From Russell, Chapter 1, “Introduction: the Myth of Transience”


Russell’s conflict-themes:

“The myth of transience masked deep conflicts in the mass-education system over the nature of writing and learning…[These conflicts] emerge as themes in my account of America’s century-long flirtation with writing instruction in the disciplines…” (9).
	1
the nature of writing and its acquisition
	“writing as a single elementary skill, a transparent recording of speech or thought or physical reality”


	vs.
	“writing as a complex rhetorical activity, embedded in the differentiated practices of academic discourse communities”

	2
the nature of writing and its acquisition

	“writing acquisition as remediation of deficiencies in skill”

(or writing instruction as ____)
	vs.
	“writing acquisition as a continuously developing intellectual and social attainment tied to disciplinary learning”

(or writing instruction as ____)



	3
the relation between language and the structure of mass education

	“macademia as a single discourse community”


	vs.
	“macademia as many competing discourse communities”

	4
the relation between language and the structure of mass education

	“disciplinary excellence” as the goal of writing instruction

	vs.
	“social equity as the goal of writing instruction”




The Myth of Transience: Causes, Results, Solutions
p. 3-4, 5 and 7

“[B]efore the 1870s, writing was ancillary to speaking. Because the whole curriculum and much of the extracurriculum was based on public speaking (recitation, declamation, oratory, debate), there was little need for systematic writing instruction…The leadership roles which graduates of the old college commonly assumed—‘the pulpit, the senate, and the bar’—also made writing ancillary to public speaking […] Once…orthographic conventions were mastered, ‘correct’ writing was an ordinary outcome of being raised a gentleman or gentlewoman who spoke ‘correct’ English, which is to say the language of the upper class[…]

[However,] In the new print-centered, compartmentalized secondary and higher-education system, writing was no longer a single, generalizable skill learned once and for all at an early age; rather it was a complex and continuously developing response to specialized text-based discourse communities, highly embedded in the differentiated practices of those communities […]

Despite these profound changes, the mass-education system tenaciously clung to the outmoded conception of writing as transcribed speech and to the vanishing ideal of a single academic community […] [Educators therefore looked] for a single solution to a specific educational problem when they actually needed a whole new conception of the role of writing in learning…They persisted in holding on to what Mike Rose has called the “myth of transience.” 

p. 5 and 9:

“One important result [of educators’ clinging to the older notion of writing] was a conceptual split between “content” and “expression.” This split found its curricular embodiment not only in remedial or general-composition courses but also in discipline-specific writing courses taught by those outside the discipline (usually trained in English departments)” [emphasis mine].
p. 6:

“Another, more visible result of [the above] misconceptions is a 120-year tradition of complaint about student writing…Over the next century, committees of faculty and business leaders repeatedly expressed similar frustration that student had not ‘learned to write’ by the time they reached high school or college or graduate school or career. But the complaints rarely addressed the central issue: standards of literacy were no long stable; they were rising and, more importantly, multiplying.” 

p. 7: 

“The first and most common “solution” [to the problem of poor student writing] was a general-composition course […] Writing instruction was denied disciplinary status, compartmentalized into freshman composition, and housed in English departments, where it competed (unsuccessfully) with the new professional discipline of literary study.”

p. 11-12
“In both the new departmentalized university and the new professionalized society, there were powerful reasons why scientists and scholars should not step outside their respective symbolic universes. It was the ever-increasing specialization of knowledge (and, with it, of discourse) that allowed modern academia to create new knowledge so effectively and rapidly […] On a broader level, widespread dissemination of expert knowledge sometimes constituted a threat to professional communities, whose social role involved commodifying that knowledge in specialized written language to maintain professional jurisdiction over certain social functions (the legal profession is the most obvious example.”
Last paragraph of p. 23.
p. 27:

“General composition courses have in one sense been a means of widening access by helping to ‘prepare’ students for college work. But to the extent that those courses were treated as remedial or purgatorial, they also performed a ‘gatekeeping’ function by keeping students on the margins of the institution…As Rose has argued, the myth of transience allows this ambiguity to go unexamined. It blinds academics to the effects of widening access and the shifting nature of literacy in the mass-education system. Thus it reinforces the status quo.” [See the long Rose quote on p. 27 which immediately follows the above.]
p. 28:

“In the absence of conscious, discipline-specific writing instruction, students whose language backgrounds allowed them to learn the discourse of a discipline without such instruction were more likely to enter successfully the profession associated with it; those students whose background made conscious, discipline-specific language instruction necessary were much less likely to succeed.”
p. 33-34:


“Only when academia confronts its confusion of tongues and its myth of transience can the slow work of translation and transformation begin.


Bringing these different rhetorical and pedagogical traditions into the light of historical and rhetorical analysis will mean thinking of writing and its instruction as part of a larger debate about who will learn—and do—what in the postmodern culture(s) we are creating.”


PAGE  
1

