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Chapter One: Conceptualizing the Inquiry Environment in Composition through
Discussion about Transfer, Ecology, and Student Agency

Introduction

This chapter describes the scholarship, theoretical framework, and methodology
informing a teacher-research study on whether and how inquiry-based and reflective teaching
and learning strategies impact students’ preparation for future learning in a first-year
composition course. The project, which grew from a personal investment in exploring inquiry-
based teaching as well as from a contextual, programmatic need to investigate teaching and
learning strategies that support knowledge transfer, is the result of several years of personal
inquiry and a semester of formal classroom research. This research speaks to questions about
alternative pedagogies and student learning both in the field at large and in the local context of
the Composition program at Urban University, a Midwestern research university.

In the sections below I will outline the major composition scholarship informing this
project. The first section, on transfer scholarship, outlines work in composition done in the last
ten years in response to studies in educational psychology centered on learning and knowledge
transfer. This scholarship discusses both the role the composition course plays in students’
general learning across the institution and the theoretical and pedagogical imperatives behind
“teaching for transfer” and studies of teaching and learning in our field. From there, I outline the
progressive roots of this study, exploring the possibilities provided by progressive pedagogy in
developing theory and practice responding to these recent studies on students’ knowledge
transfer. Finally, I look at scholarship on classroom ecology that foregrounds both the theoretical

framework and methodology of this project. This review of literature sets the groundwork for a



description of this study, a semester-long look at inquiry-based learning and reflection and the

impact on the learning of fifteen students in my introductory college writing course.

Studying Knowledge Transfer in Composition

Understanding composition’s recent work investigating students’ transfer of writing-
related knowledge is important for this study, one which is grounded in understanding whether
and how students are taking up the learning strategies emphasized in the course to support their
movement through their writing projects. Composition’s work on students’ transfer of writing-
related knowledge draws heavily from research on learning transfer more broadly, particularly
from work done by Salomon and Perkins and Bransford et al. Salomon and Perkins suggest that
we need to understand what transfer is and how it works, and that because it is not a “unitary
phenomenon,” but is conditional, we need to attend not to what is being transferred, but sow it is
transferred (115). Because of the time needed to create the conditions for low-road transfer,
which requires practice, it is difficult to see evidence of this in the classroom, however Salomon
and Perkins suggest we may see evidence of high-road transfer, which requires mindfulness and
abstraction, in such a setting (115; 136). More recently, in a National Research Council report
(2000), Bransford et al argue that are subject matter mastery, time, deliberate practice, feedback,
motivation, and a sense of usefulness are key to impacting transfer (53; 56; 59-61). Like
Salomon and Perkins, the authors argue that abstraction can help promote transfer, which they
describe as an active, dynamic process (62; 66). Bransford et al also note that teachers may need
to help students activate this prior knowledge, and metacognitive approaches will support this
(68). Together, these two studies suggest several necessary learning conditions and teaching

strategies for fostering transfer, suggestions that we see taken up in the work of composition



scholars looking to theorize and develop pedagogical practice for supporting students’ writing-
related knowledge transfer.

Recent studies in composition have worked to examine how the work of the composition
classroom is integrated into students’ overall learning in the institution, specifically how students
transfer learning from the composition classroom into these other learning contexts (i.e. Wardle;
Bergmann and Zepernick). Whereas studies in previous decades have centered on examinations
of the individual student writer’s process, this recent work emphasizes whether and how the
work of the composition course prepares students to navigate new writing contexts. Following
the key studies in education research described above, these scholars in composition study
whether and how students take what they have learned in composition courses with them into
other academic, professional, or social contexts. These arguments and studies often center on
larger questions about the focus of composition as a discipline (Smit) and on the value of the
first-year writing course and revision of this course to include the needed pedagogy for
developing conditions for knowledge transfer (i.e. Wardle; Bergmann and Zepernick; Downs and
Wardle; Beaufort; Driscoll). Because performance assessment is often central to institutional
work, transfer studies in composition take up this call as well, examining how this classroom
emphasis on transfer can be measured in terms of individual student performance. However, how
to assess transfer in composition, is, as in other disciplines, a complex study, and scholars are
beginning to argue for assessment that moves beyond a single moment of writing and considers
multiple factors (Slomp; Driscoll and Wells).

In his 2004 book The End of Composition Studies, David Smit critiques contemporary
pedagogical practice in composition, arguing that the way writing courses are designed is

ineffective for impacting transfer of writing-related knowledge into new contexts. While there is



a cross-disciplinary consensus that writing is contextual, and people learn through immersion in
a discourse community, notes Smit, the composition course has often been taught as prescriptive,
which poses problems for how students can use the knowledge built in the course in their work
across the university. When composition focuses on academic discourse rather than emphasizing
writing’s response to rhetorical context, students do not have all the context, subject knowledge,
or information they would need to really do the writing in “real life” (149). Even when we intend
to teach for transfer to other courses, says Smit, we (as teachers) do not know what is being done
in other classes, what exactly students will need, or how to help them apply their writing
knowledge in new situations.

While teachers and scholars recognize this disconnect, so do students. Two 2007 studies,
one by Elizabeth Wardle, and one by Linda Bergmann and Janet Zepernick, highlight the
disconnect composition students feel between the kinds of writing they learn to do in the
composition course and the writing they are required to do across and outside of the academy.
Using a framework that considers “context, purpose, and student perception of writing both in
and beyond FYC [first-year composition]” (70), Wardle finds in her study that though they
reported learning writing skills in FYC, students did not use or need to use the skills they learned
in FYC in their other courses (73), with one exception: “The only ability students seemed to
consistently generalize from one writing task to another within the various activities of schooling
was meta-awareness about writing: the ability to analyze assignments, see similarities and
differences across assignments, discern what was being required of them, and determine exactly
what they needed to do in response to earn the grade they wanted” (76-77). Students were only
using “all of their writing-related knowledge and abilities” when they found an assignment to be

especially “engaging” (77).



This question of relevance and personal engagement is reflected in Bergmann and
Zepernick’s study as well. The authors find the following themes coming from their study: 1)
“Students tend to think of writing in English classes as personal and expressive rather than
academic or professional”; 2) “Students think of this personal writing (that is, the writing they do
in English classes) as a “natural” act—Ilike engaging in conversation—for which there are only a
very few simple, concrete, and universal rules”; and 3) “Students do think of writing skills as
“portable” from one discipline or context to another” (though, as noted above, they don’t find the
writing done in English classes as relevant to other disciplines) (129). In short, students find
writing in English courses as distinctly separate from writing in all other courses. Bergmann and
Zepernick find this problem stems from several issues, including the “disparity” between
sections of FYC at the university, the conflation of literature and composition courses, students’
view of composition and literature as lacking disciplinarity, students’ view of English course
writing as subjective, and students’ perception of teacher comments as “meddling” (131-132).
Bergmann and Zepernick find that, overall, students see their writing work in FYC as arbitrary
and completed for grades and teachers’ preferences. The authors write, “Students seemed to be
completely unaware that the purpose of FYC might be to help them turn their rhetorical “street
smarts” into conscious methods of analysis—of situation-specific audiences, discourse
communities, rhetorical situations, and relevant textual models—that they could then apply to
writing situations in other contexts” (134).

Whereas Bergmann and Zepernick find that when students are disposed to thinking that
there are no connections between their work in FYC and other courses, they struggle to transfer
writing-related knowledge, Jennifer Wells finds in her 2011 dissertation that when students hold

dispositions toward transfer—that is, when they believe there are connections between their high



school writing courses and their college courses—they are able to make these key connections.
In Dana Driscoll and Jennifer Wells’ article, “Beyond Knowledge and Skills: Writing Transfer
and the Role of Student Dispositions,” the authors argue “value, self-efficacy, attribution, and
self-regulation,” are four key dispositions that increase potential for transfer. Driscoll and Wells
argue that these dispositions “are a critical foundation upon which learning is built and
potentially transferred”. Both Bergmann and Zepernick and Wardle suggest that one issue
impeding transfer is that many students cite FYC as rather peripheral to their educational focus
and/or as irrelevant to their major coursework. However, this disposition—one’s attitude toward
the class, one’s motivation—may be integral to students’ success in a course. In their
presentation of Julie, Driscoll and Wells, demonstrate how attitude and motivation can hamper
students’ learning:

Julie, a sophomore in animal science, placed a very low value on her rhetorically focused

FYC course, which created problems with transfer and a disconnection between divergent

genres at the university...She expressed negative views concerning the transferability of

most of her FYC course content because she saw it as completely disconnected from her

career goals in animal science.
As Driscoll and Wells put it, Wardle sees this problem as belonging to instructors, “who do not
create the kinds of conditions that will motivate students to put forth effort in transferring” (9).
Driscoll and Wells, however, argue for further research “between dispositions and the larger
activity systems that support/inhibit transfer” (12). Here, we see a move toward developing
conditions of learning that respond to students’ dispositions more broadly.

Because transfer is not only forward-reaching, impacting students’ perceptions of the
value of their writing work for transfer to subsequent contexts, but also backward-reaching,
emphasizing students’ ability to draw from prior knowledge, this attention to disposition may be

significant in courses across the discipline, for which students might draw from this writing-

related knowledge built in the composition course. In her 2011 article, “Connected,



Disconnected, or Uncertain: Student Attitudes about Future Writing Contexts and Perceptions of
Transfer from First Year Writing to the Disciplines,” Dana Driscoll studies students’ perceptions
about transferability through their FYC course and into their writing in other disciplines. She
finds that while “students were largely hopeful about the transferability of the material learned in
FYC” at the beginning of the semester, this attitude often faded by the end of the semester.
Driscoll places students in four categories in terms of their feelings about transfer and the
“usefulness” of FYC: explicitly connected, implicitly connected, uncertain, and disconnected.
Those students categorized as “explicitly connected” responded in their interviews that the most
valuable material they retained from the FYC course was that which directly connected to future
writing contexts. Driscoll raises questions about whether and how instructors can impact
students’ attitudes and beliefs about the content of FYC, and suggests that metacognitive
reflection, explicit teaching, scaffolding, and making connections to both prior knowledge and
future contexts are important pedagogical practices for teaching for transfer. Driscoll’s findings
mirror Bergmann and Zepernick’s, in that that teaching students “how fto learn to write”
(Bergmann and Zepernick 142, emphasis theirs) will better foster transfer of learning than
teaching students how to write in a general sense. They write, “Such an approach to teaching
students how to learn to write would help students recognize that they are making choices, and
how to make those choices consciously, based on knowledge about the discourse community and
rhetorical situation in which they are working” (142). Similarly, Wardle finds that “meta-
awareness about writing, language, and rhetorical strategies in FYC may be the most important
ability our courses can cultivate” (82, emphasis hers). These scholars’ findings about meta-

awareness are influential to pedagogical practices, as I will explore in the section below.



Examining these points of transition between high school and college writing, or between

FYC and subsequent coursework, several composition scholars have looked at how students deal
with prior knowledge of writing in their approaching of new writing tasks, naming the processes
by which students do and do not experience positive transfer.
In their 2008 study, Rounsaville, Goldberg and Bawarshi describe the importance of helping
students develop a metacognitive awareness of whether and how they draw from prior
knowledge as they work through their writing courses. Their finding that students draw heavily
from their prior knowledge of academic genres is further supported in studies by Reiff and
Bawarshi, Nowacek, Rounsaville, and Robertson, Taczak, and Yancey, which describe the ways
students apply, adapt, or misuse this prior (genre) knowledge in their writing work. These
discussions are further developed in Chapter Two, where I explore how several students in my
course worked through the initial assignment sequence and dealt with their prior knowledge of
college writing in assigned reflections as they navigated this new classroom.

This emphasis on helping students develop meta-awareness grounds the major
approaches taken by composition scholars for supporting knowledge transfer. In the section
below, I will outline three major approaches to teaching for transfer through the support of
students’ development of meta-awareness: the study of discourse communities, the use of a
writing studies framework, and the implementation of reflective writing about writing. While
there is significant overlap in these three approaches, I will explore where there are points of
departure, in an effort to preview the pedagogical approaches I employed in the course described

in this study.



Teaching for Transfer: Supporting Meta-Awareness

Following the studies described above, composition scholars have developed various
pedagogical approaches for teaching students “how fo learn to write” (Bergmann and Zepernick
142). Specifically, approaches emphasizing discourse communities, writing studies, and writing
reflection have been taken up by (teacher-)scholars in their efforts to teach for transfer. In this
section, I will explore these three approaches, building toward a discussion of how one of them,
writing reflection, will be integral to the work of this project.

In “College Writing and Beyond: A New Framework for University Writing Instruction”,
Anne Beaufort examines how writing courses can be redesigned to provide students with the
skills to successfully transfer knowledge from one setting to another. Beaufort argues for “a
more inclusive model [of expertise] to account for the multiple knowledge domains activated in
expert writing performances” (18). She works off of the model of her 1999 study of “five
overlapping yet distinct domains of situated knowledge entailed in acts of writing: discourse
community knowledge, subject matter knowledge, genre knowledge, rhetorical knowledge, and
writing process knowledge” (18). Beaufort suggests that such a theory of discourse communities
can serve as a heuristic by which students work to articulate abstractions that will help them
transfer knowledge. She follows one student, Tim, through his FYC course, other general
education courses, courses in his major, and then to his workplace, to study how her five
knowledge domains apply. In one example of negative transfer from English to history courses,
Beaufort finds that Tim, drawing from his FYC course, applies inappropriate writing strategies to
his history papers. Based on this and other evidence from her study, Beaufort concludes, among
other things, that “all faculty should acknowledge and make clear the socially situated aspect of

the writing they assign, so that students understand the connection between writing conventions
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and the work those conventions are meant to accomplish in given discourse communities” (149).
In other words, teaching students to understand writing as a contextual practice is one key step
for helping them understand writing strategies as able to be abstracted, but not necessarily
immediately applicable from one course (or setting) to another. Teaching students to use the five
knowledge domains to think through navigating new writing contexts is one strategy for helping
them learn metacognitive, reflective practice in writing.

While Beaufort’s approach depends on this heuristic of knowledge domains, Downs and
Wardle’s Writing About Writing curriculum emphasizes writing studies as the emphasis of FYC.
Downs and Wardle justify this curriculum by suggesting “writing studies is a discipline with
content knowledge to which students should be introduced, thereby changing their
understandings about writing and thus changing the ways they write” (553). The emphasis of the
course, then, rather than on “academic writing,” which Downs and Wardle point out is difficult
to define concretely, is on helping students explore writing as an activity. Specifically, in a
Writing About Writing (or WAW) approach, students conduct primary research and use
qualitative research methods to study writing in various contexts. The authors argue, “This
course would serve as a gateway to WAC and WID programs better able to address issues of
specialized discourse within specific academic disciplines” (558). In other words, such a course
would better facilitate transfer of knowledge across the writing sequence because of its emphasis
on writing studies itself as a specialized discourse.

A third pedagogical approach, writing reflection, can be found in composition
scholarship and descriptions of pedagogical approaches going far back, though, as Kathleen
Blake Yancey reports in her 1998 text “Reflection in the Writing Classroom”, the use of

reflective writing in composition courses has been undertheorized in the discipline. Teaching
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students to write reflection is one way to harness this metacognitive power. In a 2011 CCCC
presentation, drawing from her dissertation research, Kara Taczak describes the role of reflection
in teaching for transfer as follows: “(1) it is the practice by which students articulate their
understanding of key terms and concepts using their own language; (2) it is the practice that
allows students to create connections between readings and assignments; and, (3) it is the
practice for students to begin to theorize about their writing” (2). Taczak argues that through
developing a theory of writing and articulating and developing writing practices, students
develop writerly identities, all of which support their transfer of writing-related knowledge.
Reflection writing is “vital” to FYC, she argues (10), a position that will be supported through

the work of the study described below.

Studying Transfer

While developing pedagogical practice from studies of transfer is important work for
composition scholars—after all, supporting knowledge transfer is dependent on purposeful
classroom practice, as we see above—rethinking how we study transfer in composition is the
work of recent studies in the discipline. In this section, an exploration of approaches to studying
transfer foregrounds the theoretical framework I have developed for the current study and
explain later in the chapter.

Much recent scholarship in composition studies of transfer is based in activity theory (i.e.
Wardle; Kain and Wardle; Wardle and Roozen; Driscoll). As David Russell suggests, activity
theory is wuseful for examining ‘“goal-directed, historically-situated, cooperative human
interactions” within a complex, dynamic system (53). As Kain and Wardle describe it, of special
value in this model are the “reciprocal relationships” between the various components in an

activity system: the tools, subject, rules, community, motives, and division of labor (3). Because
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activity theory accounts for both the parts and the whole of the system, Kain and Wardle
demonstrate, we can use it to “[isolate] problems to develop solutions,” (6), especially key as we
look to study classroom teaching and learning to understand whether and how students are
transferring writing-related knowledge. Beyond the classroom, our assessment of students’
writing practices crosses sequences and programs. As Wardle and Roozen note, “To more fully
support and assist students developing as writers, our writing programs and structures are
becoming more complex, vertical, and integrated” (111). Activity systems theory provides
scholars a way to examine these curricular and institutional structures with their varying
ecological nuances.

Without consideration of the overall context in which learning and transfer are taking
place, our studies are limited, these authors argue. In “Challenges in Assessing the Development
of Writing Ability: Theories, Constructs, and Methods™ (2012), David H. Slomp makes the point
that “traditional perspectives on knowledge transfer” are inadequate for assessing transfer of

b

writing ability because such assessments “tend to capture a snapshot of ability,” refer to
knowledge as static, not dynamic, and examine knowledge a-contextually (82). Examining
studies of transfer in writing studies, Slomp finds promising possibilities for future assessment
based on broad context and intrapersonal factors (83-84). Critiquing Beaufort’s analysis of Tim’s
development as a writer, he asks, “I wonder, though, if Beaufort had focused her lens more
sharply on the intrapersonal factors that shaped Tim’s development would she have seen aspects
of his personality or motivations that led him to employ guesswork as a learning strategy?”’ (84).
Slomp finds Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of development (1999) particularly insightful

for this discussion of assessing transfer (85). Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on ‘“dispositions,

resources, and demand characteristics” in discussion with “proximal processes” like peer review
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sessions provides a model that Slomp suggests works with theories of transfer (85). He argues,
“Framing their work through the lens of this theory, researchers and assessment professionals
will be able to examine not only how a students’ [sic] writing ability is developing, but also what
the array of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional factors that either support or inhibit that
development might be” (86).

In her 2011 book Agents of Integration: Understanding Transfer as a Rhetorical Act,
Rebecca Nowacek draws from activity theory to develop a framework for her study of students’
recontextualization of prior knowledge. She writes, “I have identified four avenues of
connection, four resources that individuals employ as they draw connections among various
contexts: knowledge, ways of knowing, identity, and goals” (20-21). These avenues can be
“mapped onto” the activity-systems triangle, notes Nowacek, but she uses these terms instead,
partially because of their accessibility, but primarily because her theoretical framework is
developed from her classroom research, rather than directive of it (22), an approach I have taken
with my own development of a theoretical framework, which I will describe below. Such an
approach holds context as central not only in the application of theory, but in the development of
theoretical frameworks that shape our discussion of classroom practice and, specifically,
students’ transfer of writing-related knowledge, which, as Salomon and Perkins and Bransford et
al have pointed out, is itself contextual.

In the sections below, I will work toward the theoretical approach I took to designing this
study and developing my pedagogical practice, one that, admittedly, draws from activity theory
and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory, as these other transfer scholars utilize them, but is based
specifically in progressive approaches to classroom practice, and in the developing the

conditions that support students’ learning. Because of the emphasis on the child’s relationship to
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the environment and this study’s focus on the classroom environment (and not environmental or
contextual factors outside of the classroom), I find what progressive pedagogy has to offer this
study particularly relevant. That is, because scholarship in progressive pedagogy is particularly
interested in how the classroom environment shapes an individual’s ability to learn and to make
decisions about this learning, it has significant ties to composition’s work on transfer. Beginning
with a discussion of Deweyan pedagogy and its relationship to the kinds of conditions of
learning idealized by transfer scholars in composition, I will argue for an approach to both

studying and teaching for transfer that emphasizes classroom ecology and student agency.

Progressive Roots: John Dewey on Environment, Habits of Mind, and Agency

Because of his emphasis on classroom environment and student habits, returning to John
Dewey to think about how we teach for the transfer makes good sense. Dewey’s discussions of
the whole child and of the child’s relationship to others and to the environment at large can be
found implicit in disciplinary discussions of knowledge transfer that look at dispositions,
attitudes, and the value of studying context to understand the viability of our pedagogy. Of
particular importance in Dewey’s 1917 text Democracy and Education are the concepts of the
classroom environment, the development of habits, and the pursuit of personally relevant topics.
Dewey describes education as a means of social preparation, and, as such, argues that the process
of raising an individual up in a social group is determined more by the means of nurturing and
the overall environment than the content that is delivered in the process. He writes, “The
required beliefs cannot be hammered in; the needed attitudes cannot be plastered on. But the
particular medium in which an individual exists leads him to see and feel one thing rather than
another; it leads him to have certain plans in order that he may act successfully with others” (12).

In other words, the cultivation of particular conditions in the environment is what helps an
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individual develop certain characteristics (12), and the environment impacts the individual,
whether intentionally or not (19). Dewey writes, “We never educate directly, but indirectly by
means of the environment. Whether we permit chance environments to do the work, or whether
we design environments for the purpose makes a great difference” (20).

Key to this deliberative design for Dewey is “balance,” a consideration of how elements
in the environment are connected to one another and how habits contribute to the maintenance of
an individual’s “balanced connection with things” (86). Through the development of particular
critical, flexible habits, we can modify our behaviors accordingly, and remain in tune with the
always-changing environment. We see from Dewey that habit can be shaped by the environment
and can be responsive to environment, thus informing the development of the individual. This
means ensuring that the classroom environment promotes conditions for individual growth.

One of these conditions for individual growth involves cultivating the individual’s
investment in the environment. In describing the differences between a “spectator” and an
“agent,” Dewey writes,

The former is indifferent to what is going on; one result is just as good as another, since

each day is just something to look at. The latter is bound up with what is going on; its

outcome makes a difference to him. His fortunes are more or less at stake in the issue of
events. Consequently, he does whatever he can to influence the direction present
occurrences take . . . The attitude of a participant in the course of affairs is thus a double
one: there is solicitude, anxiety concerning future consequences, and a tendency to act to

assure better, and avert worse, consequences (136).

Capturing this attitude of agency and participation in the classroom takes attention. The
environment must promote training of mind (151), a concept taken up by those in composition
studies who promote writing reflection as a key method for teaching. Dewey suggests that

training our minds through reflective practice means we are better able to predict what

consequences our actions will have. More importantly, this training can prepare the individual
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for acting responsively and responsibly within a greater social context: “Only gradually and with
a widening of the area of vision through a growth of social sympathies does thinking develop to
include what lies beyond our direct interests” (161). This discussion of rhetorical and responsible
agency latent in Dewey’s text places the individual in a meaningful relationship with others in
the classroom environment, a concept explored by progressive scholars in their discussion of
how to develop classroom practice that harnesses attention to the impact of this agency. Dewey’s
discussions of the student and environment thus ground the composition and education

scholarship important to this study.

Classroom Environment and Ecology

Work on ecology and classroom ecology in composition primarily addresses the learner’s
understanding his or her relationship to others (things, people) through writing, whether this
means writing to consider one’s relationship to other people, places, and things (as presented in
the assignment sequence Derek Owens includes in Composition and Sustainability), or
considering one’s relationship with an audience (and the impact on that audience) while writing
(Cooper; Newcomb). As I will explore in this section, Neil Postman and Charles F.
Weingartner’s concern about ecological imbalance in their 1969 text Teaching as a Subversive
Activity suggests a possible new avenue of discussion on classroom environment and ecology
and gives us a way to think about how the value of considering ecology in composition
scholarship.

Scholarship on ecology and classroom ecologies developed near the time period of
critical pedagogy and critiques of critical pedagogy, and also in response to process theory. In
particular, Marilyn Cooper, in her 1986 article, “The Ecology of Writing,” responds to the

seeming deficiency of the cognitive process model of writing, in suggesting that the cognitive
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process cannot be everything that influences the act of composing. The solitary author displayed
by the cognitive process theory works alone, out of the context of real social situations. With
others (Bruffee; Trimbur; McComiskey), Cooper argues that writing is a social activity. She
explores what she calls “the ecological model of writing”: “writing is an activity through which a
person is continually engaged with a variety of socially constituted systems” (367). Key to
Cooper’s work is the idea that in the ecological model, real people interact through writing, not
with imaginary others (373). In other words, an ecology is something we can observe or account
for. This is not the same as contextual models, Cooper notes, because an ecological model
“encompasses much more than the individual writer and her immediate context” (368). She
points out that the elements of an ecology are dynamic: changing in relationship to each other:
“An ecologist explores how writers interact or form systems: all the characteristics of any
individual writer or piece of writing both determine and are determined by the characteristics of
all the other writers and writings in the system” (368).

Other explorations of writing as a social activity in work by Kenneth Bruffee and John
Trimbur imply the ways in which the classroom functions as an ecology. Bruffee writes about
the collaborative classroom containing “transition groups” that help students make the move
from one discourse community to another; through participation in transition groups, students
experience a process of “reacculturation” (54). He expands his work to explore the social
construction of knowledge overall. While Bruffee highlights consensus as key to collaborative
meaning making, John Trimbur looks at dissensus as important to this work. These explorations
of dialogue in the classroom highlight a concrete, observable classroom ecology, with instruction

based in a concept of the social dimensions of writing. Though these authors do not specifically
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use the term classroom ecology, they describe components of the classroom environment that,
through interaction, are shaped and reshaped.

Considerations of ecology in composition extend from descriptions of the rhetorical
context and social construction of texts to ideas about sustainability, which sometimes move to
consider elements outside the realm of the classroom. In Composition and Sustainability, Derek
Owens aims to use the concept and goals of sustainability as a curricular motive in composition,
as a way of asking students to think about their interaction and experience with their
communities (xi-xii). This disciplinary intersection is possible in composition, says Owens,
because composition teachers “can orchestrate zones of inquiry that juxtapose eclectic webs of
information, inspiration, and provocation, the likes of which can’t easily be generated elsewhere
in academe” (6). Students, as well, can heavily influence such a classroom environment:

While no course is a tabula rasa—Ilike any classroom environment, the territory of the

writing workspace is shaped by a host of ideological impulses swirling around the

professor, the institution, the students, the local region, and other involved parties—
students in composition classes play an obviously greater role in that interior decorating,
and the conversations cannot help but be more variegated and more unexpected—and
often riskier—than in so many other classrooms beholden to the parameters of some

predetermined subject (6).

Owens’ comments on the possibilities of the composition classroom environment point to
progressive ideals and challenges: the classroom shaped by students’ interests and inquiries and
the risk undertaken by those teachers who are willing to allow such levels of improvisation in
their classrooms.

More recently, Matthew Newcomb also takes up the topic of sustainability in
composition, arguing that students must be asked to think about the long-term impact of their

writing on audiences beyond those in the immediate classroom. Emphasizing “designing

sustainable relationships with many others through writing,” Newcomb echoes Cooper’s ideas
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about writing as a web of connections (601). Ultimately, such pedagogical practice points
students toward understanding themselves as undeniably connected to their writing and other
classroom work. That is, students considering the long-term impact of their writing on others and
understanding how their relationships with others impact their writing and development of ideas,
are asked to see themselves as integral to this teaching/learning/meaning-making environment.

This work on sustainability and its emphasis on ecology is valuable for thinking about
how “ecology” is conceptualized in composition scholarship. While Owens and Newcomb
primarily intend to examine ecological relationships external to the classroom, their work
highlights an emphasis on the ongoing impact of rhetorical decisions on these relationships, a
concept important within a classroom ecology as well as external to it. Thus, these ideas about
sustainability point us to consider what it means for students to develop what Cooper calls
“responsible agency,” a term I will discuss below. As Owens writes, “[T]hinking sustainably
requires that we envision ourselves less as autonomous individuals than as collaborators who are
not only dependent upon but literally connected to our local environments in complex ways” (1).
In the work of composition broadly, discussions of ecology and classroom ecology, particularly
as they emphasize students’ understanding of how they interact with and act within their
environments, hint toward similar questions addressed by transfer scholarship—questions about
how students understand how to move between environments and what “strategies for survival”
(Postman and Weingartner) will benefit them as they make such moves.

These ideas about ecology and classroom ecology contribute several concepts to a
depiction of the writer’s environment:

* An ecology is something we can observe or account for (Cooper).

*  Writers write for real, not hypothetical audiences, and can see the impact of their
writing on others in the classroom (Cooper).
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* Dialogue with other students and with the instructor may influence the writer’s
choices and development of ideas (Bruffee; Trimbur).

* Students influence the subjects explored in the composition classroom; for example,
in exploring their interaction with their communities, these relationships become
central to the work of the course (Owens).

* Particular course design may allow students to understand their positions (in the
classroom or in the community at large) as influencing others (places, people, things,
ideas) (Owens).

* Particular course design may allow students to think about the long-term impact of
their writing, on audiences beyond the immediate classroom (Newcomb).

In short, the writer’s environment as depicted in this work on ecology and classroom ecology
contains more than the rhetorical problem and the text being shaped. The environment also
includes a set of relationships, some of which extend beyond classroom walls.

One text that takes up these questions of relationships in the classroom ecology is Neil
Postman and Charles F. Weingartner’s 1969 text Teaching as a Subversive Activity, which
addresses many Deweyan concerns about education including the problem of teaching for
predetermined outcomes, the value of engaging students in personally meaningful inquiry, and
the importance of considering the whole classroom in developing effective pedagogy. While the
text is centered on the promotion of what Postman and Weingartner call the inquiry method, they
stress the impact of the classroom environment on the individual doing the learning:

... the most important impressions made on a human nervous system come from the

character and structure of the environment within which the nervous system functions;

that the environment itself conveys the critical and dominant messages by controlling the
perceptions and attitudes of those who participate in it. Dewey stresses that the role an
individual is assigned in an environment—what he is permitted to do—is what the
individual learns. In other words, the medium itself, i.e., the environment, is the message.

“Message” here means the perceptions you are allowed to build, the attitudes you are

enticed to assume, the sensitivities you are encouraged to develop—almost all of the

things you learn to see and feel and value. You learn them because your environment is

organized in such a way that it permits or encourages or insists that you learn them (17).

On one hand, these comments on environment speak to the aims of critical and feminist

pedagogies that promote the individual’s critique of his or her environmental influences (i.e.
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Freire, Berlin). On the other hand, these comments speak to an important possibility regarding
the environment: an environment which “permits or encourages or insists” upon particular
dispositions for learning will ensure, or at least make ripe, conditions for development of these
dispositions for the learner. This latter idea provides a key tie to transfer studies in terms of
considering how students’ dispositions toward learning (or writing) impact their learning, and
how dispositions that foster transfer may be better developed. Postman and Weingartner address
several aspects of these dispositions, describing what they call “good learners”:

Bear in mind that the purpose of the inquiry method is to help learners increase

their competency as learners. It hopes to accomplish this by having students do what

effective learners do. Thus, the only reasonable kind of logic or structure that can be

applied to this environment is that which is modeled after the behavior of good learners.

Good learners, like everyone else, are living, squirming, questioning, perceiving, fearing,

loving, and languaging nervous systems, but they are good learners precisely because

they believe and do certain things that less effective learners do not believe and do. And

therein lies the key (31).
Essentially, the characteristics they describe suggest that good learners approach learning with
confidence they can learn something, with the ability to judge what information is relevant to
their learning process, and with questioning and reflecting habits that help them cultivate these
first two qualities, and push along the learning process. For Postman and Weingartner, the
inquiry environment fosters these behaviors; it is an environment “in which the full spectrum of
learning behaviors—both attitudes and skills—is being employed all the time” (33). Such an
environment, they say, is made up of “four major components: the teacher, the students, the
problems, and the strategies for solving problems” (33).

Postman and Weingartner’s descriptions of the attitudes and dispositions of learners are
recounted above. The teacher in the inquiry environment also displays key behaviors, including a

disposition toward asking questions, denying simplified answers, encouraging interaction

between students, and allowing for a distinctive level of improvisation in the classroom,
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developing class plans based on students’ questions and needs. The teacher’s primary goal in the
inquiry environment is not to impart a particular content to students; instead, the teacher aims to
change student behavior, to help students develop particular dispositions toward learning (34-
37).

The other two components of the inquiry environment, the “to-be-learned” (content) and
the strategies for learning, are developed through students’ articulation of questions, based in
“problems that are perceived as useful and realistic by the learners” (81). In other words, the
inquiry environment is based in a concept of problem-posing, but in different terms than other
critical and progressive pedagogical environments (i.e. as described by Freire), in that, though
teachers model question-asking, the problems explored in the course are developed by students.
They write, “[I]n an inquiry environment, the lesson is always about the learner. He is “the
content.” It is about the meanings he has in his head (including the meanings about himself as a
learner), and the possibility of his modifying and extending those meanings” (96)".

Further, Postman and Weingartner tie their concerns about the classroom environment to
their emphasis on critical practice. In developing critical practice, Postman and Weingartner
suggest we need to move past identifying what is happening in a situation to examining what the
situation is doing to us; to do this, we must first believe that the situation, the environment, is

doing something to us. Postman and Weingartner suggest that educational discourse has a hard

! This development of a pedagogy promoting learner identity, along with Taczak’s discussion of
writerly identity (described above), becomes important for a composition classroom promoting a
sense of responsible agency through the development of reflection assignments promoting
rhetorical identity, a concept I argue for in the larger text.

? In Chapter Four, I describe the pedagogical challenges imposed by the classroom, and in
Chapter Five, argue the importance of considering physical context both in students’ reflective
writing and in studies of teaching and learning. The methodological challenge of the limited
scope of the video camera serves as a useful example of how the physical setup of the classroom
impacts individuals’ relationships with others.

3 Other studies of inquiry-based writing projects, like Minnick and Aungst’s “Insistent/Resistant:
Re/Visiting the I-Search,” or Ann Johns’ “Students and research Reflective feedback for I-
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time taking this up, and discuss this through a look at the difference between content and
method. Typically, “Content, as any syllabus proves, exists independently of and prior to the
student, and is indifferent to the media by which it is “transmitted.” Method, on the other hand, is
“merely” the manner in which the content is presented” (18). However, following McLuhan (and
Dewey before him) Postman and Weingartner argue, “the critical content of any learning
experience is the method or process through which the learning occurs” (19, emphasis theirs).
Method trumps content. “What students do in the classroom is what they learn (as Dewey would
say), and what they learn to do is the classroom’s message (as McLuhan would say)” (19). Thus,
for example, if students learn reflective practice in the classroom, through the employment of
reflective writing assignments about writing process and rhetorical impact, they take these
practices on as habits.

Postman and Weingartner argue, in short, that the environment must change—the
foundations of classroom work need to be completely re-imagined. This is to be done through
emphasizing the learners’ relationship to content. They write, “There is no way to help a learner
to be disciplined, active, and thoroughly engaged unless /e perceives a problem to be a problem
or whatever is to-be-learned as worth learning, and unless he plays an active role in determining
the process of a solution” (52). While the teacher may play a role in suggesting what might be
studied, it is imperative in the inquiry environment that the student pursues those questions that
are personally relevant. Otherwise, the emphasis remains on content, while the method, instead
of being integral, becomes a sort of phony tool for accessing predetermined content. Instead, it is
key that there is an “emotional base” to what students pursue. Critiquing the work of Jerome
Bruner and others, Postman and Weingartner argue that while work has been done on

discovering how people learn, how they come to know things, the question “What’s worth
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knowing?” has been largely ignored. “Thus, they have insured that there will be an ecological
imbalance in the new learning environments they have tried to create” (53). It is key, then, that
the work of the classroom be tied to “relevant problems in the society, as those problems are
perceived by learners” (54). While Postman and Weingartner do include real classroom
examples of the inquiry method at work, the key implication for daily classroom practice found
in this text is that the strategies for learning are essentially shaped via students’ questions.

This description of the inquiry environment provides us with an illustration of how the
inquiry-based composition classroom may function as an ecology, and how such a learning
environment might help us understand how concepts of ecology might be further explored
through pedagogical practice in composition. Postman and Weingartner’s text thus extends
discussions in composition about transfer, student agency and classroom ecology. Their concept
of a balanced ecology can help us understand how responsible agency and learning transfer can
be cultivated within an inquiry-based composition classroom. While both explore the impact of
the environment on the individual’s writing process (to different degrees), work on ecology and
classroom ecology begins to point us toward the idea that the writer has something to gain from
considering the impact of his or her writing and other classroom work on others and that the

writing course can be designed specifically to foster such consideration.

Attitudes and Agency

Understanding the student’s position in the inquiry-based composition classroom and his
or her dispositions toward learning is key for this project centered on the classroom ecology’s
impact on student learning. In the inquiry environment, as Postman and Weingartner describe it,
the learner establishes the questions to be pursued, or, a significant portion of the “to-be-

learned”. This placement of learner as central to the development of course content
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acknowledges student agency in a way that speaks to ideals in composition pedagogy (student
writers writing about topics they have authentic connections with) and discussions about the
definition of agency, particularly as explored by David Wallace and Helen Rothschild Ewald,
Linda Flower, Rebecca Nowacek, and Marilyn Cooper. However, as argued by John Dewey,
Postman and Weingartner, and Ira Shor, the development of student agency is grounded in and
sometimes hampered by habits reinforced by the traditional classroom environment.

Dewey’s agent, “tied up” as he is “with the doings of things and persons about [him]”
(137) is interested in influencing a course of action in such a way that the environment suits his
needs. The student’s development, through reflective practice, of an engaged inquiry process and
attention to the impact of his/her actions on others is an integral part of learning, he suggests
(142). In composition, we often think about students’ writing processes as habits. Early studies
of process (Emig; Sommers; Perl) show a very limited, habitual, and acontextual process. While
studies beyond this have worked to examine process in different ways (as cognitive—Flower and
Hayes; as social construction—Cooper; McComiskey; Bruffee), we might also look at process as
it enters the classroom, as a sort of solidified habit that may need to be revised, through student
and teacher effort. These cognitive-behavioral habits (where one sits in the classroom; how one
approaches a writing assignment; how one operates during class discussion) are the result of
affective considerations (Rickert; Stenberg; Lindquist; S