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CALL FOR ARTICLES

We welcome manuscripts of 10-20 pages on topics related to basic writ-
ing, broadly interpreted.

Manuscripts will be refereed anonymously. We require five copies of a
manuscript and an abstract of about 100 words. To assure impartial review,
give author information and a short biographical note for publication on the
cover page only. Papers which are accepted will eventually have to supply
camera-ready copy for all ancillary material (tables, charts, etc.). One copy of
each manuscript not accepted for publication will be returned to the author, if
we receive sufficient stamps (no meter strips) clipped to a self-addressed en-
velope. Submissions should follow current MLA guidelines.

All manuscripts must focus clearly on basic writing and must add substantively
to the existing literature. We seek manuscripts that are original, stimulating,
well-grounded in theory, and clearly related to practice. Work that reiterates
what is known or work previously published will not be considered.

We invite authors to write about such matters as classroom practices in
relation to basic writing theory; cognitive and rhetorical theories and their
relation to basic writing, social, psychological, and cultural implications of
literacy; discourse theory, grammar, spelling, and error analysis; linguistics;
computers and new technologies in basic writing; English as a second lan-
guage; assessment and evaluation; writing center practices; teaching logs and
the development of new methodologies; and cross-disciplinary studies com-
bining basic writing with psychology, anthropology, journalism, and art. We
publish observational studies as well as theoretical discussions on relation-
ships between basic writing and reading, or the study of literature, or speech,
or listening. The term “basic writer” is used with wide diversity today, some-
times referring to a student from a highly oral tradition with little experience
in writing academic discourse, and sometimes referring to a student whose
academic writing is fluent but otherwise deficient. To help readers therefore,
authors should describe clearly the student population which they are dis-
cussing.

We particularly encourage a variety of manuscripts: speculative discus-
sions which venture fresh interpretations; essays which draw heavily on stu-
dent writing as supportive evidence for new observations; research reports,
written in nontechnical language, which offer observations previously un-
known or unsubstantiated; and collaborative writings which provocatively
debate more than one side of a central controversy.



EDITORS” COLUMN

Basic writing continues to hold its place on the academic map as
the articles in this issue will attest. Whether we examine BW from the
perspective of linguistically diverse students, of race and racism, or of
politics, or instead look more closely at individual students’ interac-
tions (including computer-mediated ones), we realize that basic writ-
ers invigorate academia. We learn from these students that learning
is, as Vivian Zamel’s student writes, “a metamorphosis with no end-
ing.”

Student voice is at the heart of Zamel's essay —a paper based on
her keynote presentation at a professional development event for
CUNY’s university-wide writing-across-the-curriculum initiative.
Zamel’s explanation of what writing-to-learn pedagogy should be and
how we should be doing it is reinforced by the words of her students,
students who had been silenced because of language concerns, but who
through writing have found and developed their voices.

Silence plays an ironic role in Steve Lamos” essay, which exam-
ines the discourse of racism itself. Lamos looks at how the politics of
open admissions has created a racialized discourse about BW students,
racializing all BW students as “minorities” despite the significant num-
ber of whites who have benefited from basic writing programs. And
he suggests that this racialized discourse itself has been part of the
argument used to deny BW a place in higher education.

The future of remediation also concerns Mary Kay Crouch and
Gerri McNenny, teaching in a state with particular pressure to reduce
the presence of remedial instruction in higher education. In their ar-
ticle, they describe how collaborations between California State Uni-
versity and the high schools have helped reduce the need for college
remediation and explain how these efforts have enabled college and
high school teachers to work together with respect and support for
each other.

Learning to work together with respect may provide answers for
why some students regard teachers and tutors as resources and others
do not. In their essay, Joan L. Piorkowski and Erika Scheurer write
that “when students perceive a context of care in the basic writing class-
room they are more likely to take on ‘responsible” attitudes and behav-
iors—such as valuing and seeking out feedback from others on their
writing.”

Most of us agree that not all basic writers are alike, but we prob-
ably also agree that not enough research has been done to articulate
the differences. In their essay, Deborah Rossen-Knill and Kim Lynch



describe the findings of their study of basic writing students at three
institutions: a 2-year rural community college, a 2-year urban com-
munity college, and a 4-year urban college. They conducted a sur-
vey and met with students for “back talk” interpretation of their
responses to the surveys. They also took a close look at the students’
writing in these institutions, examining grammatical correctness and
the use of rhetorical conventions such as introductions, transitions,
and conclusions.

In arguing for integrating grammar instruction in writing in-
struction, Patricia . McAlexander advocates teaching with a gram-
mar checker, a feature available in many word processing packages
available today. She provides specific examples of how to teach
students to use —and learn from — the grammar checker in Microsoft
Word so that it helps students improve their editing abilities and
become more self-sufficient writers. Also stressing how computers
can help basic writers, Judith Mara Kish counters the notion that
computers isolate writers, showing how invention activities, ease of
research, and peer commenting make the electronic classroom a vi-
able and effective means of teaching writing to basic writers.

Once again, we find ourselves offering articles that reveal the
basic writing enterprise as both imperiled and vitally resourceful,
conscious of its legacy and resolutely forward-looking, analytically
self-critical and creatively innovative. We hope you will find this
issue stimulating and revitalizing as you begin a new term and a
new century.

-- Trudy Smoke and George Otte



Vivian Zamel

ENGAGING STUDENTS IN
WRITING-TO-LEARN:
PROMOTING LANGUAGE AND
LITERACY ACROSS THE
CURRICULUM

INTRODUCTION: This is an invited contribution, and we give the circumstances of the invi-
tation in place of the usual abstract. The last academic year was the first year of a major writing-
across-the-curriculum initiative for the entire City University of New York. After a first round
of professional development, participants asked for help addressing “language issues” — issues
of student writers who are not native speakers of English (about half of CUNY’s student popula-
tion), who are struggling with standard English usage, and/or who are unfamiliar with the con-
ventions of academic discourse. Faculty leaders met and agreed that the person who could best
help with such issues was Vivian Zamel. She was invited to give the keynote for a faculty devel-
opment event before the beginning of the spring term. The talk she gave, highly interactive and
rich in examples, seemed a great success to all involved (including, as it happened, the co-editors
of JBW). We asked if she would allow us to publish a version of that talk. We cannot supply, in
this context, the lively interchanges with the audience (especially the “work” participants were
asked to do with student writing and faculty evaluations of it), but we can offer a particularly
cogent and compelling explanation of what writing-to-learn pedagogy should be and do, compel-
ling most of all for the way it eschews abstractions and exhortations in favor of the most powerful
arguments and evidence: that supplied by the students themselves.

My understanding of the struggles and successes of linguistically
diverse students is informed both by my research on these students’
experiences as learners and writers and by my own teaching. This work
has given me insight into students’ composing processes, those factors
that promote and undermine their acquisition of language and literacy,
their potential as readers and writers of English, and their ability to
engage with the academic work they are assigned. So it is fitting to
begin with the kind of reflections I regularly collect from students, re-
flections that contribute to my understanding of the challenges these

Vivian Zamel is Professor of English and Director of the English as a Second Language Pro-
gram at the University of Masssachusetts-Boston. She teaches first year ESL composition courses
as well as graduate courses on ESL Theory and pedagogy. She has researched and published
extensively on the writing and learning of linguistically diverse learners, much of which she
draws on in her current position as Director of the University’s Center for the Improvement of
Teaching. She co-authored, with UMass colleagues Eleanor Kutz and Suzie Q. Groden, The
Discovery of Competence (Boynton Cook, 1993), and co-edited, with Ruth Spack, Negotiat-
ing Academic Literacies: Teaching and Learning Across Languages and Cultures

(Lawrence Erlbaum, 1998). © Journal of Basic Whiting, Vol. 19, No. 2, 2000
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students face as writers in a language they are necessarily still in the
process of acquiring. These reflections often focus, not surprisingly,
on the constraints of using English, on not feeling free to express one-
self, on the fear of being mistaken or misunderstood. The following
account is revealing for what it tells us not only about this student’s
experiences with composing in English, but about the efforts she rec-
ognizes she must make in order to deal with what she calls the “barri-

7”1

ers to writing”? :

When I had decided on what I was going to write, | wanted to
write right at first time. That always made me work very slowly
and too carefully. Choosing the proper words, figuring out
correct sentences, making up gaps between sentences which
seemed jumping from one idea to another often forced me to
make long pauses between sentences and paragraphs in writ-.
ing. Sometimes, when I had ideas in several aspects, it took
time for me to decide the right one I really want to say...As a
non-native speaker of English, I have two main barriers in
writing. On the one hand, sometimes, I found it difficult to get
proper ideas or attitudes to comment on, to argue with, or to
discuss some issues because of lacking cultural, political and
American academic background. On the other hand, when I
write, ideas come out in Chinese. I found the thought was lim-
ited by the language deficiency and I kept switching frequently
between Chinese and English.

Here we see a number of themes that are recurrent in students’
accounts: a preoccupation with being careful and choosing the right
words and terms; a concern about connecting one idea with another;
the difficulty of juggling and saying things correctly while generating
thoughts at the same time; the pull of working in English while ideas
in another language intrude; the tensions of writing about issues that
assume a familiarity with and knowledge about the context surround-
ing these issues. This student’s reflection on her writing experiences
makes clear her own awareness of her difficulties, the efforts she is
trying to make to address these difficulties, and her recognition that
these attempts may not be successful. Clearly, this is a student who is
working hard, as she puts it, “to write it right.” Unfortunately, as she
herself acknowledges, the texts she produces may not reflect these ef-
forts.

While students” accounts contribute to my own theories about
their writing and the kinds of instruction that is responsive to their
needs, as student populations have become more diverse and as fac-
ulty have grown increasingly concerned about the challenges and ten-
sions of teaching these students, my work has taken me beyond the
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writing classroom and has involved research into students” experiences
as they enter courses across the curriculum (Zamel). As part of this
research, I have asked students to write about their experiences in
these courses, about what they wanted faculty to understand about
the challenges and constraints they faced as learners in these classes.
AsThave collected students’ responses,  have found that they reveal a
number of pervasive themes. Students referred to patience, sensitiv-
ity, and encouragement as key factors that affected their learning. They
spoke of the kinds of assistance they needed, pointing to clearer and
more explicitly detailed assignments. They asked for responses to writ-
ten work that both credited them for what they had accomplished and
that would help them better understand faculty expectations. Impor-
tantly, an overwhelming number of students wanted faculty to know
that they were all too well aware that their struggles with English were
ongoing and that these struggles were likely to be reflected in their
written work. This is indeed what the student’s account that we looked
at earlier revealed. They seemed to have a strong sense that because of
the difficulties that were reflected in their texts, their struggles with
learning were misperceived and the efforts they had made were un-
derestimated. But they also expressed their hope that their work not
be discounted and viewed as limited because of language issues.

Yet another source of information about students’ classroom ex-
periences have been several case studies I have undertaken. I conducted
interviews with students whom I first came to know in my first year
writing course and whose work I followed as these students progressed
through courses across the curriculum. In addition to meeting with
me, these students also wrote about their course experiences, thus pro-
ducing a set of rich documents about these experiences. One of these
students, Martha, a student from Colombia, majored in biology, but
took a range of courses in a variety of disciplines. Contrary to what we
may believe about the ability of ESL students to fare better in scientifi-
cally and mathematically oriented courses, Martha experienced the
greatest sense of frustration in science courses, primarily, she felt, be-
cause of the absence of writing in these courses. Although Martha be-
gan as a first year student who acknowledged her fear of writing, she
came to view writing as indispensable for learning, for thinking through
ideas, for making it possible to connect what she knew with the as-
signed work, for letting her professors know what she both under-
stood and was confused about, for acquiring language. When the op-
portunity to write for these purposes was not available to her in courses,
Martha indicated that “the absence of writing took away from me the
power of feeling firm, strong, present and interested in the subject
matter.” The following is an excerpt from one of her written accounts,
one that captures Martha’s sense of discouragement as she reflected
on the absence of writing in one of her courses and the ways in which
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this undermined her learning and her acquisition of literacy and lan-
guage. Her frustration and disappointment, I believe, are palpable.

I only heard dates and facts. Facts, dates. I reacted by sitting
quiet and feeling very frustrated. I did not feel like sharing
any of my opinions . . . The lectures were missing the combi-
nation of creativity of my classmates’ reflections. I started to
lose the grounded self I carried with me from my ESL class
experience. I tried several times to become visible during the
lectures by letting out my voice. But I found myself lost be-
cause the lectures were without writing . . . I remember that
silent students in the classroom started to feel like a normal
part of the lecture. Many times two or three words were my
contributions in class. They were replacing the long and some-
times unclear sentences that previously in my ESL class were
disentangled to reveal a powerful thought . . . My writing
started to experience a metamorphosis because I was copying
dates and facts from the blackboard. There was not a drop of
motivation to enjoy my journey of learning. I felt illiterate at
the end of the semester. I did not learn a single new word.

Note, in particular, Martha’s recognition that the absence of opportu-
nities to write in response to course issues led to her struggle with
acquiring the language of that course and to a regression in her learn-
ing.

i Yet another student who participated in this longitudinal inves-
tigation of students’ experiences across the curriculum was Motoko, a
student from Japan who majored in sociology. She, like Martha, was
disheartened by courses that didn’t encourage reactions to and reflec-
tions about course material and by assignments that she found confus-
ing or vague and that provided few opportunities for engagement. But,
as in the case of Martha, there were courses that invited and built on
her thinking, that created opportunities for her to find connections with
unfamiliar material, that allowed her to take risks with learning. The
following account reflects such a context for learning at the beginning
of a philosophy course:

The first day of the course, the professor gave us an un-
graded paper assignment. The subject was about our image
toward philosophy. On the second day, he posed the same
question to the class, and started to call on the students from
the first row. Since I was sitting in the left corner of the front
row, he called on me by verifying my first name. I was ner-
vous to speak up in front of everybody who I had not yet
known, but because I already organized my idea and image
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toward philosophy last night in my assignment, though it is
far from the fluent English, I somehow managed to bring my-
self to the end.

After I finished, the professor briefly summarized what I
just said by using more philosophical sounding words. Then
he raised two important issues from my statement and wrote
down on the blackboard. I felt so delighted. I felt I was in-
cluded. I felt my existence was affirmed. The reason why I
was and still am hesitated to raise my voice in the classroom is
because I am always intimidated by two big worries, which
are “Will everybody be able to understand what I say?” and
“Does my idea is important enough to be raised?” Most of the
time, these two questions envelop my mind so that I cannot
release my words; especially when I sense that the class cir-
cumstance is neither comfortable nor worthy enough to take
the risk.

But this time, the professor displayed very warm and sen-
sitive conduct before me. Perhaps that was a really trivial mat-
ter for other people, but because I was always worried about
my English deficiency, even such a small matter became a big
deal in my mind. A kind of hope was gradually growing in
my mind, and I sensed that something urged me to take fu-
ture chances in the class.

So much is revealed in Motoko’s text: her acknowledgment of
her resistance to “rais[ing] [her] voice,” her recognition that her En-
glish is far from fluent, her concern that she may not be understood or
that her idea may not be important, all of which, she acknowledges,
often lead to her own self-censorship. Her text further points to those
conditions that allowed her to transcend these constraints and con-
cerns, so that it was possible for her to feel included and heard. Using
writing as a source for exploring, in a safe way, the subject matter of
the course, the teacher made it possible for Motoko to speak up in class,
for she had already had an opportunity to articulate, in writing, what
she called her “image toward philosophy.” Drawing on and validat-
ing her attempt at understanding, the teacher proceeded to introduce
unfamiliar language and concepts that undoubtedly enriched her ini-
tial understanding. Importantly, this process, which allowed Motoko
to take the kinds of risks that are critical for learning, gave her to be-
lieve that “future chances” of this sort could be taken.

What Martha and Motoko have shared with me and written about,
like much of what is revealed in other students’ reflections, have given
me insight into the academic life of these students and what we ought
to be doing in both English classes and beyond. It is often assumed in
many institutions, and I have certainly found this to be the case in my
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own, that the purpose of English and writing based courses is to fix
students’ language and writing before and in order to take on what is
assumed to be the real work of the academy. This expectation illus-
trates the myth of transience, a pervasive belief in higher education
that students’ problems are temporary and can be remediated so long
as other courses take on the responsibility of doing so (Rose). This ex-
pectation is based on the assumption that language is a
decontextualized skill that can be acquired once and for all, an assump-
tion that fails to recognize that it is the very contexts in which lan-
guage is used that give it meaning. Researchers who study the work of
courses across the curriculum point to the problematic nature of as-
suming that language is some fixed ability that determines and en-
sures understanding of unfamiliar texts and subject matter, especially
when this is complicated by new language (see, for example, Chiseri-
Strater, Sternglass, and Walvoord and McCarthy). In describing the
ways in which disciplines work, these researchers have found that the
language and expectations of courses are inextricably tied to the un-
derlying perspective and assumptions of each discipline. I have found
this work instructive. ButI find it even more useful to view each class-
room as a culture in its own right —a culture with its own norms, con-
ventions, expectations—and to understand that it is the process of
working within this classroom that makes it possible for participants
to acquire its discourse. This certainly helps explain why a student like
Motoko had such divergent experiences even in courses within the
same discipline, some excluding her from these courses, others invit-
ing her to participate in and contribute to them.

It is crucial to understand that while students can certainly make
progress in their English and writing classes when these courses en-
gage students in compelling and meaningful work, and this certainly
was the case for Martha and Motoko, their process of acquisition is just
that, an ongoing and incremental process of approximation. What con-
tributes to students” increasing fluency and confidence throughout their
experiences in courses is their immersion in interesting and complex
ideas, their engagement with rich material and discussions of texts,
including their own, and the opportunities they are given to use writ-
ing and language as a means for taking risks with, formulating, and
rehearsing both ideas and language. The writing that these students
produce, the increasing complexity of their ideas, the new language
and specialized terms they acquire to express these ideas —all of this is
enabled by the conditions of each course. These students’ learning and
their acquisition of language are all necessarily works in progress, and
to the extent that students are given multiple and ongoing opportuni-
ties to try out their ideas and language, and to get supportive and in-
structive feedback about these attempts, they continue to make
progress. This is clearly what Martha had come to understand as she
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recognized the ways in which even one course could make her feel
“illiterate” and gave her the sense that she had not learned a “single
new word.” This is what Motoko was suggesting as she spoke of how
her ungraded paper assignment promoted her participation in class
and became the basis for acquiring language particular to this course,
what she called “sophisticated and philosophical sounding words.”

Given that language is acquired within the context of genuine
and meaningful opportunities to use that language, it is problematic
to assume that students will come to courses across the curriculum
fixed and ready as a result of their previous experiences in English or
writing classes. Academic disciplines, even individual courses within
the same discipline, use and depend on terms, conventions, and meth-
ods of inquiry that are specific to these courses. Doing well in these
disciplines and learning their way of looking at and studying the world
requires doing the discipline, which can only be enacted and fostered
in discipline-specific courses (Elbow). It is ultimately counterproduc-
tive, therefore, to expect writing and English courses to be responsible
for providing students with the various languages and multiple ways
of seeing required across the curriculum.

What this means for faculty is that they need to seriously con-
sider the ways in which their coursework can contribute to and build
on the learning of students, acknowledging that this learning is a long-
term and evolving endeavor that is promoted through ongoing im-
mersion in and sustained engagement with ideas and language. This
is especially the case for students for whom English is a second or third
language. It is even more so the case for those students who have had
limited literacy experiences in their previous schooling, whether in
English or in their own language. These students, in particular, de-
pend on the ways in which the opportunities and invitations of each
classroom extend their academic and linguistic repertoires.

Specifically, what this means is that students need multiple op-
portunities to use writing as a way to learn rather than only as a means
for demonstrating what they have already learned, both about lan-
guage and about the course content. This means opportunities to write
for exploring and sharing what students already know, for creating
connections between what students know and the course issues, for
encouraging risk-taking, for promoting active participation, for build-
ing a sense of community between students and teacher and among
students. Writing-to-learn assignments allow students to explain course
matters to themselves, to discover what they are thinking, to concret-
ize for their readers and for themselves that they are thinking.

These writing-to-learn assignments can be enacted in numerous
ways. Professors can assign what is called the “one minute paper” at
the end of certain classes, asking students to write about one thing
they learned that day as well as one thing that confused them. These
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can be the basis of future instruction. Students can be assigned notes
or letters that they write to one another that explain their take on a
particular problem, text, or issue. At my own institution, a number of
faculty have assigned reading journals and have found them to an in-
valuable means for fostering students” connections with, interpreta-
tions of, and questions about assigned readings. Written reactions about
the readings allow faculty to discover how students understand the
texts they have been assigned, the ways in which they are connecting
to and interpreting course texts, the complexities and confusions stu-
dents are grappling with, the extent to which they are reading in an
active and critical way.

Journal assignments can invite open-ended responses as well as
offer specific suggestions for what students could do in response to
assigned texts. Students, for example, can be asked to respond to a
particular question posed or to relate a particular reading to another
reading already assigned. They can be asked to write about what struck
them or what they identified with. The following represents two such
journal entries. The first was written in response to “Mango Says Good-
Bye” by Sandra Cisneros, a text assigned in an ESL writing course:

As someone said in class, this story was easy to read, but
difficult to understand. Everytime I read this story, it gives me
a different impression or image and an abstract idea. I don't
really know what the author meant.

“Mango says goodbye sometimes”

This title is very funny. Is “Mango supposed to be a street
name? In this section it’s as if “Mango” was a human being. I
wonder if “Mango” symbolizes another part of the author. A
shadow of herself.

She was held captive —captive by her shadow, old moral-
ity or convention. She has been playing the role that her soci-
ety or environment taught. She wanted to be free, but she
couldn’t. Then finally “Mango” let her go, she was released
from her shadow.

Even though the story gives me different ideas, as far as the
last part is concerned, my image is the same all the time. It
absolutely reminds me of a play (drama) ‘Et Dukkehjen’ (Idon’t
know the English title) by Herik Ibsen. This play really made
waves and it was said that it contributed to the women’s lib-
eration movement.

When the main character of this drama decided to stop play-
ing her role in the house, even though she had three children,
she left home. She was fully determined not to be a doll. She
wanted to be herself and free.

Cisneros also had been playing her role for a long time as
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she was her mother’s “smart cookie.” She will leave “Mango.”
She will leave home to find herself and her identity. When we
see her next time, I'm sure we won’t see “Mango” anymore.

The second entry was written in response to a chapter in Nisa, a text
assigned in an anthropology course:

The Chapter 6 “marriage” confuse me in some vocabulary,
but I understood the rule of marriage of the kungs women,
and I found it strange too. I think it is unfair for the parents to
chose their daughters a husband very young, if they travel with
them, hunting and gathering when the childrens are little, why
don’t the parents keep their children with them until they are
able to understand the meaning of marriage, or they are ready
for it by their own, except give them away to be cared and
maintained by a strange man.

I also found it touching in some aspects, for example when
Nisa express her feelings about the times she was forced by
her parents to live with Tashay, her husband, and she ran away
many times to sleep in the bush. Also when she was living in
his parents village, that she felt lonely and sad without her
mother. It's was obvious that she still needed her mother’s af-
fection and care, but by that time the parents seem just to worry
about somebody or a man to maintain her, not about her feel-
ings.

Note the richness of these students’ responses, the opportunity
that writing has provided for making connections with the text, for
revealing what these students brought to the text, for using language
in meaningful ways to engage with the assigned readings. In the case
of the first entry, for example, the student revealed her previous read-
ing of Ibsen’s play as well as the connection she was making between
this chapter by Cisneros and one she had read earlier, “Smart Cookie.”
Note as well the extent to which writing allowed these students to make
sense of these readings, to grapple with and get beyond the confusion
and difficulty these students alluded to in their responses.

Yet another variation on journal responses that I have found par-
ticularly valuable for driving home the active nature of reading are
double-entry notes. For these notes, students copy short passages of
texts that had significance for or resonated for them, that they found
moving or puzzling, that reminded them of their own experiences or
of another course issue or text. Then they respond to these passages,
and in the process of writing these responses, they literally uncover
why these passages struck them the way they did. The following are
examples of two students” double entry notes, written in response to
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an autobiographical excerpt by Rosa Parks assigned in a course fo-
cused on the history of racism and civil rights:

Copied text Reactions
My mother had a mind of ~ Ilike it because Rosa's mother was
her own. She always held  like a symbol of a life freedom! Her

to the belief that none of mind was very independent and clear
us should be mistreated in front of society. I think Rosa inher-
because of our race. ited her mother's courage. Rosa was

as big as the Statue of Liberty in front
of her black society that organized a
boycott on December 5, after she was
arrested because she opened her
"eyes to the prize."

In reality we had to face When Rosa Parks talks about African-
the fact that we were not American, I had a horrible feeling. No

as free as the books said. other immigrants can feel about that.
What they taught us in Think if you were kidnapped to be a
school didn't apply to us slavery from your country, how diffi-
as a race. cult the situation would be? "This is

not the home of the blacks" is the
poem written by Langston Hughes
had expressed. Rosa had showed her
progressive action 12 years before she
arrested. But she was taken off the
bus. I was shocked by the humiliating
segregation law. You have to stand up
and give a seat to somebody else be-
cause you are black. What a racism!
When I was in China, even though
there was discrimination to the north
people who came down to the south,
the south people at most could call
them bad names and cheat them, but
could never show out.

Note the particular ways each of these students is connecting with
the reading, choosing the passages that spoke to them, and revealing
why they found these passages compelling. Note as well these stu-
dents’ references to other course readings, thus indicating how this
kind of writing allows students to see course texts in light of one an-
other. Finally, these double-entry notes reveal that students are trying
out some of the recurring language of the course theme —language
that had been unfamiliar to them at the outset of the course — thus dem-
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onstrating the central role that writing can play in promoting the very
process of language acquisition.

It is by engaging in written responses of this sort that students
begin to understand that reading is not a passive process of decoding
words, but rather that it is quite literally, a process of composing. For
students who are used to getting through texts with yellow marker
and bilingual dictionary in hand, and who therefore are not reading in
an engaged way, this is a critical insight for them to have. Note how
Jenny, a student from Taiwan, reflects on the ways in which writing
journal entries, a new experience for her, had made it possible for her
to engage with her reading:

I have never been asked to write journal entries in Taiwan.
That was why I shrank when I understood the requirements
of this course. However, after trying to write a journal con-
stantly for three months, I feel kind of interested and freer in
writing . . . I pay all my attention to the ideas I want to say . . .

Before [in Taiwan] I forgot and threw away all the knowl-
edge in textbooks after exams. But now when I mark or high-
light some sentences that I consider important while reading,
I would write down the reasons why they are important to
me, I try to make connections and associations between the
contents and between my experience or between one paragraph
and another. I think then the knowledge in textbooks would
become part of my mind finally. My brain was a temporary
storehouse for knowledge before, but now it plays an active
role.

I am struck by the extent to which Jenny recognizes that in order to
internalize “the knowledge in textbooks,” she must reconstruct that
knowledge through writing. I am also impressed by her authoritative
stance, one that comes through her act of authorship.

In addition to assigning reading journals, some faculty have in-
stituted short in-class, ungraded writing to get students to think about
a question posed or an issue addressed in the assigned reading. They
have found that this has increased the participation of students who
are troubled by the difficulty of following what is being said or who
are concerned about both what they will and how they will say it.
Writing done under these circumstances provides students with a safe
opportunity to find their way into class discussion, to rehearse what
they then say publicly in class. ESL students, or any students for that
matter, who feel lost or who resist speaking in class, may be more likely
to participate when they have an opportunity to write first, and when
what they have written in these informal pieces are acknowledged and
valued as contributions to the course. By way of illustration, I turn
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again to one of Jenny’s reflections, one in which she recounts how over-
whelmed she felt in courses whose primary or only activities involved
listening and responding;:

Because of my weak English ability in speaking and listening,
I felt very frustrated and depressed when I could not under-
stand what the professors at U Mass, Boston talked about in
class. However, it seemed to be unfair to regard me as a stu-
dent without any thinking ability by my external behavior. I
sat silently in the classroom because I had to listen to the pro-
fessors carefully and tried to comprehend. And how could I
understand and respond to a topic I was unfamiliar with? I
could not understand the professors” questions maybe because
I did not understand the English totally or because I needed
more time to think about how to answer in English. But the
professors sometimes had no patience to wait for my response
and then changed to the next topic right away. . . . I met simi-
lar problems in the group discussion. I performed awfully in
my first time to share my ideas in a group. . . . No complete
sentence came out of my mouth, only separate English words.
I got more and more nervous. When I tried my best to make
English sentences in my brain, I could feel the other members
were almost out of patience at that time. I lowered my head
immediately and did not say a word.

However, when Jenny is given the opportunity to write in response to
course issues as a basis for interacting in class, her attitude and learn-
ing undergo a transformation. It's as if her writing has given her to
trust the use of her spoken voice:

I'was freed and encouraged to speak out what I really wanted
tosay ... Also, I like group discussion more and more for we
could share ideas to the same subject. I could feel that the ideas
presented by me in the group discussion through my writing
were taken seriously by my classmates and the professor.

With respect to more formal paper assignments, it is critical to
examine the assignment itself as a source of difficulty. It is helpful to
ask ourselves: What previous or underlying knowledge is assumed by
either the assigned reading or writing? Am I expecting students to draw
on knowledge or experiences that are unfamiliar to them? How can I
know whether this is the case? To what extent have students had an
opportunity to practice and receive feedback about the very kind of
work that the assignment is asking for? How much guidance is pro-
vided in order to help students address an assignment?
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By posing these sorts of questions, we can begin to acknowledge
the extent to which our assignments may be compromising students’
writing and language ability and thus contributing to their difficulties.
This is certainly borne out by our own experiences, for many of us can
attest to the fact that when students are asked to write about a difficult
text or to do a particularly challenging piece of writing, “things fall
apart,” particularly with respect to students’ syntactic control. While
this may occur because students are overwhelmed by the complexity
of the task, another reason that accounts for writing that appears prob-
lematic to us has to do with students” attempts to approximate the
very discourse of the course material we’ve assigned. In other words,
students, distrusting their own voices and language resources, per-
haps because these are rarely made room for in the work of the course,
are so intent on trying out the academic language that they have been
reading, that their writing appears incoherent, impenetrable even.
Hence the need for students to explore the issues and use the terms
raised in the readings and assumed by the assignment before the as-
signment is given. Hence the need to give students opportunities to
write about the course issues and readings as a way for faculty to un-
cover misunderstandings and misinterpretations, as a way for faculty
to respond to these efforts by offering instruction and support, as a
way for faculty to intervene when students rely too heavily on and
reproduce prematurely what students view as the authoritative lan-
guage of their readings. But I want to emphasize that what I am rec-
ommending here is not just more writing, but writing of a different
kind —writing for promoting learning, reflection, active engagement.
It is opportunities of this sort that allow students to take risks with
learning at the same time they provide us with important moments for
teaching before the stakes are high, before students’ work is evaluated.

When papers are assigned, giving students the opportunity to
draft their texts allows students to first commit themselves to generat-
ing ideas and to thinking in complex ways. Allowing for a process of
drafting and revising papers means that both we and the students need
not be distracted by surface features of language at the outset, some-
thing they and we are likely to do if there is only one opportunity to
submit a paper or if our feedback for revisions focuses on these con-
cerns. My own long-term experiences as a reader of portfolios of course
papers —submitted to meet the university’s writing proficiency require-
ment—indicate that faculty, especially when they are responding to
students who are struggling with English language issues, do indeed
prioritize surface-level issues. Even when revisions are required, fac-
ulty heavily attend to correct language use on first drafts, often miss-
ing or ignoring larger meaning-level concerns, perhaps because these
concerns are more difficult to untangle and address.

A series of related underlying assumptions seem to account for
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these kinds of reactions. Teachers may assume, for example, that stu-
dents can learn from feedback of this sort; that it is the teacher’s re-
sponsibility —to the student and to the institution — to point out errors
first and foremost; that not pointing to errors reinforces students’ prob-
lems; that learning and language acquisition are promoted when texts
are dealt with in this way; that asking students for revisions based on
these kinds of responses and corrections will contribute to students’
understanding and progress. And yet, when I examine students’ revi-
sions (often submitted as part of their portfolios), I am struck by what
I see. The texts are not much improved. Indeed, there are sections that
read less coherently when students try to accommodate the changes
their teachers have made or suggested. My sense is that these students
have learned little in the process, except perhaps that their writing is
inadequate and that they ought to find someone to edit their papers.
The subsequent writing that these students do, as evidenced by other
papers submitted in the portfolio, drives home the point that students’
writing does not benefit from this kind of feedback.

The students’ papers and professors’ responses that I have stud-
ied make the case for the importance of using writing as an opportu-
nity for teaching, for responding to students’ ideas, for responding to
what is there rather than just focusing on what isn’t. It is in this way
that students can go back into their texts and rework them in light of
their readers’ comments. However, I want to emphasize that in the
course of providing comments, we need to work at offering responses
that students will be able to read, to translate into some form of action,
and to learn from. After all, students who are struggling readers and
writers will have particular difficulty deciphering and comprehend-
ing the responses we write if these responses are cryptic, abbreviated,
and ambiguous. We therefore need to ask ourselves: What must stu-
dents already know for these responses to be instructive? What do I
assume will be understood when I raise this particular question or make
this particular marking or recommendation? We also need to keep in
mind that because revisiting texts means that students are necessarily
rereading them, students may be able to monitor some of the surface
features of writing that they missed in their first drafts. By asking stu-
dents to carefully review their own writing, something that unprac-
ticed readers and writers are not in the habit of doing, we are giving
them an opportunity to draw on their linguistic resources and intui-
tions in order to monitor and control language. This is critical espe-
cially if students have had few opportunities to read their texts care-
fully or to have had their texts read thoughtfully, the very situation
that is perpetuated when all that students are asked to do is to insert
the changes and corrections of their teachers’ markings. An important
finding that draws on my own teaching as well as on reports from
colleagues —a finding that is confirmed by a large body of research —
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is that while heavy-handed error correction may result in cleaner revi-
sions, if revisions are required at all, subsequent new papers show
little signs of improvement with respect to these features of writing.
Hence the need for much less correction but more consistent error in-
struction. This allows both teachers and students to attend to specific,
recurring features of writing, rather than feeling so overwhelmed that
they don’t try to address any of them.

I need to underline, however, that this approach to language is-
sues, while more likely to encourage students to use writing as a genu-
ine source for learning, does not necessarily eliminate errors altogether.
Rather, it is more likely to contribute to the reduction of error, which is
what we should be striving for. The acquisition of language, after all,
is a complex, long-term, uneven, and context-dependent process, and
immersion in unfamiliar language and content and ongoing attempts
at language use may give rise to new, although more sophisticated
kinds of errors. Thus, even though a student may have made a great
deal of progress in ESL and writing courses, different kinds of error
are inevitable. Note, for example, the following text written by Edwin
for an ESL composition course:

Proponents of U.S. English say that they have to make En-
glish the official language because the language is the only
thing that keep them together. They also say that foreign lan-
guages are in competition with the English language (acc. to
Hayakawa’'s letter). The view the non-Speaking persons as
something dangerous for this country. For example in
Nunberg's reading say “In a short time, proponents say, we
will have large, permanent non-English speaking communi-
ties in our midst, with the prospect of separatist movements
and ensuing “language wars.”

The proponents say that the government is spending too
much money translating documents such as the driving tests
and voting ballots. According to “ Argument in Favor of Propo-
sition 38” they say that “foreign ballots are discriminatory,
only Hispanic, Asian American, American Indian and Alas-
kan native languages are targeted for special treatment in the
law.” In the same articles they argue that foreign language
ballots are costly. In California in 1982 the cost exceded
$1,200,000

Regarding bilingual education, the reading “A war over
words” says thatimmigrants would learn English faster if they
were immersed in it and if bilingual school classes were se-
verely cut back.” In the same article McBee says that “In most
states, it is possible to get a high-school-equivalency diploma
without knowing because tests are offered in Spanish and
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French.” In the reading “A war over words” the proponents
say that “they want to halt the advance of Spanish as an alter-
native language and to cut back on the $133 million spent by
the federal government.

On the other hand, we have those who are fighting to keep
this safe for those who haven’t been born in here. One of the
person against U.S. English, Joseph Trevino, says the “pro-
English move will promote racism.” He also claims that “In-
stead of promoting the that language is, this has polarized com-
munities.” If English became the official language, that would
bring discrimination against all the foreigners that don’t speak
English. All the program that are bilingual as in the police de-
partment, fire department and court services would be elimi-
nated. With English as official language all the bilingual school
would be closed. Nunberg argues that “the main effect would
make it harder for immigrant who haven’t yet mastered En-
glish to enter the social and economic mainstream.” In the ar-
ticle “A war over words” the opponents of U.S. English think
that “making English official could divide people and tarnish
this nation’s legacy of tolerance and diversity.”

In reference to ballots, how the non-English speaking would
vote if they don’t understand what is on the ballots.

Also, according to “Argument against proposition 38” . . .
bilingual ballots encourage assimilation by encouraging all citi-
zens to participate in their government.” About the cost of
translating the ballots, this article says that the cost is mini-
mal. For example in San Francisco they cost the average ho-
meowner less than 3¢ annually. The cost is minimal so, what
is the big deal about translating ballots.

The U.S. English also want to control immigration, and send
back all the illegal aliens. Eventhought they have been living
in the U.S. for who knows how many years. Also they’re pay-
ing taxes and living like any normal American. The propo-
nents of U.S. English, seem to me like if they’ve forgot how
this country was made. This country was made with so many
differents cultures and persons from all over the world. Why
they cannot share this country with other immigrants? These
new immigrant just want to find the same opportunities, free-
dom, etc. that the first immigrant found. These persons seem
to be so selfish because they have what they want and don’t
want anybody else to come and enjoy this country. If English
become the official language, this country would loss the sense
of a free country and the land of opportunities.

Each of us could locate a number of errors throughout this text. It
is important to recognize, however, that which errors we would focus
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on and how we would respond to these would reveal the idiosyncratic,
subjective, and contingent nature of reading and responding to texts.
Instead of focusing on these errors, I would argue that we need to note
and acknowledge the academic language and moves Edwin is trying
out and the risks he is taking in order to deal with the complexity of
issues he is writing about. Edwin’s attempt to use this unfamiliar lan-
guage becomes all the more striking when we look at a text he wrote a
year earlier, during his first semester at the university:

The Porto Rican culture it’s distinguish by its hospitality
with the turist for example. The familes are together any time.
We enjoy together the traditional parties and days, like Christ-
mas, the Holly week, mothers and fathers day.

Comparing my culture with Jill Stover whose an Ameri-
can, are very similar. But always no matter what culture there
is an exception. This exception its the independence the youths
have. The american teens to get indipendecize and to get their
own money for their needs. At P.R. we don’t need to. At P.R.
fathers give their kids all what they need and wants and for
that reason most of the kids don’t adquire any kind of inde-
pendence, also most of them feel isn’t important for their fu-
ture lifes.

My family is very union we help each other in everything,
any trubble, etc. My family consist my mother, sister and I.

This student’s remarkable growth as a writer demonstrates why it is
critical that writing be sustained throughout the curriculum as a means
for learning, as a means for trying out the discourse of an academic
subject. It is in this trying out—through, for example, journal entries
or through drafts of papers that are responded to in thoughtful and
instructive ways —that language and knowledge are, and continue to
be, acquired.

I have found it helpful in considering the work we ask of our
students to think about our own apprenticeship into our discipline-
specific communities; about the kind of ongoing reading, writing, dis-
cussion that have made and continue to make our growing expertise
possible; about the recursive and reciprocal way that our writing and
reading build upon one another; about the continual drafting we do;
about the feedback we depend on from supportive readers long before
considering sending these texts off to be evaluated by readers whom
we don’t know; about how much writing is integral to the thinking we
do, not just in recording our thoughts, but in making these thoughts
possible by making them visible on paper. If this characterizes our own
experiences, if we find these conditions conducive, even necessary, for
our own thinking and learning —and we are already expert in much of
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what we think and write about—then it is critical to think about how
these very conditions need to be enacted for students who have little
understanding of and experience with this process. While this could
very well apply to students whose first language is not English, it would
have implications for any student whose academic and literacy expe-
riences have been limited and problematic.

It is appropriate, given how much I draw on and learn from stu-
dents” words and their work, that I close with a student’s text. I turn
again to Martha, one of the students who was involved in my across-
the-curriculum case study. After reconsidering the many pieces that
she had written about her courses, Martha wrote one final reflection
about the process of writing these pieces. She wrote:

I became aware of my needs in classrooms by doing this across
the curriculum project. Although I was a timid learner in a
foreign country, I came to realize that my needs in a classroom
are no different from the needs of many, regardless of their
nationality and language, that making connections with the
material used in class by continuously being immersed in read-
ing and writing, supported my learning and the vision of my
professors. It has been because of some professors, that I have
gained understanding about the importance of homework as-
signments by drafting my papers and pushing my own limits.
I became comfortable writing journals and exchanging papers
with my classmates as a way to improve my work and also to
learn with others and from others. One of the major dynamics
that has supported my inner growth as a person has been the
art of doing revisions of my academic work in combination
with the presence that I sensed from my professors when read-
ing my work, when they responded to my questions, observa-
tions and even silence in our classrooms.

Martha goes on to conclude this account by confirming again the
central role that writing has played in her learning. In the following
sentences, it is worth noting that she uses the word “metamorphosis,”
a term she had acquired and internalized two years earlier in a course
in which she read and wrote about Kafka’s work, and that she uses
ellipses to punctuate, quite literally, the ongoing nature of learning.
These final sentences read:

Writing about all of these experiences helped me be a resilient

learner and to reclaim my voice and love for learning in a for-
eign country. It is like a metamorphosis with no ending . . .
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Notes

1. All student entries have been reproduced exactly as they were writ-
ten.
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Steve Lamos

BASIC WRITING, CUNY, AND
“MAINSTREAMING”:
(DE)RACIALIZATION
RECONSIDERED

ABSTRACT: This essay begins by using the notion of education as “white property” to
explore the racialized discourses surrounding BW students. By analyzing accounts from the
early period of open admissions at CUNY, it shows how students are racialized as “minorities”
despite the significant numbers of whites in the program. It argues that because open
admissions students embody a threat to established structures of white power and privilege,
they are discursively coded as non-white.

In its next major section, the essay contends that racialization within contexts like BW
needs to be identified and understood in order to truly dismantle these structures of whiteness.
As a means of proving this, the essay explores two examples of discourse that is "deracialized"
in some way: one pertaining to the end of CUNY open admissions, and one advocating for
mainstreamed BW courses. Both examples demonstrate that by not directly addressing issues
of race, structures of whiteness are ultimately left intact.

In “Race: The Absent Presence in Composition Studies,”
Catherine Prendergast argues that there exists a complex and relatively
unexplored relationship between the field of Composition and the
notion of race. Rather than dealing with the effects of race and racism
in explicit, concrete ways, Prendergast suggests that much composi-
tion literature subsumes race into ““basic writer,” ‘stranger to the acad-
emy,” or the trope of the generalized, marginalized ‘other’” (36). And,
as one searches through past issues of a journal like JBW, it seems that
Prendergast’s description of the trope of “basic writer” holds true: ba-
sic writing and discussions of race do often appear hand-in-hand, yet
their connection is not always clearly defined.

Consider the following pronouncements drawn from JBW articles.
In his 1993 piece “Basic Writing: Pushing Against Racism,” William
Jones insists that the term basic writer “has been used with notable
frequency, as euphemism and code for minority students” (74). A few
issues later, in his 1994 article “The Autobiography of Malcolm X as a
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Basic Writing Text,” Geoffrey Sirc declares in his opening sentence that
“Basic writers are almost wholly, racially other by definition” (50). Ira
Shor’s 1997 piece describes basic writing as “Our Apartheid,” thus not
only suggesting that basic writing is the territory of racial minorities,
but implying that it involves the kind of racially-sanctioned violence
and hatred which apartheid entails. Finally, in the most recent issue
of JBW, Keith Gilyard notes that BW programs consist of a “solid ma-
jority of people of color” (36).

If we take these articles as an indication, it appears as though
race is a key component of BW discussions: each article suggests that
basic writing and minority students are related in some important way,
whether by euphemism, definition, or association. Yet, at the same
time, much BW literature is quick to point out that basic writers are a
culturally diverse group of students, and not simply people of color.
In her rebuttal to Shor’s “Our Apartheid,” for instance, Karen Greenberg
asserts that “[m]ost basic writing students are not ‘Blacks’ [referring to
the language of Shor’s piece]... they are ethnically and culturally di-
verse” (90). In their piece “Basic Writing Class of ‘93 Five Years Later:
How the Academic Paths of Blacks and Whites Diverged,” Eleanor
Agnew and Margaret McLaughlin demonstrate that BW students come
from a range of racial backgrounds, and suggest that these backgrounds
are important to their success or failure. Even Shor’s 2000 piece “Ille-
gal Literacy” (his JBW follow-up to “Our Apartheid”) mentions both
black and white individuals who suffer under the BW bureaucracy at
his home institution.

It appears, then, that there is a contradiction here. On one hand,
the discourse surrounding basic writing recognizes basic writers as
minorities; yet, BW scholars are quick to note that many basic writers
do not fit this description. It is worth asking questions about why
such a connection exists, and why it has become such a common way
of talking about basic writing.

Race and Open Admissions at CUNY

In order to begin answering such questions, I will turn first to
discourses surrounding the early stages of the open admissions pro-
gram at CUNY. I make this choice for several reasons. First, open
admissions is widely regarded as an important home of BW research;
from the very beginnings of this program, well-known basic writing
scholars like Mina Shaughnessy, Ira Shor, Marilyn Sternglass, Karen
Greenberg, and a host of others have spent their energies determining
the best ways to serve the influx of non-traditional writers who were
entering CUNY for the first time. Open admissions is therefore a con-
text with clear ties to much contemporary BW scholarship, and a con-
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text with which JBW readers are intimately familiar. More important,
though, the discourses surrounding open admissions (particularly those
from the “mainstream”) are rife with references to race. I will argue
that these racialized discourses serve to mark open admissions in much
the same way that BW discourses do; further, I will argue that by do-
ing so, they mark the phenomenon of educational access as a distinctly
racialized space.

The first examples relevant to this discussion are two well-known
accounts of open admissions written by CUNY professors in the 1970s.
These professors equate open admissions students with minorities as
a means of justifying their opinions about who should and should not
be granted access to the academy. For instance, in his 1976 work The
End of Education, Geoffrey Wagner suggests that he is profoundly dis-
turbed by the influx of open admissions students into CUNY, and im-
plies that this discomfort is based in part upon their racial difference.
At one point in his text he describes a group of open admissions stu-
dents as the “senior class at Rikers Island” (132).! Shortly after utter-
ing this statement, he goes on to make specific comments about the
racial and ethnic traits of these students, implying that their perceived
criminality and background are closely intertwined. For instance, he
characterizes one group of Latinos and Latinas in the following way:

I can testify that one colleague the first term had a group of
Panamanian girls in [his] Basic Writing course who were so
abusive, stupid, and hostile that he could conduct his classes
only by ignoring their presence, as they sulked in the back with
their babies. Puerto Ricans, meanwhile, demanded extra credit
for having to learn the lingua franca of English in the first place
(128).

Clearly, Wagner sees open admissions as a threat, as it allows
these “abusive, stupid, and hostile” students (students who are clearly
marked as racial, ethnic, and linguistic minorities) into the university
where they would not otherwise be. It is interesting, too, to note that
he dwells specifically upon the writing classroom as the context for his
discomfort; in doing so, he establishes a clear link between the notion
of race and issues of literacy, one which suggests that literacy is a privi-
lege inappropriate for people of certain racial and ethnic backgrounds.

Along slightly less caustic lines, Wagner’s colleague L.G. Heller
writes The Death of the American University in 1973 during an earlier
stage of open admissions. His discussion is similar, although perhaps
it does not reject minority students as openly as Wagner’s does. For
instance, Heller insists that “Black and Puerto Rican students” (20) were
among some of the groups responsible for the political disruptions
which took place on campus, groups which also included the radical
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organization Students for a Democratic Society. Here Heller does not
openly reject minority students in the way that Wagner does; how-
ever, he does subtly imply that race makes these students appear threat-
ening, in much the same way that the political agendas of the (appar-
ently white) radical groups makes them a threat.

Heller then offers a characterization of the open admissions pro-
gram as a whole which insists that, although there is room for the

perfectly legitimate escalation of the level of aspiration of some
minority groups . . . the associated move toward open-admis-
sions policies . . . constitutes part of this phase of the problem,
at least to the extent that the would-be college or university-
bound applicants have not mastered the knowledge and skills
heretofore delegated to the elementary and high school levels
of education (155).

This passage suggests that open admissions is exclusively the
domain of minority students when it speaks of “the legitimate escala-
tion of the level of aspiration of some minority groups.” In addition, it
juxtaposes race and academic ability by suggesting that these open
admissions students are simply not prepared for the university. So,
while Heller does not say explicitly that minority students do not be-
long in the academy, he implies it when he simultaneously suggests
that open admissions students are minority students, and that open
admissions students are unprepared for (and therefore undeserving
of) a college education.

The next piece to which I turn is Bruce Horner’s “Discoursing
Basic Writing,” a contemporary discussion that also notes this tendency
to construe open admissions students as minorities. Horner suggests
that the popular media constructed open admissions students of color
as both political militants and academic failures (202). He also points
to several New York Times articles which single out Black and Puerto
Rican students as “ignorant and disruptive,” others which accuse stu-
dents from these groups of engaging in the “Wrecking of a College,”
and still others which refer to these students as “barbarians” (203). In
these ways, Horner suggests that the mainstream media in the 1970s
reacted to open admissions students of color much like the two profes-
sors noted above: they explicitly identified them as minorities, associ-
ated them with ignorance and barbarism, and shunned their presence
at the university level.

Horner's discussion then provides additional insight into this situ-
ation as he focuses specifically on white open admissions students,
students who appear to be discoursed very differently. Horner sug-
gests that “unimaginable within the framework [of open admissions
discourse] . .. were the so-called “white ethnics’: working-class whites,
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many of them at CUNY of Italian or Irish Catholic background” (202).
This assertion that whites were “unimaginable” within open admis-
sions is intriguing for two reasons. First, as Horner remarks, “the ma-
jority of open admissions students at CUNY were whites of working-
class background” (202); second, articles appeared within the main-
stream media with names like “CUNY Open Admissions Found Ben-
efiting Whites Most,” and “Open Admissions Found to Benefit Whites
Too” (202). These facts suggest that whites were clearly present within
open admissions, and that their presence was even discussed to some
degree within the mainstream. Apparently, though, because they were
not the “right” color, they were still not regarded as the true popula-
tion of the program. Sociologists David E. Lavin and David Hyllegard
also note this paradox when they suggest that “the benefits to whites
under open admissions have not generally been recognized” (34), de-
spite occasional stories like the ones that Horner mentions.

When examined as a whole, the accounts of Wagner, Heller, and
Horner all suggest that open admissions students are minority stu-
dents “by definition,” much like in the BW literature mentioned previ-
ously. These students are labeled as minorities and consequently de-
termined to be unfit for college-level work. This is not to say that whites
are totally ignored within accounts of open admissions; after all, they
are the focus of the kinds of articles that Horner mentions. However,
in these articles whites are not discoursed as “barbarians,” but simply
as bystanders who happen to derive benefit from a program not in-
tended for them. In this sense, they do not constitute the “legitimate”
focus of open admissions talk.

In a broader sense, then, these processes of racialization within
BW and open admissions suggest that race is fundamental to issues of
educational access. As multitudes of non-traditional students seek
higher levels of education, they are clearly labeled and sorted accord-
ing to racialized conceptions of who does and who does not belong at
the university. In the process, notions of race, academic ability, amd
overall worth become intertwined such that minority status and reme-
dial status become one and the same. With this in mind, I now turn to
the work of several critical race scholars who highlight the connec-
tions between race and issues of power and privilege in educational
contexts. This work will help to explain why such racialized discourses
emerge in contexts like open admissions and BW; further, it will illu-
minate some of the implications that such discourses can have.

Critical Race Theory and the Notion of “White Property”

My analysis thus far has arisen from the idea that we must iden-
tify and analyze the racialization of BW and open admissions rather
than leaving it unexplored. By doing this, I think that we take impor-
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tant steps toward minimizing the negative effects that such racialization
can foster, particularly with regard to the sorts of racism mentioned
above. This claim is similar to one that theorist Ruth Frankenberg makes
as she focuses on the structural racism inherent in the concept of white-
ness. She defines “whiteness” as

a set of locations that are historically, socially, politically, and
culturally produced, and moreover, are intrinsically linked to
unfolding relations of domination . . . among the effects on
white people both of race privilege and of the dominance of
whiteness are their seeming normativity, their structured in-
visibility (6).

Here Frankenberg suggests that the power afforded to whiteness
exists in its status as an invisible “default” position; because whiteness
is the norm, it is unlikely to be questioned, and the structures of power
that undergird it are unlikely to be changed. For this reason,
Frankenberg insists that any critical examination of race must attempt
to account for the power inherent within whiteness in explicit ways.

One tool for unpacking the effects of whiteness that will prove
useful here is the notion of “white property,” a concept which critical
race theorist Cheryl Harris discusses in detail. Harris insists that no-
tions of race and property have evolved within U.S. law such that they
are inextricably linked, constituting a “racialized conception of prop-
erty implemented by force and ratified by law” (1715). She suggests
through multiple examples drawn from U.S. law (both past and present)
that whiteness has become synonymous with wealth and ownership,
while non-whiteness has come to represent poverty and non-owner-
ship. For instance, when Harris speaks of the evolution of slavery, she
suggests that whites became coded as property-owners, while non-
white slaves came to represent a “hybrid, mixed category of humanity
and property” (1718). Later, she argues that whites were legally en-
titled to usurp Native American lands because “solely through being
white could property be acquired and secured by law” (1724). In these
ways Harris suggests that whiteness has become a kind of “property”
in itself, as it guarantees certain privileges and perks to its possessors,
and denies the same to those who do not possess it.

Although her focus in this context is primarily a legal one, Harris
does spend one section of her analysis discussing issues related to edu-
cational access: specifically, the proliferation of so-called “reverse-dis-
crimination” cases at colleges and universities. Early in her piece, she
suggests that this type of case posits whiteness and white property as
akind “baseline” against which the rights of all other groups are judged
(1714). Later, she suggests that these sorts of cases provide whites with
the power to determine the “extent of infringement on [their] settled
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expectations” (1768); in other words, they allow whites to determine
the degree to which college admissions will reflect diversity without
upsetting expectations that whites themselves will remain the major-
ity. For support, she mentions a case in which one white student sued
for admission to an elite university on the grounds that “less-quali-
fied” minorities took the place guaranteed to him by virtue of his score
ona test (1769). Harris sums up this case (along with several others) in
the following way:

The underlying, although unstated, premise . . . is that the ex-
pectation of white privilege is valid, and that the legal protec-
tion of that expectation is warranted. This premise legitimates
prior assumptions of the right to ongoing racialized privilege
(1769).

Harris’ comment suggests that educational access itself falls un-
der the rubric of “white property”: whites perceive access to educa-
tional resources as an exclusive right, one which they are entitled to
govern as they see fit. In this particular case, the right is manifested as
a (racialized) test score which provides white students with the sense
that they should be guaranteed admission to a particular school, as
well as the sense that “unqualified” minorities occupy their “rightful”
place. This belief is further bolstered by the fact that students are
entitled to sue for this right in the U.S. legal system, and to assert that
their whiteness is being infringed upon. In this sense, Harris” example
suggests that education is not a neutral entity, but one which exists in
a larger framework of white power and privilege.

This idea of education as white property has been employed by
several other critical race scholars as well, particularly as a means of
analyzing the impact of the Civil Rights legislation from which open
admissions initiatives were derived. In We Are Not Saved, Derrick Bell
applies this notion of white property to the 1954 Brown vs. Board of
Education decision. In contrast to the traditional liberal view of this
decision, one which suggests that it helped to create more egalitarian
educational and social conditions for African Americans, Bell suggests
that it actually served to protect white property interests. He argues
that

[w]hile the desegregation debate had focused on whether black
children would benefit from busing and attendance at racially
balanced schools, the figures put beyond dispute the fact that
every white person in the city would benefit directly or indi-
rectly from the desegregation plan that most had opposed (107).

The “figures” that Bell refers to here include things like teacher
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salaries, school buses, new school construction, federal and state funds,
and taxes (105-106), all of which would accrue to white school districts
as they implemented mandatory school desegregation. This suggests
that the economic benefits of forced integration were quite apparent
from a white perspective, regardless of the Civil Rights agenda which
this move was supposed to promote.

Along similar lines, Bell later argues that the Brown decision was
not only influenced by immediate economic factors, but also by con-
cerns over the international prestige of the U.S.. For instance, he notes
that NAACP court victories must be viewed in relationship to the fact
that “abandonment of state-supported segregation would be a crucial
asset [in competing] with Communist countries for the hearts and
minds of Third World people” (62). To put this comment in terms of
the “property rights” mentioned above, Bell suggests here that the
(white) image of the U.S. as protector of the free world was placed in
serious jeopardy by these negative perceptions, and that white prop-
erty was jeopardized as a result. Historian Mary L. Dudziak echoes
this sentiment in her piece “Desegregation as Cold War Imperative.”
She suggests, for instance, that

as news story after news story of voting rights abuses, state-
enforced segregation, and lynchings appeared in the world
media, many questioned whether American constitutional
rights and democratic principles had any meaning. In many
African and Asian countries, where issues of race, national-
ism , and anti-colonialism were of much greater import than
Cold War tensions between the superpowers, the reality of U.S.
racism was particularly problematic (119).

Dudziak shows here that the primary goal of Brown was to main-
tain the image of the U.S.. Thus, she too implies that this decision was
meant in large part to protect white property interests rather than to
address the injustices being perpetrated on African Americans.

Like Harris” analysis of college admissions, the work of Bell and
Dudziak posits educational access as a key component of white prop-
erty. Their work suggests that educational access was given to non-
whites in the hope of larger projected gains, much like an investment
or an insurance policy: in the first case, Bell suggests that educational
access could guarantee a certain amount of extra income to white prop-
erty holders; in the second, both Bell and Dudziak suggest that educa-
tional access was offered in the hope of preserving larger white prop-
erty interests against the threat of Communism. Again, then, we see
that programs like open admissions exist within a racialized frame-
work of education, one that privileges the status of whiteness over that
of all other groups.
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White Property, CUNY, and the Racialized Realities of BW

At this point, I would like to suggest that the notion of whiteness
as a “property right” and the subsequent manifestations of white prop-
erty in educational contexts can be quite useful for answering the ques-
tion of why open admissions at CUNY is racialized as a minority posi-
tion. I've shown that the concept of “white property” codes the power
structures of the U.S. according to racial categories, with the term
“white” representing power and privilege, and the term “non-white”
representing an absence of these assets. Educational institutions are
definitely among these power structures, since educational access is
contingent on issues of race and racism.

This line of argument suggests, I think, that open admissions at
CUNY (and by implication BW) is racialized as a minority position
precisely because it stands in discursive opposition to white property.
Programs like open admissions and BW seek to extend the white prop-
erty of educational access to underprivileged groups; in this sense, they
pose a potential threat to the hegemony on which this property de-
pends. Within this context of educational advancement, then, indi-
vidual minorities are perceived as the “best fit” for open admissions/
BW discourses because they embody this threat to dismantle white
property and redistribute it more equitably for all people. In contrast,
white open admissions/BW students are perceived as little more than
a categorical mismatch within such discourses, since they ought to
possess some measure of this property in the first place.? In this sense,
the larger framework of white property does in fact label open admis-
sions/BW students as minorities “by definition,” even if a majority of
them are in fact white.

In turn, I would argue that recognizing these discourses of
racialization is extremely important. If we focus attention on white
property in the educational arena, we can begin to expose it and thus
prevent it from operating unnoticed. Rather than being satisfied with
unexplored tropes, unclear associations, or hazy definitions, then, we
can demonstrate just how important race is to issues of education and
educational access.

We might focus, for instance, on the negative potential of this
racialization. Attitudes like those expressed by Wagner and Heller are
enabled to some degree by this racialized discourse if it provides a
structure into which negative stereotypes of minorities can be easily
fit. After all, if open admissions students are minorities “by defini-
tion,” and if they are typically viewed as academically unprepared, it
may be easy for some people to draw essentialist connections between
race, intelligence, and overall ability. Iwould argue that the more we
expose the mechanisms of this racialization, the more we problematize
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this larger discursive framework that makes racism appear “natural.”

At the same time, though, we can acknowledge that racialization
is not always a negative thing; in fact, it can serve as an important
basis for resisting whiteness and white property. If we recognize that
whites have access to privileges and perks that others do not, we can
begin to critique educational discourses which insist that all students
are the same. We can scrutinize seemingly race-neutral terms like
“equal-opportunity,” “democracy,” and “freedom,” and suggest that
these terms do not apply to minorities in the same way that they might
apply to whites. Or, when speaking of contexts like open admissions
and BW, we can contest the white properties of “literacy,” “compe-
tence,” and “intelligence,” and insist that mainstream white standards
are not the only ones by which these ideals can be measured. Cogni-
zance of racialization helps us to oppose the idea that whiteness ought
to be an educational “baseline” against which all other groups should
be judged.

For these reasons, I argue that race and the racialization of edu-
cational access must be talked about openly. Doing so will not only
help us to better understand the problems inherent within this
racialization, but also to understand the important social and educa-
tional realities to which this racialization points. In this way, we can
both confront racism on many levels, and establish an informed posi-
tion from which to critique the operation of white property on a larger
scale.

A Few Clarifications—Whiteness and White Property

At this point in my argument, I want to pause and make a few
clarifications. In particular, I want to address the complexities of a
notion like “white property,” and to explain the implications of these
complexities for my overall analysis.

I do not want to give the erroneous impression that white prop-
erty is something unilaterally available to whites or unilaterally un-
available to peoples of color. Because white property entails a hybrid
of race and economics, it follows that only those who possess signifi-
cant power and privilege truly possess white property in its fullest
sense. For example, Bell notes that poor whites are barred from full
possession of “white property” simply because they do not have ac-
cess to the power and prestige which is essential to it. He suggests that
for many whites, white property may entail little more than “[living]
out the lives of the rich and famous through the pages of the tabloids
and television dramas like Falcon Crest, and Dynasty” (81). In this way,
Bell argues that race does not guarantee economic success. However,
as Cheryl Harris notes, this does not imply that the situation of poor
whites and people of color is therefore equal. She suggests that even
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poor whites retain “relative privilege . . . in comparison to people of
color . . . whiteness retains its value as a consolation prize: it does not
mean that all whites will win, but simply that they will not lose” (1758).
In other words, even if privilege is not distributed to all whites on an
equal basis, it is nonetheless more readily available to whites than to
minorities.?

Itis clear, then, that white property is a complex idea that cannot
be applied reductively. Rather than confusing my overall analysis,
though, I would argue that this complexity actually adds to it. AsI've
outlined, white students at CUNY seem to be ignored or glossed over
rather than identified explicitly. We can say that these white individu-
als lack the resources and power to be raced as “truly” white; instead,
they are treated as little more than (embarrassing) exceptions to this
“natural” rule that open admissions and BW are the domain of mi-
norities. Yet, at the same time, the situation of these whites is not iden-
tical to that of people of color within these programs. Whites seem to
fare much better in these programs on the whole: they are more likely
to get good grades, more likely to graduate, and more likely to obtain
higher-paying jobs than their minority counterparts. In a study of BW
in their home institution, for instance, Agnew and McLaughlin point
out that white students have a much higher chance of passing their
BW courses on the first try, and a significantly better chance of gradu-
ating within five years of beginning their degree (46). Similarly, Lavin
and Hyellgard suggest that open admissions as a whole “did not en-
tirely erase inequalities that separate minorities from whites in educa-
tional attainment and in labor-market rewards” (198).

Again, then, I want to recognize that white property is not a simple
concept. We cannot assume that being labeled as white or as a person
of color guarantees a particular economic or social status. At the same
time, though, we should still recognize the importance of white prop-
erty and its implications for educational access.

Deracialization and the End of Open Admissions at CUNY

I have been arguing thus far that racialization is endemic to edu-
cational enterprises, and that we must work to explore the implica-
tions of this as much as possible. However, I have only focused on
discourses in which race is clearly foregrounded. It is just as impor-
tant to look at discourses in which race is conspicuously absent; after
all, this absence can hide a great deal, and may work to further mask
the operation of white property. As a means of proving this, I will
now focus upon instances in which race has been omitted (either de-
liberately or unintentionally) from discussions of open admissions and
BW, and analyze the consequences of this omission. I begin with the
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recent decision to end open admissions at CUNY, and suggest that
this decision has been enabled largely by an avoidance of race and the
power structures intertwined with it.

At first glance, many of the debates over the recent decision to
end open admissions at CUNY seem to treat race differently than the
texts which I have analyzed thus far. Rather than making explicit ref-
erences to race, these debates rely heavily on ideas like “standards”
and “academic excellence.” New York Mayor Rudolph Guiliani sug-
gests that he supports the abolition of open admissions only because it
will help to “restore [CUNY’s] reputation as one of the great institu-
tions of higher learning in this country” (Arenson Al). Similarly, a
spokesperson for Governor George Pataki insists that “We're pleased
that the board voted to restore standards at CUNY” (Arenson Al). Here
both the Mayor and the Governor insist that the move to end open
admissions is based only on academic standards, and hence, by impli-
cation, not on issues of race.

Other accounts pay a bit more attention to race, but even they
focus most of their attention on this notion of standards. In an op-ed
piece, John Patrick Diggins insists that administrators who oppose this
plan are only “committed to achieving ‘diversity” at four-year colleges,
even though this means admitting unqualified students” (A1). Along
similar lines, James Traub (author of City on a Hill, a book-length ac-
count of the problems which he perceives with open admissions) men-
tions in another op-ed piece that “perhaps there’s an element of exclu-
sion to these mild reforms, but it's an exclusion that is plainly good for
the institution and the students” (A13). Both of these accounts do make
veiled reference to race through the terms “diversity” and “exclusion,”
yet they do so only to characterize it as irrelevant in comparison to
standards. It seems that race only emerges here briefly in order to be
dismissed in light of the “truth” of the standards argument.

In one sense, all of these comments represent a mild version of
Heller’s argument, as they champion the notion of high standards, and
suggest to some degree that racial minorities represent the antithesis
of those standards. Yet, they seem much more wary of race in general,
only alluding to it in off-hand ways (if at all). It seems that these
proponents of the end of open admissions are engaging in what
Frankenberg calls a “color/power evasive” discourse, one which “in-
sists that we are all the same under the skin; that, culturally, we are
converging; that materially, we all have the same chances in U.S. soci-
ety; and that— the sting in the tail —any failure to achieve is therefore
the fault of people of color themselves” (14). By simultaneously cham-
pioning standards while downplaying race these proponents imply
that indeed “we are all the same under the skin,” and hence deny that
there are structures of white power (including educational opportu-
nity, school funding, and testing programs), which grant privileges to
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whites while denying them to others. Basic writing scholar Tom Fox
puts it another way when he suggests that such claims “[reassert] a
standard that supposedly existed in the past and is now threatened or
abandoned, without having to deal with the fact that we now face stu-
dents whose diverse histories and cultures challenge an easy sense of
comparison” (41).

Several critics have insisted, in fact, that this de-emphasis on race
clearly contributed to the end of the program. Journalist Richard Perez-
Pena insists that the stance of Guiliani and Pataki allowed them to limit
open admissions while simultaneously avoiding charges of racism by
their opponents (B 8). Journalist Karen W. Arenson notes the presence
of many protesters at CUNY board meetings who argued that the abo-
lition of open admissions at CUNY would have explicitly racial reper-
cussions; she also suggests that several groups such as the NAACP,
the Puerto Rican Legal Defense Fund, and the American Jewish Con-
gress had considered taking legal action against the move (A1). How-
ever, she notes that because open admissions served white students,
the likelihood of obtaining favorable court decisions upon racial
grounds was slim. (Al). Apparently, some groups involved in the de-
bate did recognize this link between access to power and notions of
race, even though their voices ultimately were not recognized. It is
particularly ironic to note that one cause of their silence was the pres-
ence of individual whites in the open admissions program — the very
same whites who had been largely ignored throughout the history of
CUNY. In this case, though, they were specifically identified as “white”
so that proponents could assert that such cuts were not “racist” (after
all, whites who didn’t “measure up” were being excluded too). This
again shows white power interests utilizing notions of race to serve
their own needs; avoiding or reframing issues of race here proved to
be the most expedient way to do so.

For these reasons , I would argue that the implications of inten-
tionally deracialized discourses may be just as damaging (or even more
damaging) than the unabashedly racist remarks made by the likes of
Wagner; whereas openly racist discourses are at least straightforward
in their aims (and therefore easily identified), these discourses of “stan-
dards” attempt to re-render whiteness and the power attached to as
invisible. Fruitful debate about the nature of power relationships is
unlikely to take place in contexts where such discourses take hold.

CUNY as Lesson for Basic Writing: Race and
Mainstreaming

In this final section of the argument, Id like to suggest that the
risks of deracialization within educational discourses are not only
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present among discussions designed to promote white hegemony.
Ironically, they can also be found in discourses meant to increase edu-
cational access for all students. As a means of demonstrating this, I
now turn to several well-known accounts of “mainstreaming” within
the BW literature. While these approaches no doubt operate with the
best intentions of BW students in mind, they exhibit a relative inatten-
tion to the racialized context of BW that might prove detrimental in
the long run.

I'd like to turn first to David Bartholomae’s oft-cited 1992 piece
“The Tidy House: Basic Writing in the American Curriculum” in order
to provide a sense of history for this mainstreaming movement. In
this piece, Bartholomae makes the general claim that while BW oper-
ates with the general goal of improving students’ chances of success, it
unintentionally creates the very inequalities which it purports to be
addressing. Perhaps the most well-known quote from this piece is the
following:

I think basic writing programs have become expressions of
our desire to produce basic writers, to maintain the course, the
argument, and the slot in the university community; to main-
tain the distinction (basic/normal) we have learned to think
through and by. The basic writing program, then, can be seen
simultaneously as an attempt to bridge and preserve cultural
difference, to enable students to enter the “normal” curricu-
lum but to insure, at the same time, that there are basic writers

(8).

Here Bartholomae suggests that basic writing creates a false bi-
nary of “basic” and “normal,” then treats students according to that
binary: “normal” students are provided with challenging curricula and
instruction because they are assumed to be capable of success; “basic”
students are relegated to meaningless skill-and-drill exercises because
they are assumed to be capable of nothing more. In this sense,
Bartholomae suggests that BW is itself responsible for these problems,
and that it must be abolished in order to address them.

And, while it has been nearly a decade since his argument first
appeared in print, Bartholomae’s admonition appears quite frequently
in the recent mainstreaming debate as well. For example, in his well-
known 1997 piece “Our Apartheid,” Ira Shor makes a somewhat simi-
lar claim:

I see the BW/comp story as part of a long history of curricula
for containment and control, part of the system of tracking to
divide and deter non-elite students in school and college. The
students themselves are tested and declared deficient by the
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system, which blames the apparently illiterate and cultureless
victim, stigmatizing the individual as the problem while re-
quiring BW/comp as the remedy (98).

Here Shor paints BW more as a malicious attempt at social con-
trol than as a good-hearted attempt gone awry; nonetheless, he shares
Bartholomae’s view that BW creates basic writers. Shor attempts to
prove this by pointing to specific structures within his own institution
which he deems responsible for such “containment and control.” For
instance, he criticizes the use of unfair assessment tools like the “infa-
mous Writing Assessment Test” (96), and rejects the institutional struc-
tures which force students to take non-credit courses that slow their
progress toward a degree (96). In “Illegal Literacy,” Shor speaks of
non-credit courses in greater detail through the situation alluded to
earlier. He outlines the story of two women (one black and one white)
who were deemed basic writers by virtue of test scores, even though
they had already passed the “normal” freshman composition course
without completing the non-credit prerequisite. They were ultimately
forced to take the BW course for no credit despite the fact that it was
clearly unnecessary (101-103). Again, Shor makes this point in order
to show that BW creates basic writers out of individuals who can clearly
succeed in “normal” courses. ‘

Other well-known versions of these mainstreaming programs
stem from this same premise. In their account of the mainstreaming
program at South Carolina, for instance, Rhonda Grego and Nancy
Thompson cite the same Bartholomae passage that I mention above,
and suggest that they had grown weary of “the basic writing “slot’
and the argument that holds it in place” (62). They too agree with the
fundamental belief that BW helps to foster a divide between “basic”
and “normal” writers.® Similarly, a recent account of the program at
Cal State, Chico offered by Judith Rodby and Tom Fox traces its theo-
retical heritage to Bartholomae and “[questions] both the definitions
of ‘basic writers’ and the effectiveness of [BW] programs” (85). They
also remark that the that the term “’basic” did not describe students’
practices, but operated as a construct that supported a remedial eco-
nomic structure that distributed ‘credit’ unequally’” (85).

As a result of these fundamental beliefs, all three sets of authors
propose alternatives to current BW configurations. Shor’s project is
entitled “Critical Literacy Across the Curriculum,” and features group
work, ethnographic research, and support services designed to insure
that students succeed. In a recent interview with Howard Tinberg, he
suggests that in his program

subject matter [should be] situated diversely and critically in
the identities, interests, and conditions of the students... [this
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subject matter will be used in] a field-based, project-oriented,
action-centered approach which develops critical literacy
through student participation in diverse organizations on and
off campus as ethnographers and writing interns (166).

Similarly, the programs at South Carolina and Cal State, Chico
seek to foster literacy experiences through group work and support.
Grego and Thompson's program offers a non-credit “studio” which is
held in conjunction with regular for-credit freshman composition. In
these “studio” sessions groups of four or five students meet with ex-
perienced instructors to discuss readings from their courses, to dis-
cuss the writing that they are engaged in, and to provide a general
atmosphere of encouragement and support for one another (75-81).
Rodby and Fox’s program is structured similarly, as students are placed
into small discussion groups dedicated to reading, writing, and think-
ing (91-93). Both programs offer plenty of opportunities for students
to discuss their work with other students at their level in a low-pres-
sure environment (Grego and Thompson 76; Rodby and Fox 92-93), to
compare and contrast their workloads and experiences in various sec-
tions of the course (Grego and Thompson 76; Rodby and Fox 97), and
to use the groups as a source for venting frustration or critiquing the
academic settings in which they find themselves (Grego and Thomp-
son 77-80; Rodby and Fox 94-95).

In this way, Shor, Grego and Thompson, and Rodby and Fox all
argue that their mainstreaming solutions can counteract the ill-effects
of BW programs by restructuring these programs more fruitfully. Their
solutions expose students to the standard first-year curriculum while
offering support mechanisms to improve their likelihood of success;
they provide a for-credit context for former BW students, thereby re-
warding effort and achievement on the part of students; finally, they
operate on pedagogical principles that reject skill and drill type of work
and in favor of contextualized and collaborative literacy learning.

Race and the Question of Mainstreaming

Before I move on to discuss these projects in light of the larger
issues I've raised concerning race and property, I would like to state
that there is much merit in all three plans. I find their arguments re-
garding non-credit courses to be quite compelling, insuring that stu-
dents receive credit for their hard work makes good sense. Similarly,
I find the pedagogical approaches which all three programs employ to
be laudable, as they feature principles of collaboration and collegiality
that are admirable bases for any writing program. I imagine that un-
der the supervision of thoughtful and knowledgeable individuals like
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Shor, Grego and Thompson, or Rodby and Fox, all of these programs
can and do serve as excellent sites for teaching and learning.

Yet, in light of the critical race perspective that I've presented in
the essay, I do find myself concerned about the macro-level social and
political implications of these mainstreaming arguments. In effect, they
suggest that BW creates inequality through its practices; thus by re-
moving BW, they insist that inequality is removed along with it. In
contrast, though, the critical race perspective I've outlined here sug-
gests that inequalities present in BW are largely effects of racialized
economic, legal, and educational processes; thus, simply removing BW
will not ultimately foster significant change, since it does not address
the source of the problem. It seems that at best, then, the mainstreaming
argument is focusing its energy in the wrong place. Regardless of the
form of the program (traditional BW program, critical literacy program,
or mainstreaming program with studio support) students will face
racialized inequalities endemic to the academy.

At worst, though, there is the potential for much more than mis-
spent energy here: namely, the “de-racialization” of discourses sur-
rounding BW, and the subsequent problems that can arise from this.
In particular, I am concerned that former BW students will be placed
into mainstream FYC without recognizing the ways in which that main-
stream can serve to protect white property interests. I realize of course
that racializing FYC as a “white” space might raise some eyebrows,
especially since all of the programs mentioned above employ critical
literacy and group approaches that can certainly address issues of race
and racism. While I agree that the mainstream can be made more eq-
uitable through these means, I am worried about the possibility that
the mainstream will not be radically restructured in the long-term,
particularly in light of the work of Bell and Dudziak. Recall that even
the Civil Rights movement itself (complete with its federally-man-
dated attempts to restructure racial hierarchies in fundamental ways)
seems to have fallen far short of complete equality for all races. I fear
that FYC will likely suffer the same fate.

I think for instance of Linda Brodkey’s ordeal at the University of
Texas at Austin in the early 1990s, in which the introduction into stan-
dard freshman comp of material considered “too political” resulted in
national outcry from the white mainstream. I strongly suspect that the
outcry would not have been nearly as great had the same material been
introduced into a BW course; after all, BW exists on the fringes of the
academy by definition (as suggested by the notion of “white prop-
erty”), and therefore is perhaps viewed as a more “proper” context for
such discussions.

Furthermore, I worry that our current political situation is even
less amiable than it was during the early 90s. The tenor of our time
seems to be increasingly anti-egalitarian, as demonstrated by the de-
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mise of open admissions as well as by the recent moves in California,
Florida, Texas, and other places to end affirmative action. Thus, the
kind of outcry voiced a decade ago may be even more intense today if
we attempt to radically restructure FYC.6

For these reasons, I would suggest that the critical race perspec-
tive demands that we reframe this mainstreaming debate in more race-
cognizant terms. Rather than asking whether BW programs should be
converted into mainstreaming programs (thus posing an either/or
question), we might be better off asking how any and all programs for
students at risk can be best equipped to recognize the racialized con-
text of the academy, and how they can best work to prepare students
to operate within it. Among the questions we might ask are the fol-
lowing: In what sense do current BW programs contribute to racism?
In what ways do they help students to identify racism and work against
it? How might we better prepare students to recognize the function-
ing of race in their lives, and better assist them in dismantling white
property? How might mainstreaming proposals help us to reach these
goals? How might they prevent us from doing so?

In answering these questions, I think that we can profitably bor-
row much from the aforementioned mainstreaming approaches to BW.
Critical literacy practices can help students to identify the ways in which
racialization affects them in their educational pursuits, and can help
them to change their own realities; similarly, studio programs can al-
low students to discuss the racialized nature of their educational expe-
riences and thus negotiate these experiences more comfortably. Yet, I
think that in addition to these measures, we need to insure that our
programs (in whatever form they ultimately take) clearly preserve some
sort of institutional space in which opposition to the white mainstream
can be openly maintained. As Keith Gilyard notes, we ought to be
wary of totally dismantling old BW structures, since “any space one
gets to promote agency and critical faculty is valuable territory not to
be conceded” (37). As we consider ways in which BW programs can
better adapt to reflect the racialized realities of the academy, we sim-
ply cannot forget the institutional dimensions of our actions.

Mary Soliday offers important food for thought toward this end
in her discussion of her own attempts to improve BW conditions
through mainstreaming. She agrees with many of the goals of the
mainstreaming enterprise, yet notes her hesitancy to completely do
away with established forms of BW. For instance, she writes that she
was given a special grant to explore the possibilities of mainstreaming;
from this experience, she warns that “once [a program is] no longer
protected by the prestige and funding of a special grant, politics can
redefine the [program’s] original goals” (96). In this sense, Soliday feels
that if such programs are not assured of an institutional home, they
can be placed in jeopardy. She also argues that any move to restruc-
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ture current programs must be accompanied by two things: a move to
firmly entrench the new programs within the academy (97), and a push
to convince administrators that these programs are not meant as cost-
cutting measures, but rather as a means of improving the education
that can be offered to students who enter at relative disadvantage (97).
I concur with all of these suggestions, and would further add that dis-
cussions of race and the racialization of educational access need to be
made explicit within these attempts at institutionalization. This will
insure that issues of race cannot continue to be swept under the rug of
“standards” as they were in the case of CUNY.

Carrying on Our Work

Throughout this piece I've insisted that we take a closer look at
the operation of race and racialization within the context of BW. We
must recognize that our students are discoursed in opposition to the
white mainstream, and we must continue to explore the effects of this
process as much as we can. This is especially important for us as BW
teachers and scholars. We have direct influence on the ways in which
our students gain access to the discourses and knowledges that are
valued within the (white) academy, and thus are in a prime position to
address racial issues in a significant way. As we expose students to
various literacies and discourses, then, we must teach them to recog-
nize the role that race plays in the academy, help them to negotiate this
academic environment more successfully, and ultimately give them
the tools to change this environment in ways that they see fit. I think
that the very fact that we spend so much time in a journal like JBW
discussing issues of race and racism shows our collective commitment
to helping our students succeed; defining and clarifying the impor-
tance of race in the ways that I've outlined can help us to do an even
better job.

Notes

1. Rikers Island is regarded as one of New York’s most notorious pris-
ons.

2. I'will have much more to say about whites and white property in a
later section.

3. Similarly, there might be instances in which people of color possess

significant amounts of white property, particularly if their economic
and/or social status is high (for example sports figures, entertainers,
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politicians, and others). Again, though, this idea of white property
suggests that the experience of such individuals, while perhaps more
favorable than that of other minorities, is still somehow different than
the experience of whites from similar economic and social backgrounds.

4. I should note too that some of my claims about racialization may
seem to rely quite heavily on essentialist notions of “white” and “black.”
I agree that such notions can oversimplify otherwise complex ideas if
they are employed haphazardly; after all, “whiteness” and “blackness”
are socially-constructed terms, and therefore open to continual inter-
pretation and change. However, I would argue that the use of such
terms is justified in part by the way in which these binaries have been
employed historically in the U.S.. At some level, these binaries have
been instrumental in creating racialized material realities that rely on
simplified notions of race (i.e. race-based slavery). Thus, while I do
not want to posit essential difference between black and white in these
contexts, they have always held a great deal of significance in the U.S,,
and hence are still useful for describing the ways in which power is
negotiated between different groups.

5.1should mention, however, that Grego and Thompson do ultimately
extend this argument by taking particular issue with the way that BW
programs serve to mask the “personal and interpersonal mental processes
that compositionists (especially teachers of those designated as 'basic
writers') engage in with student writers and student writing” (64).

6. Recent discussions on WPA-L suggest that there is a debate brewing
over whether on not FYC itself ought to be abolished. My wariness of
unqualified mainstreaming efforts is only further intensified by the
presence of such debates. Without any sort of institutionalized writing
requirement, it seems that former BW students will have even fewer
resources to help them negotiate the racialized realities of the acad-
emy.
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Mary Kay Crouch and Gerri McNenny

LOOKING BACK, LOOKING
FORWARD: CALIFORNIA
GRAPPLES WITH
“REMEDIATION”"

ABSTRACT: This article describes both past and more recent efforts by the California State
University system to come to terms with "remediation" as defined by various legislative and
system wide bodies. It then goes on to describe recently mandated collaborations between high
school language arts faculty and CSU English faculty to reduce the need for remediation. By
tracing the momentum within the CSU to reduce the number of underprepared students down to
10% of the entering first-year students by the year 2007, we show the ways in which the needs of
basic writers have been defined and delineated by political bodies uninformed by recent scholar-
ship in the field of basic writing. We then describe an ongoing outreach program that attempts to
address the needs of basic writers at the high school level. By relying on a collaborative needs
assessment of high school writers structured on Freirean principles of codifications of community
situations by community leaders, in this case high school instructors, we document the ways in
which high school professionals and university collaborators can work respectfully together to
support each other in their professional efforts.

While those of us in basic writing have been absorbed by the chal-
lenges posed to basic writing programs across the nation, through the
downsizing of academic support programs, as in Georgia (Singer), or
in the total dismantling of basic writing, as at CUNY (Gleason; Soliday,
“Class Dismissed”; Wiener), a dialogue centered on the transfer of all
responsibility for underprepared college students to the high school
level has been going on at both national and state levels. With the pas-
sage of Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994 to authorize and fund
the establishment of statewide standards for K-12, the nation moved
ever closer toward a top-down curricular system, with content and
performance standards stipulated for each grade level by each state’s
board of education. The perception, that the alignment of high school
performance expectations with college admissions standards should
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be the top priority for statewide boards of education, has been repeated
again and again in strategy briefs and reports (See, for example, “State-
wide Remedial Education Policies” and “State Strategies that Support
Successful Student Transitions from Secondary to Postsecondary Edu-
cation.”). By increasing the stakes tied to students’ performances on
standardized tests that administrators assume correlate with the class-
room content delivered under their statewide standards documents,
state legislators and boards of education hope to preempt the admis-
sion of underprepared students to colleges.

Given the renewed scrutiny that “remedial” writing programs
have been experiencing, we want to document the ways in which ba-
sic writing is perceived and dealt with at the university level in Cali-
fornia by examining various state documents. We follow the historical
development of system-wide policies on remediation, examining the
complexities and contradictions of a state-mandated higher education
public university system and its desire to eliminate academic support
programs for underprepared college students. We also look at recent
partnership efforts between the high schools and the California State
University system to reduce the need for remediation and then go on
to problematize the assessment of student writing the state has pro-
posed and suggest a more credible means of forming partnerships with
local high schools in addressing students’ writing competence. Finally,
we describe a Freirean model of community collaboration among high
school and university instructors that validates and builds on the knowl-
edge and experience of high school instructors while drawing on the
specialized training that composition/rhetoric specialists can bring to
equitable partnerships with our high school colleagues.

The Deep Roots of EO665: 1960-1990

It is CUNY, of course, which has made national headlines as the
governor of New York and the mayor of New York City have attempted
to do away with what they term “remedial” education, placing it in-
stead in the community colleges. On the other side of the country, the
Los Angeles Times has called these measures “draconian,” yet the titles
of two editorials it ran — “Cal State Is for College Work” (Sept. 9,1999),
and “College Is for the Prepared” (Nov. 22, 1999) — make rather clear
the stance the LA Times is taking. While rightly arguing that the CUNY
policy will punish students, especially minorities, for poor prepara-
tion in high school, these editorials reflect the general sentiment afloat
in the state regarding remediation and the students who take remedial
courses. According to the LA Times, CSU schools need higher academic
standards for entering freshmen. CSU schools are not colleges of “last
resort, and the system is right to demand more from students.” !
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The editorials favor what are seen as more reasonable measures
being taken by the California State University system (CSU), embod-
ied in Executive Order 665, or EO665, which was designed by the Board
of Trustees in 1996 under former Chancellor Barry Munitz and went
into effect in the fall of 1998 under the current chancellor, Charles Reed.
On the surface this order simply requires entering freshmen to “take
the CSU English Placement Test for placement in appropriate English
programs/activities. . .” (EO665 Memo, p.2). But EO665 is not so be-
nign as this simple requirement seems to signal. It places testing as
the lead indicator of student success and it overlooks by and large the
population the CSU is called on to serve through state mandate.

Unlike CUNY, both the CSU and the University of California are
bound by the 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education which remains
in force. The Plan outlines the purview of the various segments of
higher education in California and has been further refined by the
document “The Master Plan Renewed” (1987).2 The CSU is required
to accept the upper one-third of high school graduates, whether or not
they are proficient in English and/or math, as long as they have a 3.0
GPA and have completed their required high school courses for ad-
mission. Students, in fact, take no test for admission. If they submit
SAT or ACT scores, these are used only to place them in the proper
math or English classes; the tests do not determine if students will be
accepted to the university. If students choose not to take either of these
exams, then they must take the English Placement Test (EPT), insti-
tuted as a statewide requirement in 1977, which determines whether a
student takes a credit-bearing course in writing or not. The EPT has a
writing component which is heavily weighted in the overall score. Until
Fall 1998 when EO665 went into effect, the requirement that students
take the EPT when they are accepted at a CSU was somewhat loosely
enforced, and in some cases students did not take the EPT until well
into their freshman year. Some did not even complete their lower di-
vision writing requirement until “caught” by the computer (or an alert
counselor) in their sophomore year. Putting off this requirement is no
longer possible under EO665; students must begin their remedial work
in their first semester and must complete it within one calendar year.

The California State University system has documentation on
remediation issues from as long ago as 1964 when its Board of Trust-
ees began to question whether or not remedial activities should be
part of the CSU curriculum. By 1975, the Board had decided that if
remediation were needed, “instruction in the CSU shall include provi-
sion for such basic skills and remedial improvement as are necessary
to provide a quality education to students who are otherwise quali-
fied to enroll in . . . degree programs,” (“CSU Plan” 2). However, no
credit would be given for these courses.
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In the 1980s a number of documents were produced concerning
the educational quality of higher education by various committees and
commissions created by the legislature and the governor. Some of these
reports dealt solely with issues of remediation; others took up reme-
dial issues only as one part of their reports. In 1982, for example, the
“Statement on Competencies in English and Mathematics Expected of
Entering Freshmen” opened with this sentence: “A substantial num-
ber of students who enter Califorma colleges and universities are not
prepared for college-level work. Deficiencies in basic skills, particu-
larly in English and mathematics, prevail . . . “(2). This report set out
the skills needed by entering freshmen in both writing and reading
and cautioned that the minimum requirements for high school gradu-
ation and entrance to higher education were too low. At least four
years of high school English were recommended, for example. The
recommendations here ultimately had the effect of changing the mini-
mum requirements for students who planned to enter California four-
year colleges, although these changes did not alter the number of stu-
dents who entered the CSU underprepared for writing.

One of the most carefully thought out and theoretically informed
documents about the complexities of remediation, Promises to Keep:
Remedial Education in California’s Public Colleges and Universities (1983),
was put together the following year by the California Postsecondary
Education Commission.® The report begins by defining terms of refer-
ence (remedial, developmental, and compensatory, among them), and
it states why the members of the commission chose the term reme-
dial.* Looking at the issues of remediation historically, taking a quote
from a 1912 issue of English Journal decrying poor writing skills and
referring to the 1975 article in Newsweek, “Why Johnny Can’t Write,”
the report asks whether remedial education should even be part of the
academic enterprise of higher education.

The commission showed concern over the number of
underprepared students nationwide who by 1983 had begun to enter
higher education with low SAT scores and with the fact that exit ex-
ams in the California schools reflect less student preparedness than
they do “local political realities” (Promises 4). Promises To Keep also
recognized that remediation was not going away, but it hopefully stated
that, “the four year segments should continue their efforts to maintain
collegiate standards and to influence student preparation at the sec-
ondary level with the ultimate goal of reducing the need for remedial
offerings” (102). While this last statement is echoed as well in later
reports, prior to 1999 few funds were ever budgeted to pay either the
college or secondary English faculty for programs which would pro-
vide for staff development activities. It has only been within the last
year, with the latest incarnation of concern over remediation, that the
chancellor has obtained funds for collaborative projects between the
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CSU and the high schools. Promises To Keep also indicates that coop-
erative arrangements should be set up between two-year and four-
year colleges so that the community colleges can provide “remedial
activities in reading, writing, mathematics, and English as a Second
Language” (102), thus relieving the CSU and the UC systems of the
burden of providing remedial classes in English and math.®

Following Promises to Keep, the higher education segments were
required to come up with a concrete plan for reducing remediation by
1990. The Commission therefore put out a shorter, more performance-
oriented report, the “CSU Plan to Reduce Remedial Activity, 1985 -
1990.” This report suggested, for example, that one way cut back on
remedial courses was to require that students take “but not to pass”
the EPT as a condition of admission to any CSU school; however, the
report writers also noted that “such a policy would clearly reduce the
admissions pool well below the upper one-third of high school gradu-
ates called for in the Master Plan. CSU does not have the authority to
make such a determination on its own” (1984, 19). In fact, the CSU
cannot act unilaterally on any policy affecting admissions to its schools.
The Master Plan stipulates that students in the upper 12.5% of their
high school graduating classes are eligible for admission to the UC
system; those in the upper 33.3% are eligible for the CSU; and anyone
over the age of 18 is eligible for the community colleges, in effect mak-
ing these colleges our open admissions schools in higher education.

In an attempt to cut back on remedial activities by the CSU sys-
tem, the following initiatives were suggested by the “Plan”:

* raise the number of courses students would be required
to take in high school as prerequisites for entry into the CSU;
* carry out diagnostic testing in the high school to alert stu-
dents to their deficiencies;

* improve pre-service teacher education;

* institute discussion between high school and university
faculty regarding competencies required for admission to the
CSU; and

* set up cooperative “arrangements” with the community
colleges to teach remedial courses on their campuses.

The report projected that by 1990-just five years later —“88% of
regularly admissible CSU first-time freshmen will demonstrate com-
petence in writing on the EPT. .. ” (32). Since in the 1983-84 school year
nearly 52% of first time regularly admissible freshmen could not dem-
onstrate competence on the EPT, a decline of those needing remediation
to 12% in just five years would represent quite a significant reduction.
However, the targets set were “modest” in the beginning (the
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commission’s term) from 1986 - 1988, but accelerated for the following
years. Ironically, this follow-up report to Promises to Keep attempts to
drastically reduce remediation within a period of five years, while Prom-
ises clearly states that remediation is “a problem of enormous magni-
tude and complexity in need of long-range solutions rather than short-
term holding actions” (10). The five-year time line, however, had little
noticeable effect on student preparedness. While the CSU universities
worked to follow what the 1984 report recommended and the system
and the state seemed to insist on, the recommendations were not
strongly enforced. And other issues presented themselves.

Where EO665 Is Taking Us: 1994 to the Present

What happened between 1984 and 1994? California went into a
deep recession and severe cutbacks were made in classes and the fac-
ulty who taught them. By 1994, however, we were coming out of the
hard monetary times, and we had a can-do Board of Trustees who were
ready to respond to what they perceived as an educational crisis in
California. Tests continued to show that students entering the CSU
system were poorly prepared for writing and math, and those per-
centages had not changed much since 1984: 51% who entered the CSU
had to take some sort of remedial course in writing. A report by the
Academic Program Improvement Workgroup on Support for
Underprepared Students (“API”), published in 1994, noted that “en-
rollment in remedial/developmental (including ESL) courses in the
CSU continued to grow in the late 1980’s [and] a reexamination of re-
medial enrollment in 1990-91 showed numbers still on the rise” (3).

This report, like Promises to Keep, was written by faculty who were
knowledgeable about students who lacked the background they would
need to perform successfully at the university. It defines the student
who is “underprepared” as “one who requires additional academic
work in order to be able to perform at a minimal level in university GE
and discipline specific courses” (“API” 4), but it takes issue with such
an easy definition: Does the problem for this underpreparedness re-
side in the student or in the university? If the studentis underprepared,
then actions, such as requiring remedial work or denying admission
to students not ready for university work, are necessary. If, however,
the university is underprepared, then remedies, such as providing “spe-
cialized courses aimed at expanding non-standard English competen-
cies” and providing auxiliary services for the students need to be in
place: “In such a formulation, the University would act as a commu-
nity welcoming these individuals (who we say are admissible, any-
way) and seeking ways to make them successful members of our com-
munity” (“API 4). The API Faculty Workgroup reacts to the issues
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around underprepared students both intellectually and sensitively. The
reports that followed this one seem not to know what this group set
out, or they chose to ignore many of its recommendations.

The problem of underprepared students was placed squarely with
the students in the 1995 report by the Committee on Educational Policy.
The chair of that committee and a member of the CSU Board of Trust-
ees, Ralph Pesqueira, a restaurant owner from San Diego, led a nearly
one-person crusade against remediation. He headed another group of
trustees which held meetings at several CSU schools to hear what stu-
dents, teachers, and the general public thought about the basic skills
crisis. From these meetings came a report in which some heavy-handed
suggestions were made. While these proposed changes have not been
implemented, primarily because of the constraints imposed on the CSU
by the Master Plan, they provide some chilling portents for what might
still be attempted by this board of trustees. For example, the Board
had intended that by Fall 2001 all entering freshmen with few excep-
tions would possess what they call “basic skills,” a term which they do
not define and which may refer simply to placing commas and peri-
ods in the right place.® First time freshmen would submit results of a
basic skills assessment before registration, and these results “may re-
quire enrollment in a basic skills course before registering for their first
term” at a CSU campus (“Subcommittee,” emphasis added, 5) a plan
which would send students to community colleges prior to their en-
rolling in a CSU.

There was even talk of requiring students to take the ACT or
SAT, so that these scores would be available for all students who ap-
plied to the CSU. Neither of these exams has a writing component, as
does the system wide English Placement Test. Development of an “ex-
perimental competency-based admission program” (“Support” 8) in
which students would be required to meet certain performance crite-
ria by the time they graduate from high school is looming on the hori-
zon, although it has not yet been implemented. The Stanford 9 exam,
a standardized test developed by Harcourt Educational Measurement
and adopted statewide to test students in grades 2 through 11, appears
to be a means to put such criteria in place. This test is already being
suggested as a way to give cash rewards for schools whose students
are successful on the exam, to decide on merit pay for teachers, and to
determine advancement of students to the next grade. Governor Gray
Davis is even suggesting that he will award $1000 college scholarships
to students who score in the top brackets of the Stanford 9, the stan-
dardized test that assesses how well students have met grade-level
standard, although the test has proved problematic in California due
to a lack of alignment between the state curriculum and the content
tested for on the exam.
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For the follow-up report, published in July of 1995, the other re-
quirements proposed by the committee appeared to administrators of
university writing programs to set out expectations that could hardly
be met. Here is one example: Until Fall 2001, the committee recom-
mendation stipulated that students whose scores indicated that they
must take remedial course work would be required to begin their
remediation in their first term of enrollment “so that they will be able
to perform at acceptable levels in General Education courses” (“Re-
port” 10). However, after that date, incoming freshmen would not be
admitted to the university “if they require remedial study” (10). It
seems that the Board of Trustees was thinking along the same draco-
nian lines as those responsible for CUNY’s changes in remedial policy —
their corporate version uses the phrase “expedite [students’] acquisi-
tion of basic skills” —, even if, in the end, they were prevented from
enacting them because the proposal went against the Master Plan.’
Sensibly, this proposal was transformed in the final version of EO665,
so that the following statement has become the one which all CSU
schools are required to follow: “[B]y fall 2001 key implementation com-
ponents, e.g., standards, assessment, early intervention, will be in place
leading to the expectation that by fall 2001 there will be a 10 percent-
age point decline in the number of regularly admitted new freshmen
needing remediation . . . and that by fall 2007 no more than 10% of
these students will require remediation” (“Precollegiate” 6). Those of
us administering writing programs gave a collective sigh of relief. We
had time to re-examine our programs and effect changes that might be
needed.

First time freshmen are now required to take the English Place-
ment Test (EPT) once they are accepted at a CSU school and to begin
remediation in their first semester. Students cannot wait a semester or
two, or even a year or two, before they begin their writing courses,
which has happened in the past. This requirement is one that writing
program administrators have no quarrel with, since we know that stu-
dents should begin writing courses as soon as they enter the univer-
sity. However, with 22 campuses forced to meet this goal in Fall 1998,
we all had to scramble to find instructors. At Fullerton, for example,
we went from 23 sections of Developmental Writing in Fall 1997 to 50
sections in Fall 1998. This hiring dilemma was especially acute in the
greater Los Angeles area where six campuses needed far more instruc-
tors than they had ever hired previously, Fullerton among them, and
we were often drawing from the same pool of adjuncts. These ad-
juncts had more teaching that fall than they could handle. Yet the LA
Times editorial titled “College Is for the Prepared” implied that the
focus on remedial education was “draining professors’ time.” In real-
ity on our campus, Gerri McNenny was the only full time faculty mem-
ber who taught one of those 50 sections at CSUF that semester. The
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Times failed to note later that many of those instructors who were hired
to meet the greater number of remedial sections of writing were qui-
etly let go in the spring when the number of sections was reduced by
over half.

Students must complete their remediation within one calendar
year or they will be disenrolled from the university. Cal State Fuller-
ton disenrolled 3% of the first-time freshmen who enrolled in Fall 1998
and had not completed their remediation by Fall 1999. This figure was
7% system wide. These figures indicate that 97% of those needing
remediation at CSUF were successfully remediated under the one-year
mandate. In fact, this percentage held true for our Developmental
Writing Program prior to the institution of EO665. We continued to
do well those things we had been doing well all along. Whether set-
ting deadlines will ensure the reductions in remediation that the board
is demanding over the next seven years remains to be seen, but several
realities argue against the board’s optimism. Right now California
ranks about 10* from the bottom in per pupil expenditure; a nine mil-
lion dollar influx of money for collaborative projects between high
schools and CSU schools cannot quickly change years of low state ex-
penditures on education. When one considers that California is prob-
ably one of the most ethnically and linguistically diverse states in the
country, that many of its students do not have the advantage of well-
supported schools, that English classes range in size from 35 to 45 stu-
dents, and that five such classes are assigned to teachers each day, how,
then, will these mandated changes be effected? An ironic note here:
our current chancellor, Charles Reed, whom the LA Times affection-
ately dubs the “Vince Lombardi of higher education,” wants to con-
tinue to increase the numbers of students who enter CSU campuses in
the next 10 years to accommodate the influx of students now arriving
on campuses with Tidal Wave II. Also referred to as the “Baby Boom
Echo” by the U.S. Department of Education, this surge in the school
age population is predicted to add 428,000 students to California’s
public schools by 2009 (LA Times 8/20/00, 33). EO665 has Reed’s bless-
ing. Can he-and we —have both diversity and access at the same time,
given the reduction in remedial programs proposed by the CSU trust-
ees?

EO0665: The Rhetoric of Access with Diversity

Throughout the reports generated by the state and/or the CSU
over the past 40 years, one of the issues bound up with remediation
deals with providing access for the students the CSU is required to
serve under the Master Plan. EO665, the latest directive, does not ex-
clude anyone who meets the basic requirements for admission. In fact,
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the order reads as follows: any student who enrolls as a freshman and
cannot show “requisite competence” in written English must take “ap-
propriate remedial or developmental programs/activities during the
first term of enrollment and each subsequent term” until competency
has been demonstrated (EO665, 9). However, it does stipulate that
time limits should be established, and students “who are not making
adequate progress in developing foundational skills [should] consider
enrolling in other educational institutions as appropriate” (9). Asnoted
earlier, the limit is set at one year; by that time students must be ready
for the credit-bearing course in writing or they will be disenrolled from
the university. The LA Times front page headline regarding enforce-
ment of this limit was titled, “Cal State Boots Students Weak in Basic
Skills”, and it quoted Chancellor Reed as saying that the CSU wants to
be “firm and fair. . . . The message is that we mean business” (Novem-
ber 18, 1999 1).

However, this “business” is not neutral. It affects thousands of
students who apply to the CSU. When the Master Plan was developed
and went into effect in 1960, California had a fairly homogeneous popu-
lation, the largest percentage being white, native English speakers,
many of whom were able to afford a college education. By 1987, when
the Master Plan was reviewed, that population had changed dramati-
cally and the report takes note of this fact in its section titled “Toward
Greater Equity.” The commission stated that to achieve educational
equity, the campuses should work toward increasing on campus the
numbers of “minorities and women students.” Their report also states
that remediation “is essential to retention” (27), although the members
of the commission are careful to specify that both the UC and the CSU
must “establish and maintain clearly defined academic floors below
which they shall not offer remedial courses and they shall eventually
phase-out [sic] remedial instruction, other than that required for reentry
students, as preparation of students by the public schools improves”
(emphasis added, 28). Here again one finds a recurring theme from
the 80s on: remediation can be tolerated but only for limited periods of
time. When remediation is thought of simply as a term rather than as
a population of students, limits for it are easy to set.

In 1987, when Mary Kay Crouch was administering the Devel-
opmental Writing Program at CSUF, many of the students who took
the course were non-native speakers of English, primarily Vietnam-
ese. Like many other campuses in the system, Fullerton has no ESL
program, so students in need of language development, and perhaps
needing to develop their writing skills as well, are funneled into the
remedial course. As demographics began to change, more and more
students-often the first in their families to attend a university-came
from the large Mexican American population that lives in Orange
County.® Similar situations existed at other CSU campuses, especially
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at CSU Los Angeles and San Francisco State which serve large urban
populations.

Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner point out in a recent article that
“institutions across the nation expect to serve a new student body in
not only race and ethnicity but also economic class, gender, sex, age,
and educational or work experience” (43). This is certainly true of the
CSU system and its stated policy which intends to “maximize access
to a university education guaranteed by the Master Plan, and . . . pro-
mote excellence with diversity within the student body of the CSU”
(“Brief” 2). However, their diversity is acceptable, it seems, only if
they can turn themselves into what the university sees as the right kind
of students, ones who need no real help beyond financial assistance
once they are accepted. Lu and Horner argue that the theory and praxis
which has developed from Basic Writing as an area of study “can pro-
vide insights on how to improve student retention, especially the re-
tention of those students who have taken seriously our catalogued ex-
pectations of diversity ...” (48).

Unfortunately, boards of trustees do not look at this research,
and few if any who carry out research on Basic Writing are asked to sit
on state commissions and committees which make decisions affecting
the students who take Basic Writing courses. The CSU Board of Trust-
ees has bought into the notion that the barbarians-these diverse stu-
dents who represent “a source of great pride” —are at the gates when
it says that providing courses in “precollegiate skills . . . threaten the
university’s ability to offer undergraduate instruction at a level that
will prepare a competitive workforce and an enlightened citizenry”
(emphasis added, “Item” 3). The Institute for Higher Education Policy,
which published a report on college remediation in 1998, argues that
remediation for three centuries has been and still is important to the
enterprise of higher education and that it will continue to be so as col-
leges and universities educate more and more students who want to
pursue college degrees. In fact, the report states flatly that remedial
education “will continue to be a core function of higher education for
the foreseeable future” (6). If this report is correct, then the university
must look at all of the students, including those of different ethnicities,
races, and economic levels, who meet its admissions requirements as
the future competitive workforce and enlightened citizens it seeks to
educate.

The report which the Board of Trustee’s Subcommittee published
makes the point that the CSU is committed to equity and diversity and
describes the CSU as a system “open to students from all social and
economic backgrounds, [which] enrolls the most culturally diverse stu-
dent body of any senior college system in the nation, a student body
that closely mirrors the diversity of California’s population”
(“Precollegiate,” Attachment B, np). But while the Board of Trustees
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takes pride in this, it is of two minds about the situation. On the one
hand, it applauds diversity; on the other it wants to homogenize the
population the CSU serves by greatly reducing the kinds of courses
which will serve students who bring diversity to the campuses. One
cannot argue that it is a good thing when nearly 50% of entering fresh-
men need remedial course work in English, especially when the stu-
dents themselves are unhappy when placed in such courses. How-
ever, when faculty respond to the question of remediation by saying
that they are concerned that they can “no longer conduct many under-
graduate courses at a level that fully reflects collegiate expectations”
(“Item,” 3), one has to wonder if these professors are decrying a lack of
student skills or the increasing numbers of students who look very
different from the largely white male professorate. As Mary Soliday
writes in a forthcoming essay, the university seems to have a “need to
admit a new population of students without transforming the tradi-
tional college” (“Ideologies of Access”). Alexander Astin puts it less
subtly: “If bright students enroll at our institution and take our classes,
this reflects well on our own brightness. . . . [I]f our students are not so
smart, then this reflects poorly on us” (3). In other words, the logic
that drives the CSU report on remediation seems to dictate that we
should only admit students who already know what we will teach them.

“Remediation’’: Where High School and College Standards
Meet

We turn now to the logical alternative to providing academic
support to underprepared college students —that of preempting any
such need by addressing students” academic preparation at the high
school level. Indeed, the need to strengthen high school students’ col-
lege readiness had been anticipated at the national and state levels many
years prior to the imposition of Executive Order 665. As mentioned
earlier, in 1994 the federal government passed Goals 2000: Educate
America Act, a piece of legislation that formally called for state and
local school districts to develop statewide standards for schools in a
“top-down and bottom-up” effort by supporting school reform at the
state and local levels through the use of federal grant money. (Bodell;
Goals 2000 2). Part of the overall reform effort advocated in that docu-
ment called for improved teacher education and collaboration between
local school districts and colleges and universities to articulate perfor-
mance expectations for students and to align curricula so that students
arrived at institutions of higher education fully prepared to succeed.
The results, the Goals 2000 report issued four years later tells us, are
promising: “schools and school systems are organizing themselves
around teaching and learning to high expectations, and students are
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beginning to meet these high standards” (2). Others, however, are less
sanguine about the imposition of statewide standards.’

Coming at the issue of student achievement from another angle
is the “Statewide Remedial Education Policies” report, issued in 1998
by the State Higher Education Executive Officers (SHEEO), “a nation-
wide association of chief executive officers serving statewide coordi-
nating boards and governing boards of postsecondary education”
(SHEEO). In that report, Edward Crowe, Senior Associate Director at
the Arkansas Department of Higher Education and a member of the
team conducting the nationwide study of remediation policies in the
50 states, recommends the establishment of K-16 partnerships as a more
effective, systemic approach to addressing the needs of underprepared
students. The conclusions reached by many states participating in the
study are that K-16 partnerships are a key component in identifying
and addressing students’ needs, with universities and colleges work-
ing with local school districts to implement “comprehensive studies of
remediation and its causes, formal partnership structures that run
across education and higher education systems within [those] states
[with K-16 partnership programs] and new policies to deal with
remediation issues at all levels of the K-16 system.” (Crowe 6).

In step with these moves toward statewide standardization and
curricular alignment between the high schools and colleges, the CSU
Committee on Educational Policy, in its report on “Precollegiate Skills
Instruction,” saw as a key component the need to strengthen the aca-
demic preparation of CSU first-year students through a number of ini-
tiatives, including the need to work together with the K-12 system to
“intensify and expand CSU’s work with elementary and secondary
schools . . . to ensure that students arrive ready for college”
(“Precollegiate Skills” ). Here the CSU listed a number of strategies
needed to achieve the goal of a decreased need for remediation. These
include, among others, the following:

Develop assessment and intervention programs that would
help determine the skill levels of high school students with
the intent to identify the remedial and developmental needs
of college-bound students early enough to address them while
the students are still in high school. . . . Expand the use of CSU
students as interns to provide assistance to skill instruction in
middle and high schools. . . . [and] communicate CSU colle-
giate skill standards and expectations clearly and early to stu-
dents, parents, schools, and communities.” ( “Precollegiate
Skills”)

With a new infusion of funds from the legislature, the CSU system is
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now able to fund various initiatives to implement their plans for re-
ducing remediation at the college level.

CSU’s Solution to the Remediation Crisis

In the fall of 1999, the California state legislature provided the
CSU system with nine million dollars “to work collaboratively with
selected California high schools that send the most students to CSU
who need remediation in English or mathematics, or both” (Spence).
The call for proposals to implement the CSU-High School Collabora-
tive Academic Preparation Initiatives (CAPI) was sent out with the
express purpose “of reducing the need for collegiate-level remediation
andof assisting high school efforts to apply new content, performance,
and graduation standards,” California’s newly adopted Content Stan-
dards. The intent of the initiative was laudable: “to clarify and bring
into closer alignment CSU academic preparation standards and high
school content and performance standards” (Spence). In effect, the state
and the CSU system provided a funded mandate to extend the dia-
logue between public high schools and institutions of higher educa-
tion for the purpose of meeting mutual goals.

With the call for proposals for the Collaborative Academic Prepa-
rations Initiative, we see a well-intentioned alignment of the various
components surrounding college readiness — that of high school con-
tent standards, performance standards, and college entrance require-
ments. Through K-16 partnerships, both universities in the CSU sys-
tem and the high schools hope to articulate and clarify for students,
parents, and administrators alike the ways in which students can bet-
ter prepare themselves to meet the challenges of college. What we must
ask ourselves is whether the means for the assessment of college readi-
ness truly measures students’ achievement.

In the instructions given to applicants of the grant proposal, the
assessment of the success of the CSU/High School Collaborative Ini-
tiative in “preparing students for college” is directly tied to students’
success on the English Placement Test, the most heavily weighted part
of which consists of a timed impromptu writing assessment instru-
ment in which students are given 45 minutes to respond to a previ-
ously unknown topic. Moreover, in the evaluation component of the
grant, CSU administration officials state that “Growth in writing skills
[for students participating in the grant initiative] will be measured using
services of the CSU/Diagnostic Writing Service,” an online counter-
part of the English Placement Test that duplicates the conditions of the
EPT.

Even more revealing is the assessment of participating high school
teachers and what they learned from the collaboration. The conditions
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of the CSU/High School Collaborative Grant state that all participat-
ing teachers will be assessed by a combination of questionnaire and
interview. All teachers who attend the “College Preparatory Institute”
colloquium will complete a questionnaire focused on teachers” famil-
iarity with the CSU/Diagnostic Writing Service. One or two teachers
from each school will be randomly selected for follow-up, in-depth
interviews about the teachers’ curricular decision-making. At the end
of the school year, the participating teachers will complete a second
questionnaire focused on the extent to which they will use the CSUDWS
in the future and what they learned from the EPT workshop. (Grant
Proposal 5).

What is most striking in the layout of the grant, in the instruc-
tions given to each CSU campus, is the assumption that enriching the
high school language arts environment and supporting teachers in the
teaching of writing is synonymous with the assessment provided by
the use of a single timed impromptu writing sample and the instruc-
tors” understanding of the demands of that instrument of assessment.
For years, the use of the timed impromptu essay test as an accurate
indicator of students’ writing competence has been roundly challenged
(Shor; Gleason; Soliday; Lewiecki-Wilson and Sommers). As far back
as 1977, Mina Shaughnessy challenged the adequacy of timed writing
tests as placement instruments. The absence of an authentic rhetorical
situation, along with the artificiality of responding to a prompt on a
topic that may be of little interest or for which the student possesses
little background knowledge, all conspire to create an awkwardness
within the writer that many find hard to overcome. As Shaughnessy
put it, “Without strategies for generating real thought, without an au-
dience he cares to write for, the writer must eke out his first sentence
by means of redundancy and digression, strategies that inevitably dis-
engage him from his grammatical intuitions as well as his thought”
(82).

Another factor that comes into play in the staging of the timed
writing test is the degree to which the test mirrors a student’s sense of
ease in participating in a typically middle-class Western pursuit, ad-
vancing his or her point of view authoritatively. As Tom Fox points
out, “These [placement] exams test both writing ability in a timed-test
context and the degree of comfort and authority that students feel in
such circumstances. This second fact may be the reason for the higher
representation of socially marginalized students in basic writing pro-
grams” (73). If students have been schooled in environments that fail
to emphasize that sense of authority and voice, as is often the case in
working class and lower income schools (Anyon) or in different cul-
tural contexts, then student performance in timed writing situations
may fail to measure up to the tacit expectations of test readers.

The most compelling criticism of a heavy reliance on the timed
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impromptu writing test as the measure of writing competence comes
from nationally recognized authorities on writing assessment, the Con-
ference on College Composition and Communication’s Committee on
Assessment. In 1994, the committee released a position statement ar-
ticulating the professional stance of the CCCC on this issue. In addi-
tion to acknowledging the social and contextualized nature of language
usage along with the importance of authentic rhetorical situations in
writing assessment, the CCCC Committee on Assessment also noted
the limitations of a single timed writing evaluation instrument by as-
serting the following:

... any individual’s writing “ability” is a sum of a variety of
skills employed in a diversity of contexts, and individual abil-
ity fluctuates unevenly among these varieties. Consequently,
one piece of writing—even if it is generated under the most
desirable conditions —can never serve as an indicator of over-
all literacy, particularly for high stakes decisions [such as ad-
mission and placement]. Ideally, such literacy must be assessed
by more than one piece of writing, in more than one genre,
written on different occasions, for different audiences, and
evaluated by multiple readers. This realization has led many
institutions and programs across the country to use portfolio
assessment. (“Writing Assessment”)

While portfolio placement may not be a viable option for placement in
the CSU, due to the costly and time-consuming process, many univer-
sities have moved to portfolios as a valid means of placement, includ-
ing the University of Arizona, Miami University of Ohio, and others
(Borrowman; Sommers, Black, Daiker, and Stygall; Yancey and Weiser).

More to the point, we were concerned with the impact that an
emphasis on timed impromptu writing tests would have in the class-
room, on the curriculum and on the energy spent preparing for them.
Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson notes that no matter how process-centered
the writing class may be, if students must do well on a timed writing
test, “producing a single piece of writing with no chance for revisions,
then a pedagogy emphasizing a few narrow forms of argumentation
and surface correctness prevails” (Lewiecki-Wilson and Sommers 448).
By limiting course content, she argues, the test, along with the practice
of teaching to the test, hardly encourages students to make a commit-
ment to literacy as a lifestyle that in the final analysis is what truly
prepares them for college. With these considerations in mind, know-
ing the research and scholarship surrounding the timed impromptu
writing test, we set out to structure equitable and informed partner-
ships with our local high schools.
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Establishing Equitable Partnerships

High school/university partnerships hold enormous potential,
yet the dialogue that exists at present between many high schools and
local universities is often vague at best, at worst condescending and
disparaging of the efforts that high school English teachers make in
preparing students for college writing. Too often universities fail to
work equitably with high schools, and the potential dialogue between
the two levels of education breaks down at a number of points. Uni-
versities often fail to communicate the expectations for writing profi-
ciency and critical thinking which vary from institution to institution.
At the same time, high school English instructors rarely receive any
feedback about which students succeed at the college level. While they
are generally well prepared to teach literature, many teachers have
not received any concentrated preparation for the teaching of writing.
Nor is there always a clear correlation drawn between the work a stu-
dent does in high school English classes and the success he or she ex-
periences in college-level writing courses and on placement tests. To
those outside the educational system, the most visible sign of the gaps
in teachers” and students’ understandings of expectations for writing
competence are evident in the placement results. In the CSU system,
the most recent statistic shows that 47% of all eligible students ranking
in the top two-thirds of all high school students place into what is com-
monly referred to as “remedial writing” after taking the English Place-
ment Test (“CSU Remediation”).

Given the parameters of the CAPI Grant, in which every mea-
sure of success is tied to the results of a controversial placement instru-
ment and in a situation in which a top-down relationship has tradi-
tionally existed between universities and high schools, we decided to
do our best to work around these conditions. We set out to prioritize
those issues that we felt were most conducive to overall gains in writ-
ing competence and literacy and in establishing equitable relationships
with the participating teachers at the four high schools that had cho-
sen to work with us on this project. We both believe that any success-
ful collaboration between universities and high schools must recog-
nize and materially validate the professional status and expertise of
high school teachers while at the same time making available to them
our own expertise in Composition and Rhetoric. For these reasons, we
chose a Freirean model as the basis for the framework of our joint ef-
forts, which emphasized the high school community’s role in problem
identification, problem solving, and collective action. We felt strongly
that in order to have any positive impact on students” writing and teach-
ers’ knowledge of writing instruction, teachers had to have a major
role in articulating what their students’ needs were and in determin-
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ing how to address those needs.

One of us, Gerri McNenny, was first introduced to the principles
of Paulo Freire’s work, not through the reading of his theoretical works,
but through the implementation of those principles while working in
the Peace Corps. The essence of Freire’s approach to community work,
it seemed at that time, emphasized the need to rely on the people liv-
ing in the midst of a situation to codify and problematize that situation
for themselves. Their ability to “name the world,” so central to Freire’s
approach to community work, was the single most important factor in
their sense of empowerment and their ability to act in that particular
context.

As we set out to design a high school / university partnership, we
saw these same conditions as necessary to the success of any joint ven-
ture. Despite the complexities of Freire’s theoretical framework, we
still believed that a Freirean model of community work would be the
most appropriate approach. As Denis Goulet notes in his introduction
to Education for Critical Consciousness, Freire clearly understood the
adaptive nature of the liberatory pedagogy he sought to interject into
the communities that he and his fellow cultural workers lived in:

Paulo Freire’s central message is that one can know only to the
extent that one “problematizes” the natural, cultural and his-
torical reality in which s/he is immersed. Problematizing is
the antithesis of the technocrat’s “problem-solving” stance. In
the latter approach, an expert takes some distance from real-
ity, analyzes it into component parts, devises means for re-
solving difficulties in the most efficient way, and then dictates
a strategy or policy. Such problem-solving, according to Freire,
distorts the totality of human experience by reducing it to those
dimensions which are amenable to treatment as mere difficul-
ties to be solved. But to “problematize” in his sense is to asso-
ciate an entire populace to the task of codifying total reality
into symbols which can generate critical consciousness and
empower them to alter their relations with nature and social
forces. (ix)

This reflective group exercise is achieved only if participants experi-
ence their roles in the dialogue as pivotal to the transformation of their
situation. By doing so, community members, in this case high school
professionals with ample experience and education, “become trans-
forming agents of their social reality. Only thus do people become sub-
jects, instead of objects, of their own history” (Goulet ix).

With these rather high ideals in mind, we collaborated with high
school participants to design a needs assessment questionnaire to iden-
tify and codify site-specific issues and to initiate a dialogue among
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ourselves for the purpose of improving and encouraging students’ read-
ing and writing. We invited high school teachers who wished to par-
ticipate in the collaborative project to come talk about their percep-
tions of students’ impediments to improved writing and literacy and
to identify strategies for addressing their needs. We also asked high
school professionals to identify for themselves what they believed
would be appropriate roles for university collaborators to play in work-
ing with high school instructors. We attempted to leave the dialogue
as open-ended as possible.

As we met to identify and discuss key issues, what really im-
pressed us was the incisiveness of our high school colleagues” obser-
vations. In their responses to the needs assessment, they identified key
impediments to student progress and preparation for college level
writing. They determined what kinds of collaboration and interven-
tion would work best for them in their contexts, and they let us know
exactly what they needed from us as university colleagues to help them
improve student writing.

Among the hurdles they face, high school teachers noted class
size as the foremost, with 38-40 students per class, with five sections
per day, for a total of 200 students contacted each day. As a result,
teachers have no time to talk individually with students about their
writing. Moreover, assuming that each essay can be read and com-
mented on in a fifteen- to twenty-minute period, if a teacher assigns
one essay assignment to her classes, that two- to three-page assign-
ment will take each teacher from fifty to sixty-six hours to grade. This
work is in addition to a full week of planning classes and teaching five
sections per day. Thus, high school English teachers have significant
demands placed on them for work hours outside the classroom.

Participating teachers also noted a decrease in the amount of time
junior high schools devote to language arts, along with a lack of spe-
cialized training to deal with developmentally delayed students and
their writing. Instructors also face an increase in the number of require-
ments in the curriculum that have in turn reduced the time for writing
instruction. A new speech component has been added to the high school
curriculum, to meet the mandates of the California Content Standards
document, and that requirement also cuts into time for writing. A wide
range of skill levels in any given class, along with limited staff devel-
opment planning and utilization and a lack of print literacy as a lifestyle
for students, were all identified as impediments.

With all of these difficulties, teachers still assign and respond to
quite a lot of writing. Honors seniors write nine essays a semester at
one school. Freshmen write four essays per semester, with the number
of essays varying for each level. District and state standards require
that students write narrative, descriptive, expository, and persuasive
essays, which include autobiographical incident, biographical incident,
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comparison/ contrast, cause and effect, division analysis, process analy-
sis, and example. Teachers thus noted the extraordinary curricular
demands to organically integrate these genres into the school year.

Perhaps most interesting to us were the activities that high school
teachers identified as being potentially beneficial and appropriate for
our project. They requested presentations of college-level expectations
for writing, more information about the content of the Developmental
Writing course at Cal State Fullerton, statistics on how their seniors do
on the EPT, more information about what kinds of questions are asked
on the English Placement Test, and samples of prompts and syllabi.
Nearly all indicated a desire to continue meeting together at symposia
in which high school and university professionals could discuss issues
of articulation to college for an increasingly complex student commu-
nity. With a large population of working class students holding 20- to
40-hour a week jobs and with a large percentage of the students com-
ing from homes in which English is not their first language, the stu-
dent community that both the university and high school instructors
confront continues to create some interesting challenges. As we dis-
cussed these issues, we all agreed that working together to understand
those challenges is something we should have done long ago.

The types of support that teachers determined would be most
appropriate in working with them in the classroom range from in-class
workshops for college prep students on timed impromptu writing tests
to teacher workshops that include instruction on what the EPT con-
sists of, its rating systems, and its criteria for success on the placement
instruments. They indicated that students need more practice and feed-
back for the timed impromptu essay, along with strategies for time
management and composing in a timed writing situation. Developing
a common language to discuss writing and a greater ease with a timed
writing situation were also high on the list.

For both of us as co-coordinators of the project, what mattered
most was the level of investment that a needs assessment engendered
among our high school colleagues. By asking them to identify the is-
sues that we need to deal with together, along with what they see as
appropriate site-specific strategies for supporting them with their writ-
ing instruction, we were able to elicit a plan that we could come back
to. Since the administration of the questionnaire, we have proposed a
teacher-researcher collaboration between university and high school
participants. Through the teacher-researcher project, we will work with
teachers to identify authentic research questions and appropriate re-
search methodologies for studying and evaluating our collective ef-
forts to improve students’ writing. By generating research methods
suitable to the rhythms of their teaching and writing and by meeting
together to share our findings from the various classroom research
projects we have launched, we hope to build on the dialogue that will
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enable all of us to study the classroom context together, designing ac-
tion research agendas that enable teachers to own the research process
in ways that a top-down research agenda disallows (Bisplinghoff; Ray).
What is most essential is that our high school colleagues experience
their participation in this project as fellow professionals, fully capable
of determining what strategies and interventions will work for them.
Regardless of what changes we make collectively in the project plan,
we know that their participation will help to shape a project that we
hope makes a difference for them and their students.

Coda

Looking historically at the CSU’s attempts to grapple with what
it views as the “problem” of remediation, we see that the solutions
proposed during each cycle of concern have rarely varied. The major
impetus toward real change in the number of students requiring
remediation, working at increasing literacy skills throughout the en-
tire educational system in California, has come about because at the
moment, at least, the state is in the best financial situation it has en-
joyed for several decades, even as its ranking in the nation’s schooling
systems places it in the lowest 25% (Baron). Money is available for
collaborative projects, and the state finds that it can pay to reduce class
size in ninth grade English to twenty students per class, thus enabling
teachers to work more effectively in developing literacy skills. Money
is also available for tutors from the university to work in the schools in
several outreach programs. Teacher education programs are being
funded by the state legislature to strengthen their academic content.
The Collaborative Academic Preparation Initiatives project we are
working on was impossible six or seven years ago when CSU schools
had to operate under tight budgetary constraints.

One wonders, however, what this most recent infusion of money
will bring. With classes in the high schools from the sophomore to the
senior level still averaging 35 to 40 students each, what impact will an
occasional tutor or improved teacher training have in the long run?
Teachers still struggle with forty to sixty hours of grading per week
after assigning a simple two or three page assignment. We must also
recognize that the mission of the high schools varies from that of the
university. To assume otherwise would be to appropriate the preroga-
tive of the high schools to work within their communities and respond
to their needs.
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Notes

1. These editorials reflect, as well, the push for tougher standards and
more testing, two issues that make the news regularly. On September
9, 1999, a Times’ editorial stated almost gleefully that if students can-
not meet proficiency standard of EO665 by the end of their first year
then “. . . it’s back to community college to finish remedial work.” Of
course, these students didn’t come from a community college which
the Times suggests sending them back to. In a November 22, 1999 edi-
torial, the paper-again rather gleefully-noted that “school officials
announced that they were kicking out 5% of last year’s freshman class”
who did not pass remedial English and/or math courses. Colleges
and taxpayers, it said, should not be paying for “earlier educational
failures.” Here is the get-tough policy that plays so well among those
who write about education today and that ignores the reality of poor
schools with even poorer funding. It is no wonder, as stated further
on in this essay, that the Times is so enamored of the former football
star Charles Reed who now sits in the CSU chancellor’s office, who is
promising reforms.

2. The Master Plan was set up to stem “intersegmental competition”
among the public universities and community colleges (MPR, 3). The
mission of the University of California was established as offering, for
example, professional education through the doctoral degree, while
the CSU was to take as its purview “professional education, including
teacher education, through the master’s degree” (MPR, 11) Commu-
nity colleges offer vocational as well as academic instruction and “pro-
vide remedial instruction for students inadequately prepared for
postsecondary education” (MPR, 10).

3. Much of the research cited in the report comes from developmental
education studies. Interestingly, although Shaughnessy’s Errors and
Expectations is listed in the References at the end of the report, no inter-
nal citation to her work can be found. Still, the report takes a realistic
and reasonable look at remediation.

4. The report’s writers base their choice of “remedial” and

“remediation” on the work of K. Patricia Cross, who distinguishes the

terms in this way:
If the purpose of the program is to overcome academic deficien-
cies, ] would term the program remedial, in the standard dic-
tionary sense in which remediation is concerned with correct-
ing weaknesses. If, however, the purpose of the program is to
develop the diverse talents of students, whether academic or
not, I would term the program developmental. Its mission is
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to give attention to the fullest possible development of talent
and to develop strengths as well as to correct weaknesses (31).
In the 1990s, commissions and members of the BOT who wrote
about remediation seemed not to know that Promises to Keep had de-
fined terms and provided an explanation for its choice. The “Report of
the Subcommittee on Remedial Education, Executive Summary” (July,
1995) uses developmental and remedial interchangeably, often writ-
ing these words as “remedial/ developmental.” A June 1994 report on
underprepared students in fact indicated that the system had no work-
ing definition of these words (“API” 3). The term developmental has
been used in reports since 1994 to describe students who are non-na-
tive speakers of English and have trouble with written communica-
tion, although this term has not actually been defined in the reports.

5. The math department at Cal State Fullerton hired a local commu-
nity college to teach its remedial courses (that is, until the dean of the
School of Natural Sciences and Mathematics realized that over $40,000
annually was going to the local college instead of to his school), as did
other CSU schools. Many CSUs placed the remedial English courses
in basic skills departments or hired community college instructors to
teach these courses, and paid the teachers lower, community college
wages, although others, including CSUF, retained control of its Devel-
opmental Writing courses and continue to teach them through the
English Department.

6. Many terms which the BOT uses are not well defined. The Commit-
tee on Educational Policy uses other terms in its report which are also
not well defined, terms like “remedial/ developmental,” “precollegiate
skills,” and “basic skills.” For example, precollegiate skills is defined
in this way: “the term . . . means attainment of the understanding and
knowledge that enable students to handle the demands of beginning
university study” (1996, 3). This is a non-definition if ever there was
one.

7. Here is a case of business running education the way business runs
itself. Under the heading “Implementation” in the 1995 report, the
BOT states that the five-year phase-in plan is crucial. “This will enable
all students in the “pipeline’ ample time to develop the required skills
in English and mathematics” (12). The board believed that five years
would be ample time to make the secondary schools aware of the
changes in CSU policy and to give the CSU schools time to assist sec-
ondary schools in developing “new tools for learning basic skills.” The
sentiment seems to be that if five years works to change the assembly
line for Ford Motor Company, for example, it can certainly work for
educational reform.
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8. Thomas Saenz of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educa-
tional Fund notes that “Cal State is a prime avenue for Latinos to geta
bachelor’s degree.” (Quoted in the Times, Nov. 18, 1999)

9. The debates surrounding statewide standards for schools have been
developing apace with state and local efforts, and many valid objec-
tions to state-imposed curricula have peen posed, including criticisms
involving the wide ranging authority of the state to shape culture (Sizer
73), to determine the sequence of learning, in the sciences, for instance
(Nathan 54), to dictate a laundry list of facts and skills (Nash 47) and to
require excessive quantities of knowledge, as in Massachusetts’ fourth-
grade requirement that all students be responsible for world history to
A.D. 500 and U.S. history up to 1865 (Nash 46). Others note the pro-
pensity of standards to set up the state as a central authority which is
then empowered to dictate and require certain ways of knowing and
thereby suppress teacher innovation and democratic education (Meier
6; Sizer 73). Still others note the ways in which standardized tests can-
not begin to measure the richness of an individual’s intelligence, an
argument amply supported in Peter Sacks’ Standardized Minds: The High
Price of America’s Testing Culture and What We Can Do to Change It. One
of the more useful critiques comes from Bob Chase, president of the
National Education Association, an organization representing 2.4 mil-
lion teachers across the nation. Chase concedes that standards can in-
deed be effective in promoting student learning, but only if certain
conditions are met: “First of all, the standards must reflect the wisdom
of parents and classroom teachers. Second, the curricula we teach must
be aligned with the new standards. Third, teachers must be provided
the professional development they need to incorporate the new stan-
dards into their teaching practice. Fourth, we must insist that no single
high-stakes test can measure the academic progress of any student—
that multiple indicators must be employed." (41). Chase’s criteria re-
ceive support from educators in other areas, especially his insistence
on multiple indicators of student achievement (CCCC Position on As-
sessment). What is most striking is his final condition, that of validity
in assessment: “It is intellectually and morally dishonest to raise the
bar for all students to a level that is currently being reached by only a
relatively few” (41), a mindset akin to the character’s belief in the film
Field of Dreams: “If we set high standards, students will magically
achieve” (41-42). All of these criticisms come into play when discus-
sions about alignment of student achievement with statewide standards
and college-level expectations begin.
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