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Teaching Matters:  Identifying Successful
Ideologies and Training Methods for Basic Writing Programs
In 1976, CCC published Mina Shaughnessy’s article, “Diving In:  An Introduction to Basic Writing,” in which she mocks cognitive theorists of the time by parodying the stages of cognitive awareness that basic writers were supposed to develop through.  Using that same structure for a serious purpose, she outlines four stages that basic writing teachers progress through, from a reflex to fail all the students, through a belief that constant correction will fix them, to recognizing a need to change oneself, and finally to a willingness to get to work.  The faculty members I have worked with over the past eight years in the developmental writing program at Fayetteville State University still work within these categories, though they do not always advance through them, as Shaughnessy hopes.  Many teachers appear to be satisfied residing in one of the earlier categories, maintaining ideologies that they had before teaching Basic Writers.  Shaughnessy’s article implies that Basic Writing teachers must undergo a process of ideological evolution in order to be successful; they must understand their students, their work, and themselves in specific ways or progress simply cannot occur.  Though this article is thirty years old, I assert that the categories these ideologies represent have not fundamentally changed, and that the self-reflexive process of reaching a specific ideology is still an absolute necessity to success with this cohort.  The intent of my dissertation is to examine the differences in ideologies among Basic Writing teachers, to outline ways of assessing success in relation to those ideologies, and to advance institutional solutions for promoting specific ideologies and their curriculums and pedagogies within Basic Writing programs in order to foster successful teaching.  

Though this work is clearly vital to the efficacy of Basic Writing research, it has been explored only in the most cursory fashion until now.  Most of the research in Basic Writing has centered on pedagogical theory rather than on the teachers themselves.  For instance, early attempts to work with Basic Writing advocated sentence-level drills; later, cognitive theory suggested that Basic Writers should stick to short pieces of simple narrative writing.  More recently, scholars have recommended immersion techniques and self-reflexive study of power struggles inherent in language.  The well-intentioned writers of these proposals—Mina Shaughnessy, Pat Bizzell, Anthony Petrosky and David Batholomae, to name a few—largely omit discussion of the people who do the teaching.  This exclusion implies that advancing a particular pedagogical theory is sufficient to ensure its spread and incorporation as an accepted best practice.  People who teach are assumed automatically to have the time and motivation both to stay abreast of current research and to change their pedagogies to try new methods.  

However, in English departments and Basic Writing programs, teachers do make choices about what and how to teach based on multiple factors beyond the research articles they are reading, if indeed they are reading them.  Many people who teach Basic Writing do not self-identify as Basic Writing teachers, and they do not participate in the ongoing discussion about Basic Writing.  Even for those who do, the research is only one aspect in creating and maintaining a teaching ideology; other facets include their own relationships to their students and to the academy, their levels of training, and institutional motivators.  Two ideologies, gate keeping and bridge-building, represent opposite ends of a wide range of overlapping ideologies possible in any given teacher.  Gate-keeping, which parallels Shaughnessy’s first stage, Guarding the Tower, can often be found in teachers who do not self-identify as Basic Writing instructors, who were not trained for the job and are unsure how to approach it.  They believe in an enforceable, unassailable standard in college students; they look for students’ abilities to perform specific tasks displaying specific sets of skills, and without those abilities, the gate-keeping teacher would say that students ought not to be in college.  They have little faith in the students’ abilities to achieve, in the program’s value to the university, or in their own value as a teacher of these students.  Bridge-builders, at the other end of the spectrum, believe that skills are only one part of the discourse standards students need to learn and practice to participate in the academic community; they see Basic Writing as a first step in an ongoing process.  Though bridge-builders’ pedagogical practices vary widely, they share beliefs that students can be and will be successful at the university level, that the Basic Writing program accomplishes real work, and that it has real value to students and to teachers. Shaughnessy’s article and a review of literature about Basic Writing demonstrate that it is generally believed that bridge-building is the ideology that allows for the greatest success in teaching.
The gate-keeping ideology has dropped out of discussion as a possibility for a basis for best practices in teaching for many reasons, including bald practicality.  Because gate-keeping is about preserving the sanctity and standards of higher education, gate keepers believe that remedial or developmental work should be done elsewhere--at community colleges, perhaps.  However, this thinking is impractical in contemporary academic life for at least two important reasons.  First, the mission of most state universities and smaller local institutions has changed over the past thirty years.  Since universities and colleges depend on enrollment numbers for income through tuition dollars and state funding, they must work to raise enrollments.  To raise enrollments, colleges compete for students, and the pool of applicants is made up of substantial numbers of students who may not have attended college in previous generations.  The American economy has shifted due to the recent explosion in immigration and relocation of manufacturing jobs overseas, so many more under-prepared students are applying for college than ever before, students that colleges cannot afford to ignore.  Second, colleges cannot simply refuse to admit students who place into developmental writing; they also place into developmental math and reading.  It is a whole academic level that they are not prepared for.  The percentage of students who require remediation in writing, math, or reading as they enter college has risen from 30% in 1990 to 53% in 2005 (Tritelli); in other words, this is no longer the problem of the minority.  It is simply reality.  The debate over whether college is the place for these people is moot; they are here.  Unfortunately, a number of people teaching Basic Writing still maintain gate-keeping ideologies, which is in direct conflict with the trends occurring at most universities.  
As I attempt to define these ideologies and tie them to teaching considered successful, I must define what I mean by the term success.  Assessing success in Basic Writing cannot be done on one measure alone, because these classes are just one part of an ongoing process of developing academic literacy that takes much longer than a semester.  However, there are ways to judge whether our teaching is assisting students in that development.  One important measure is students’ persistence in college: students who stay in school obviously have the potential to earn degrees, which is one measure of success.  Retention rates are linked to a number of other factors as well.  The most important one initially is students feeling that they belong at the school, making connections, mattering.  Others include passing their courses and making progress toward a degree, seeing direct links between college and achieving their goals, and learning the skills to trouble-shoot academic discourse, community and coursework, as well as developing the critical thinking to independently and appropriately apply those skills.  A second important measure of success in a Basic Writing program is students’ abilities to perform specific skills outcomes.  For instance, some programs assess student progress over a semester by developing a rubric against which to judge a portfolio.  Some use standardized tests or timed-writings that attempt to measure students’ abilities to complete certain specific tasks.  These kinds of assessments may be used alone or in conjunction with how well students do in higher-level composition courses as well as other writing intensive courses across the curriculum.   A third important measure of successful teaching is looking at the teachers themselves:  which teachers have significantly higher pass rates?  Which have significantly higher student evaluations?  Which teachers’ courses do students sign up for in higher numbers and wait-list to get into?  Which teachers are sought out to write letters of recommendation?  Which teachers’ offices are regularly full of students seeking help or advice, or just visiting?  When we find those teachers, which every department has, we should ask what it is that sets them apart from their colleagues.  In at least these three ways, then—retention rates, programmatic outcomes, and teaching quality—we can judge the ephemeral but real value of success in Basic Writing.  
Using these measures, I am selecting successful Basic Writing teachers and conducting ethnographic interviews with them to find out what specific ideologies they have and how they came to those ideologies.  Seeking those ideologies, I ask questions concerning what I see as the four fundamental components to any ideology of Basic Writing:  

1. Definition:  What makes students Basic Writers?

2. Purpose:  What goals do Basic Writing programs accomplish?

3. Methods/Pedagogy:  How do BW programs and teachers accomplish these goals?

4. Value:  How do BW programs help students, universities, society?  
By asking questions that get at these four components and by observing their classes, I uncover the ideologies that successful Basic Writing teachers have.  In addition, I survey other Basic Writing teachers for the same four components.  The data that emerges from these interviews and surveys demonstrates that Shaughnessy’s four ideological categories are still with us today; I use the data in the chart below to outline patterns and connections within those categories.  
	Ideologies
	Curricula:  What do they teach
	Pedagogy:  methods used to teach
	Belief about students
	Belief about teacher’s role in basic writing
	Program goals
	Risk taking
	Self-define as BW teacher

	Gatekeeping
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Converting
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Recognizing
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bridge Building
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Using the delineations of ideology and pedagogy that emerge from my review of Basic Writing literature, ethnographic interviews, and surveys, I recommend that Basic Writing programs reassess their structures in three key areas.  First, they should recognize that the bridge-building ideology generates the greatest student success, and therefore, it should be an important criterion in the recruiting and hiring of new Basic Writing teachers.  Secondly, teachers who do not bring the bridge-building ideology with them to the Basic Writing class should be given the institutional support and training within their programs to encourage them to experiment with and test out a bridge-building ideology.  I review and evaluate various training programs currently being used and recommend specific improvements.  Finally, Basic Writing programs should restructure evaluation and tenure systems to recognize and reward successful teaching as one key element in the institutional value of Basic Writing instructors.  Basic Writing is a fact of contemporary academic life: universities must embrace this reality, seek out instructors for their new cohort who are most willing and best qualified to help students achieve success, and design programs that encourage and support professional development.  This dissertation is meant to assist universities as they revise their programs to increase success.  

Methodology
· Review of composition and basic writing research for connections between personal qualities of teachers and student success

· Review of basic writing research for stated and implied qualities seen as important in effective teachers of basic writing

· Ethnographic interviews with at least two effective basic writing teachers

· Classroom observation of at least two effective basic writing teachers

· Review of ideologies of current BW programs

· Review of training methods of current BW programs
Chapter outline
In the first chapter, I establish my argument:  despite Basic Writing’s increasing importance to the mission of most universities, Basic Writing programs often overlook a critical element in developing a successful program and successful students.  They mistakenly assume that faculty already embody ideologies that promote student success.  Here I outline the connection between student success, which I define, and teacher ideology within the context of a Basic Writing program.  I also review the literature on Basic Writing instructor ideology.  

The second chapter more fully develops my methodology.  I provide a rhetorical analysis of teachers’ ideologies as they are represented in Basic Writing literature, name and describe four ideological categories, and then relate them to student success, which provides a means to rank them.  The third chapter provides data found in interviews and surveys to support these categories.  I conduct ethnographic interviews with two very different teachers of Basic Writing to uncover their ideologies and pedagogical strategies.  I question how they came to their ideologies and practices and then frame this information around the hierarchies I have previously established.  

My fourth chapter applies my taxonomy of ideologies to the rethinking of the structure of Basic Writing programs.  I review the existing hiring and training practices of key Basic Writing programs to make recommendations for improvement.  These recommendations include foregrounding ideology in the hiring process, in ongoing training, and in evaluation, promotion, and job security.  


 
I conclude with a chapter that comes back to the importance of Basic Writing to universities and of teaching to Basic Writing.  The categories of teaching ideologies are helpful constructs in filling in the gaps about teachers in Basic Writing research.  Further, they provide a structure by which to assess program effectiveness and development.       
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