting as it does the attention being paid to student and 

institutional needs as these programs develop. However, other participants argued for 

more clarity in the development of the undergraduate major. We need to explore all of the 

options for both an undergraduate major and minor as we figure out how to move 

forward in the growth of the discipline. 

Before I begin examining the major, however, I will provide some background on 

the development of the American university and its disciplinary and departmental 

structures, as they play a key role in the future of rhetoric and composition. Studies on 
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interdisciplinarity and the nature of disciplinary boundaries offer insights into how 

rhetoric and composition fits into English departments and the university, as well as how 

it might function as a stand-alone department. The institutional structures in which we 

function play a far greater role in our disciplinary lives than we realize, and 

understanding the roles of the discipline and the department in American academics can 

provide some context by which we can direct our next period of growth. The 

undergraduate major is an iconic and ideological structure of the American university 

system, and to fully understand the importance of the major and its curriculum, we should 

look carefully at the role of the major in the university as a whole. The reason that a lack 

of a major causes such gaps in our discipline can be explained by some of these studies of 

disciplinary structures and the history of the university. Interestingly, disciplines 

themselves have been studied largely in the context of interdisciplinarity as a construct, 

so it was to studies of interdisciplinarity that I first turned my attention. 

Departments and Disciplines: Competing Roles 

One of the factors that rarely gets taken into consideration when we talk about 

rhetoric and composition is the role that departmental and institutional structure plays in 

our disciplinary development and identity. In an essay on interdisciplinarity in American 

universities, Andrew Abbot discusses the structural aspects of departments and 

disciplines that work to put the two in conflict with each other. Abbot sees the American 

disciplinary system as a cultural system and a social structure, providing a means for 

academics to connect with one another and to maintain a credentialing process nation-

wide. He notes, “Disciplines in fact provide a core element of the identity of most 
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intellectuals in Modern America” (210). American academics identify primarily along 

lines that match their national disciplinary affiliations—anthropologists identify along 

lines that match their disciplinary organizations and affiliations, as do members of 

rhetoric and composition. The so-called compositionists might be primarily involved in 

CCCC, while more rhetorically inclined scholars might join RSA. There are many 

scholars who affiliate themselves with both organizations, and with scores of other 

organizations within rhetoric and composition. But it is through these associations that 

scholars create an identity for themselves. Because we credential and identify ourselves 

on a national level, and that process mirrors that of other disciplines in the country, we 

argue that we are, indeed, an established discipline. However, that declaration, while true, 

fails to take into account the role of departmental structures in our disciplinary lives. 

 Abbot asserts that “the departmental structure within universities appeared only in 

America, although since mid-century it has gradually grown elsewhere” (206). The 

unique evolvement of the departmental structure in this country is chronicled by 

Lawrence Veysey in his landmark work The Emergence of the American University. 

What Abbot focuses on, however, is the role of departments themselves. He argues, “The 

most consequential single disciplinary structure—in terms of extent and impact—is not 

the professional association but the college major” (209). This statement is an important 

reminder of the difference between our perceptions and our reality. Our current 

perceptions of disciplinarity (one that’s been argued in many forms since about 1984), is 

that rhetoric and composition has achieved disciplinary status. And while at a national 

level that may be true, the lack of departmental status means that in some ways our 
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disciplinary status is still questioned by our peers. While it is not entirely necessary to 

have a separate department for each discipline—after all, creative writing and literature 

have been sharing a department for decades—it is much harder for rhetoric and 

composition to be recognized by other disciplines without departmental visibility. 

Departmental visibility comes in the form of the undergraduate major, because it is the 

students moving throughout the university who form the presence of a discipline across 

campus.  

 It is possible, therefore, for rhetoric and composition to continue to exist within 

English departments, but the development of an undergraduate major would not only 

allow English departments to expand and redefine their curricula to meet the changing 

needs and wants of society but would also allow rhetoric and composition to complete its 

growth as a discipline. Abbot reminds us, “In short, Americans seem unable to conceive 

of an undergraduate curriculum without majors. And of course there are no majors 

without disciplines. Departments can be combined, but even combined departments offer 

separate majors, retaining the disciplinary structure” (Chaos 127). By this logic, it is not 

only possible for an undergraduate major to remain in departments of English, but 

perfectly viable for them to do so. The major is created not by the department, but by the 

discipline that feels is has something to contribute to undergraduate education. While 

rhetoric and composition would remain a discipline without undergraduate majors, the 

development of the major has the potential to more fully integrate rhetoric and 

composition into the structure of undergraduate education. 
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Other studies in interdisciplinarity highlight this same development and its role in 

the identity of the academic. In his essay titled “Disciplines and Interdisicplinarity: A 

Historical Perspective,” Wolfram W. Swoboda explores the role of both society and the 

university in the development that led to today’s increasingly specialized disciplines. His 

ultimate argument in terms of interdisciplinarity is that while the interdisciplinary 

movement is helpful and logical given the demands of modern institutions and society, 

those same demands make it difficult for truly interdisciplinary movements to succeed 

long-term. He begins by pointing out, “Disciplines are clearly more than merely a 

collection of texts, monographs, and published research results” (51). While on one hand 

this statement seems fairly obvious, definitions of disciplinarity are often limited to these 

factors. If we publish, we must be a discipline. However, Swoboda acknowledges the 

complexity of disciplinary formation in ways that might be helpful to rhetoric and 

composition.  

In his review of the evolution of American universities, Swoboda argues:  

Specialized knowledge arranged along disciplinary lines was not intended 
to serve the purposes of some abstract “truth” or the demands of “pure” 
knowledge. In every instance the justification for these reforms was 
expressed in terms of applicability (however remote) of this knowledge. 
The problems which led to the general reform of American education in 
the nineteenth century were seen at the time as social issues rather than as 
purely pedagogical questions. (73) 
 

This observation provides us with some understanding of the still-significant role of 

applicability in the undergraduate curriculum. That our students come to us wanting to 

finish their degree so that they can get a better job and make more money is not as new or 

degenerate when looked at in this context. If the bulk of the current university system in 
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this country is organized around discussions of practicality, how are we to create a 

discipline that appeals to that rationale? Swoboda continues his argument with the further 

observation that “the pattern which began to develop within disciplines was as follows: as 

an independent area of study, a discipline or specialty had to be able to demonstrate the 

applicability of its contents outside the academic sphere” (76). So while the levels of 

specialization required for disciplinary membership at the national level were relatively 

high—the doctoral degree had quite early become the main credential of the specialized 

and disciplined academic—the departmental level called for a broad applicability of 

knowledge within the undergraduate curriculum.  

 Why, though, does this historical imperative continue to matter? For rhetoric and 

composition, looking to solidify its disciplinary identity, focusing on this aspect of 

university development highlights why calls for an undergraduate major are more than a 

plea for more students or better status in the university. It is, instead, a call to become 

more fully involved in the mission of university education in this country. Even first-year 

composition, while not lacking in applicability to the university curriculum itself, does 

not offer a wide sense of social applicability. Not all undergraduate majors “use” their 

undergraduate education directly, but we maintain the illusion that they could, and that 

those majors are serving the needs of society, rather than the furthering of the disciplines 

themselves. 

 Swoboda highlights these developments to make clear the level of entrenchment 

that has taken hold in academic institutions. He concludes with a sense of resignation that 

“a general turn towards interdisciplinarity as a main academic feature would probably 
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require a thorough revision of the presuppositions and attitudes on which present 

educational institutions are based” (83). When the only example he provides of such a 

shift turns out to be China in the late 1960s, it seems evident that such change is unlikely 

to occur here. The difficulty of maintaining levels of interdisciplinarity explains why 

proposals such as the one offered by Gary Tate, George Tade, and Jim Corder in 1975 

were unable to gain momentum.  

In their proposal: “For Sale, Lease, or Rent: A Curriculum for an Undergraduate 

Program in Rhetoric,” the authors declare that  

The rhetoric program described below is not housed in a single 
department; it does not belong to a single department's faculty. It 
belongs to those faculty members who should belong to it. Much of the 
work will be done, we expect, by faculty in English and in Speech 
Communications, but students and faculty in the program must also 
learn from departments of Psychology, Journalism, and Sociology. (20)  

 
Swoboda’s historical perspective shows us that the changes to curriculum that 

have been successful have been those generated from interest outside academia, rather 

than inside. Interdisciplinary operators are still evaluated by the standards of their home 

discipline, and in the modern university, teaching is not valued as a means of 

advancement. So while an interdisciplinary initiative might come about at the research 

level, often spurred by outside funding, and while society or students may demand an 

interdisciplinary course of study for a particular purpose, the creation of an 

interdisciplinary major by those who are judged largely by their research was not likely to 

succeed. Our advantage now, however, is that we do not need to rely on interdisciplinary 

operators to create an undergraduate major. We have the research half of the discipline 

firmly in place—a luxury not experienced by Tade, Tate, and Corder. 
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Lawrence Veysey’s work is also relevant to the current problem of the 

undergraduate major. I find his discussion of the tension between general or liberal arts 

education and professional certification as particularly important to today’s situations. 

Veysey investigated the conflicts between internal and external suppositions on the 

purpose of undergraduate education. He noted that “[t]he educator who promoted 

practical public service [as part of an undergraduate education] assumed, first of all, that 

the patterns of behavior which flourished outside the campus were more ‘real’ than those 

which most often prevailed within it” (61). We are still laboring under the impression that 

we must connect student learning to the so-called real world. This is emphasized in 

internship requirements, service learning initiatives, and the ever-present question of 

what students will “do” with any given course of study. This emphasis on the practical 

aspects of an undergraduate education began at the turn of the century, as American 

institutions began to fashion themselves more after the German model than the previously 

dominant liberal arts-based colleges. That this conflict has never been entirely resolved is 

important to those wishing to continue the establishment of undergraduate majors, 

because we need to continue to answer the questions of “what for.”  

 In terms of curricula in the majors, Veysey noted that the establishment of the 

elective system over a standard general curriculum made it possible to begin taking 

preprofessional and professional courses toward the end of students’ college careers. This 

raised one of the most hotly debated issues from the period of 1890–1910. “In this period 

the Bachelor’s degree was rapidly compromised by allowances in the direction of 

professional course work. Yet such concessions as were made did not satisfy the 
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aggressive heads of the professional schools, who seemingly aimed at the reduction of 

non professional college work to about two years duration” (68). This shift in the 

structure of undergraduate education led to the creation of today’s system where students 

complete a general education or core curriculum in the first years of their education and 

then move to courses in the major. The focus on professionalization as part of the college 

education became more prevalent as this system entrenched itself. It is this entrenchment 

that now requires us to ask “what for” as we develop an undergraduate major, because it 

is clear that the professionalization side of the argument came out on top. 

In this manner, the major and the department become the controlling forces of 

education, and the question of what students will “do” with an English major becomes 

more important. In fact, the question of what to do with any given major had already 

become an issue by the turn of the century, largely because, as Veysey again points out, 

“the second great fact about ‘real life’ emphasized by the believers in a useful university 

was that America was a scene of vocational ambition” (66). There are, however, 

problems with the modern instantiation of this argument. A college education is 

becoming less influential in terms of some professions, and the undergraduate major less 

important to disciplinary and vocational achievement than it once was. (An 

undergraduate major in anthropology, for example, would not be expected to become an 

anthropologist, and many businesses send their employees back to school for MBAs.) 

Despite this modern shift, Veysey’s observations still reflect the dominant structure of the 

undergraduate experience. The major has been and will continue to be the place where 

disciplinary work is visible in the university at large. 
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The increasing professionalization of the undergraduate major continues to be an 

issue for departments of English, and needs to be taken into account as we move forward 

with the undergraduate major. In MLA’s recently released whitepaper on the state of the 

major, the authors note that “programs of humanistic study that were once prestigious and 

highly regarded are receiving waning public support and are treated as marginal in their 

home institutions” (10). However, the same report also emphasizes in its beginnings that 

“affirmed the centrality of literature and reading to undergraduate education” (2). This 

represents something of a contradiction in position as well as an unwillingness to 

acknowledge the changing nature of the undergraduate degree as a whole. While 

literature and reading are indeed central to undergraduate education, it is certain that 

writing is also central, and perhaps more important than ever.  

In her 2004 Chair’s address to the CCCC, Kathleen Blake Yancey argued that our 

current moment of technological advancement in writing in some ways mirrors the 

technological advancements in reading that occurred in the 19th century, the most 

important facet of which were that they took place outside of schools. She notes, “Today, 

we are witnessing a parallel creation, that of a writing public made plural, and as in the 

case of the development of a reading public, it's taking place largely outside of school—

and this in an age of universal education. Moreover, unlike what happens in our classes, 

no one is forcing this public to write” (300). If the 19th-century rise of the novel and its 

attendant rise of reading in the English language largely influenced the development of 

the English major, it is not unreasonable to assume that a similar rise in the writing public 

calls for an undergraduate major in rhetoric and composition. Yancey herself notes this 
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parallel, and calls for an undergraduate major to “fill the glaringly empty spot between 

first-year composition and graduate education” (308). Yancey’s argument for the major 

as an answer to a societal need is strengthened by the previous arguments about the role 

of the undergraduate major and professionalization of the degree.  

The Major and the Writing Program: Cross Purposes 

 There have been several studies that looked to the history of English departments 

to better understand rhetoric and writing’s role in the context of departments of English. 

However, it is clear from the above discussions of departments and disciplinarity that we 

need to move beyond departments of English in our search for understanding. Rhetoric 

and composition’s status as a discipline allows us to place ourselves outside the limited 

category of English studies subspecialty, and look to other disciplines to figure out our 

role in the university.  Studies of rhetoric and composition within English have generally 

come from the perspective of rhetoric and composition scholars whose only involvement 

in their home department is through their work with a first-year writing program and the 

training of graduate students. Some of those faculty members are able to work with 

doctoral students in rhetoric and composition; others are limited to their work with TAs 

teaching writing. In all of these cases, the perspective of the writers necessarily sees 

literature as the dominant force in English departments, even as they work to gain 

momentum for undergraduate writing. The response to that imbalance has generally been 

either to attempt to infuse a writing program with more rhetorically focused courses 

(Braun), to look at the English major itself as in need of reform due to declining 

enrollments (Miller and Jackson), or to argue that first-year writing itself should be seen 
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as a gateway to the new major in undergraduate writing studies (Downs and Wardle). 

While all of these studies have provided us with useful perspectives and materials to 

work with, our next step needs to aim higher. 

 The first inclination, the move to inject rhetoric into first-year writing programs, 

is not at all new. We have seen it repeatedly throughout the existence of rhetoric and 

composition as a loose convergence of scholars. Edward Corbett and Jim Berlin (among 

many others) both sought to create rhetorically informed views of composition courses. 

Where M. J. Braun differs, however, is in her desire to move completely away from 

traditional representations of first-year composition. In her recent article for WPA: 

Writing Program Administration, She argues, “Because composition and rhetoric 

constitute two distinct disciplinary projects, replacing a composition program with a 

rhetoric program, in effect, means that the mission and objectives of the writing program 

must experience a sea change” (95). The assumption that rhetoric and composition are 

two separate disciplinary projects is relatively common among some members of the 

discipline, as we’ve seen at the beginning of this chapter. When the overwhelming 

majority of the discipline’s energy is directed toward reading and writing practices in 

first-year composition, it is easy for a rhetorician to feel that his or her intellectual project 

does not match the intellectual project of composition studies. However, the inclination to 

declare separate disciplinary identities for rhetoric and composition does not advance 

either project; rather it sends them both back to the beginning in terms of building 

disciplinary homes. For those who wish to see rhetoric and composition more fully 

accepted into the institutional structure of the department and the university, it is 
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important to look at how those structures have traditionally worked. Furthering our 

stature through the first-year writing course is unlikely, no matter the content, because 

first-year writing is part of the foundational and general education movement, which does 

not reflect disciplinarity in the university.  

 Braun’s work for a rhetorically based first-year course is admirable, and it is 

unfortunate that such a course was unable to succeed in that particular institution, 

especially given her deep commitment to a democratic curriculum development process. 

A first-year rhetoric course is not as fundamentally misaligned as her administration 

would have us think. However, her work toward such a course should cause us to rethink 

the impetus for infusing rhetoric into first-year writing. The desire to integrate rhetoric 

into the first-year writing curriculum stems from two different ideological stances. The 

first is that a rhetorically inspired course asks students to engage more fully with texts 

and with the circumstances surrounding the production of those texts. Rhetorical study 

does not allow texts to exist in a vacuum, and similarly does not allow students to write in 

one. The civic engagement encouraged by rhetorical study is also an important factor. 

Because the composition of texts is in and of itself a rhetorical activity (or certainly 

should be), this reasoning for incorporating rhetoric into first-year writing is sound.  

Other motivations for including rhetoric in a first-year composition course stem 

from a desire to enhance the disciplinarity of first-year composition. When we get the 

opportunity to revise an FYC, course we often want it not only to demonstrate current 

theory and practices in composition studies but also to demonstrate our own disciplinarity 

to colleagues across campus. However, because of the nature of first-year writing courses 
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as part of the foundational and general education curriculum, this effort is not effective. 

Colleagues across campus are not likely to see a general education course as disciplinary 

because their own contributions to those courses are not generally considered part of the 

disciplinary effort. In this instance the major, with its goal of disciplinary advancement 

and recognition, is at cross purposes with the writing program, which does not and in 

many cases cannot share that same goal. 

 As rhetoric and composition scholars look toward that disciplinary expansion into 

majors, it makes sense to look at already established majors within our own departments. 

And since so many rhetoric and composition scholars operate within departments of 

English, it makes sense that the English major itself might be the next object of study. It 

serves us well to know how English departments are faring, and how the major is 

working both in and outside the academic community. To this end, Thomas P. Miller and 

Brian Jackson’s work, “What are English Majors For?” provides a detailed picture of the 

state of the English major. Miller and Jackson argue that the gradual reduction in English 

majors over the course of the past few decades is a direct result of the studied 

inapplicability of literature studies. The authors argue that even for those students 

planning to teach high school, non literary courses are kept to a minimum. They state that 

“Reducing teaching to a methodical concern has enabled “content” faculty to avoid 

coming to terms with the fact that they teach for a living, and it has incapacitated the 

discipline in ways that have compounded the effects of confining writing instruction to 

the margins of undergraduate studies” (684). This assertion, a sort of challenge to 

literature faculty, argues that literature faculty are firmly entrenched in the much-
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maligned ivory tower in which academics are said to reside. The authors imply that the 

choice to remain aloof from the mundane concerns of society are the very factors causing 

the decline in literature majors. This observation reflect Veysey’s own observations about 

undergraduate education and its relationship to vocational callings. Without that 

connection, literary studies falters. 

 Miller and Jackson go on to argue that “[l]iteracy studies provides a productive 

alternative for thinking about undergraduate majors because it situates our work in the 

practical contexts where it can do the most good” (702). While their idea of a shift from 

literary to literacy studies has merit and seems to coincide with Swoboda’s argument that 

most lasting changes come from outside the institution, rather than inside, the idea of 

changing the English major altogether misses another point of establishing the 

undergraduate major. As Abbot and Klein have stated, it does not do to confuse 

disciplines with departments, despite their interconnectedness. Each has a specific 

function in American academia, and each performs those functions independently of the 

other. To attempt to alter the existing English major involves us in someone else’s 

discipline. The English major as it currently stands is the major that aligns with the 

national discipline of literary studies. The undergraduate major for rhetoric and 

composition, whatever it ultimately gets named, is the product of this discipline. While 

the two disciplines share a department, it does not mean that they need to share a major. 

If the English major is declining—and all of the evidence presented by Miller and 

Jackson confirms that—should rhetoric and composition feel compelled to prop it up?  
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 Rather than explore the existing undergraduate English major to see where 

rhetoric and composition might fit, it makes more sense to look strategically at 

institutional and disciplinary structures outside of the English department. We can see 

that disciplines are considered so when they have the stratospheric specialization that 

results from doctoral-granting graduate programs. But we can also see that disciplines 

achieve institutional standing with generalized and applicable undergraduate majors. If 

literature is no longer applicable, rhetoric and composition might be poised to fill that gap 

with localized, carefully thought out undergraduate majors. But we don’t need to 

hybridize with pre-existing, traditional curricula. Creative writing has existed as a 

discipline separate from literary studies for decades, and for decades has shared a 

departmental home with literature. But they do not have the same ideological or 

epistemological approach to texts as faculty in literature. Similarly, at many institutions 

journalism occupies the same department as traditional literary studies, and they are not 

assumed to have either the same disciplinary affiliations or share undergraduate majors. 

 Another tack, recently advocated by Doug Downs and Elizabeth Wardle, is to 

insert disciplinarity into the first-year writing course by recreating it as an introduction to 

writing studies. These authors share similar inclinations to many of those who would add 

rhetoric to the first-year writing course. If we take away the more obviously service-

oriented aspects of first-year writing, we can teach students about writing and about the 

discipline, using the course as an introduction to a writing major. Downs and Wardle 

state that “While we use the bulk of this article to help readers envision the Intro to 

Writing Studies pedagogy, our concern is not simply to improve writing instruction but 
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also to improve the position of writing studies in the academy and change common 

misconceptions about writing” (554). The authors want to change the first-year writing 

course so that it does not remain mired in the “service” position that it has so long 

operated in the university. They argue that an Intro to Writing Studies course would be 

developed and seen as comparable to other introductory courses such as Intro to 

Philosophy. I would argue, though, that this, too, is a misconception of the structure of 

the university. While it is true that having a course titled “Intro to Writing Studies” as a 

gateway or prerequisite course for a major would create a structure that mirrors many 

other disciplines and departments across campus, there is no need for that course to 

actually replace first-year writing. The institutional structures that have led to general 

education courses, introductory courses, and foundational courses vary significantly 

among regions, colleges, and universities. There are different instantiations of core 

requirements, general education curricula, and breadth requirements. However, in almost 

all of these institutions, first-year writing, along with math, foreign languages, and 

sometimes speech, exist outside of the general education or core curriculum, required of 

all students. Because of this structure, first-year writing is not and cannot really be 

comparable to Intro to Philosophy or Intro to Chemistry. At some institutions, such 

courses would fill breadth or core requirements. At others, those courses would be 

designed for majors only, taken outside of the general education requirements. Because 

of the way institutional structures vary, and because of the current role of first-year 

writing, it is naïve to assume that it could be recast as an introduction to the major 

without causing significant curricular difficulties. 
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 In terms of the course proposed by Downs and Wardle, the aims and assignments 

reflect a thoughtful and effective pedagogy. But many of the problems it purports to solve 

or innovations it boasts seem to be more important to the project of first-year writing than 

the project of introducing students to an undergraduate major. To say that “students are 

taught that writing is conventional and context-specific rather than governed by universal 

rules—thus they learn that within each new disciplinary course they will need to pay 

close attention to what counts as appropriate for that discourse community,” is to say not 

only that one is, in fact, trying to teach the transfer of writing abilities, but is essentially 

teaching rhetorical awareness as part of the first-year writing curriculum (559). In the 

long run, the course they suggest is not radically different from many existing first-year 

writing curricula, other than in the defined content of the readings.  

Here again we can see that the goals of the first-year writing program are in many 

ways at odds with the goals of the writing major. Even when we try to subvert the 

curriculum of first-year writing to infuse it with disciplinarity—sometimes using rhetoric, 

sometimes using composition theory—first-year writing remains bound to the role it 

fulfills in the larger institutional structure. It is not meant to be an introduction to the 

major, and it is not meant to have disciplinary import. Certainly math departments aren’t 

looking at their required course offerings as introductions to the major, but as a part of 

their overall role in the general education mission of the university. An undergraduate 

major does indeed offer the discipline a large step forward and a clear increase in 

institutional stature. But to create that major out of a course that is already serving a 

specific, nondisciplinary function is not going to be a productive enterprise. 



 

 

173

Improvements to first-year writing, while important, cannot serve as a gateway to the 

creation of an undergraduate major. The fundamental functions of first-year composition 

are already established in our university structure, and those functions do not align with 

the goals of an undergraduate major. A foundations course exists to provide students with 

skills and ideas that will help them with the rest of their college courses. An 

undergraduate major is meant to build on the ideas generated in core curricula and delve 

into more specifics and provide more depth than is offered at the general education level. 

A course in the general education curriculum cannot fulfill the same goals as courses in a 

major. 

The Major and the Doctoral Degree: Historic Parallels 

 In their recent CCCC panel on the undergraduate major, Sandra Jamieson, 

Kathleen Blake Yancey, and Irwin Weiser all discussed different aspects of implementing 

undergraduate majors. In each talk there was significant parallel between the concerns 

scholars have with creating the major, and concerns that were raised about the doctoral 

degree. Awareness of these parallels might significantly reduce some of the friction that 

is often caused by the creation of new programs at any level in the university. 

 First, as aforementioned, Jamieson discussed not only the locality of existing 

majors, but the “slippage” that she saw in both the discussions of the major and in the 

titles of existing programs. The name of the committee she chairs is the Committee on the 

Major in rhetoric and composition. Their charge, however, is in part to “Document the 

variety of majors in composition and rhetoric across the country” (Jamieson). Jamieson 

sees this inconsistency in naming as an accurate reflection of the variety of emphases that 
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such majors will necessarily demonstrate. Her observation reflects the continuing 

inconsistency in the titles of doctoral programs in rhetoric and composition. Of the sixty 

programs I examined in chapter three, fifty-two have the word “rhetoric” in their titles. 

But only a third have the title “rhetoric and composition.” The remaining programs have 

titles that reflect the individuality of their programs. To expect any more conformity of 

undergraduate majors than we do of doctoral programs makes little sense, and indeed 

stifles the natural variety that helps the discipline continue to develop new ideas.  

 In his talk Irwin Weiser advocated that some programs might find it beneficial to 

begin with an undergraduate minor in the discipline. At his institution he found that there 

were not enough faculty to support the number of courses required for a major and that 

there was not yet enough clear interest in the major to guarantee that courses would fill. 

This concern also mirrors some of those felt by early doctoral programs. Many doctoral 

programs began as concentrations or minors, many still exist as such. In their 1987 

survey of doctoral programs, Chapman and Tate noted, “Although the programs included 

on our list all offer a specialization in rhetoric and composition, it frequently turns out 

that students in these programs take the majority of their coursework in literature or in a 

composition-related field” (131). This was really the doctoral equivalent of a minor, 

largely due to the lack of faculty available to teach a full curriculum of courses in rhetoric 

and composition. Many of those programs grew and solidified into full programs as 

student interest grew and more faculty were hired. There is no reason for us not to repeat 

this process with the undergraduate major. Some institutions will already have the 
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available faculty for a major, and others will have to begin with a minor and build from 

there. 

 Other panels on the undergraduate major offered different stances and opinions. 

During his panel, Tim Peeples argued for a greater recognition of existing programs and 

the factors at work in their development, as well as for a separate professional affiliation 

for those involved with the undergraduate major. The audience response and conversation 

at this panel was both interesting and reflective of current concerns regarding the major. 

One attendee asked what our majors would be expected to “do” better than other majors 

in the university (Peeples, Foster and Moriary). Others wanted to know whether writing 

courses would be limited to technical and professional writing or journalism. It was 

argued, however, that what our majors would “do” is to be able to better understand 

writing as an intellectual, academic, and social endeavor. They would take undergraduate 

versions of many if not all of the courses currently offered to graduate students. They 

might go on to graduate school, or they might accept positions in organizations 

throughout society. What was clear from the discussion was that an undergraduate major 

has proponents across the discipline, in many different types of institutions. We need to 

make clear the connections between the conversations about the undergraduate major and 

the conversations we’ve already had about doctoral programs. Such reminders of the past 

can help us better understand how to proceed in the future. 

 So how do we get there? What do we do next? One thing that is important is to 

open the discussion in different arenas, to dedicate time and space both in our national 

conversations and in the education of current doctoral students. We need to take every 



 

 

176

opportunity to not only establish and enforce the disciplinarity of first-year composition, 

but of the possibilities for an undergraduate major. In our doctoral programs, we need to 

prepare students to teach beyond first-year writing and upper division service courses. 

We need to instill in our graduates a sense that a full undergraduate curriculum is not 

only possible, but probable. If our graduates can easily conceive of such a curriculum, 

and are prepared to develop courses for undergraduate students, then they will be in a 

better position to capitalize on opportunities for such development once they have jobs. 

About a decade ago we really began training graduate students to prepare for WPA work. 

Programs such as the University of Arizona and Purdue offer courses in writing program 

administration theory, assessment, and other aspects common to that work. Doing so has 

helped create more theoretically empowered WPAs across the country. We should use 

the success of those programs to also begin preparing students for developing curricula 

for undergraduate majors.  

Onward! 

So what is our disciplinary identity? Are we rhetoric or composition? Can we just be 

rhetoric and composition? These are the questions that drove this project at the start. As a 

title, rhetoric and composition seems to encompass most of the work that is being done in 

the discipline. It covers the rhetoricians, the pedagogues, the theorists. And I think that in 

practice, most people would admit to owning at least a little bit of both rhetoric and 

composition, certainly would embrace their role in both theory and practice. What 

remains is to demonstrate that interrelatedness to the rest of the academy. 
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I began this project looking for rhetoric in composition. Somewhere along the 

way I realized that rhetoric’s precise location in composition is only a small part of the 

discipline’s larger identity. Rhetoric and composition is a complex discipline, with 

existing subspecialties and professional affiliations that sometimes contradict each other. 

Born of a desire to better understand and professionalize the teaching of writing, a 

discipline grew up around not only first-year writing pedagogy, but the larger issues that 

surround writing in all of its instantiations. We are at a moment of significant disciplinary 

advancement and change. The advent of specialties such as professional and technical 

writing, the movement outward into community literacy and service learning, as well as 

the continued advancement of writing across the curriculum programs has afforded the 

discipline unprecedented visibility on campus and in the community. It is a moment for 

reflection, and a moment for looking forward. If we can have a clear picture of where 

we’ve been so far—how we’ve used rhetoric to establish composition, how our journals 

position themselves in terms of scholarship, how our doctoral programs have developed 

over time—we can create a more organized sense of where we need to go. We need to 

work more closely with the training of TAs in order to bring more of them into the 

discipline. And we need to work very hard to establish undergraduate majors that reflect 

both the local situation and the national disciplinary identity. No small feat, that. But as a 

growing discipline, we’re uniquely poised to do just that. 
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