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Teaching to Learn: WAC, Composition, and Engineering Classrooms

Cross-disciplinary: James R. Davis argues that this term "refers to efforts to view one discipline from the
perspective of another, often subordinating the phenomena from one discipline to the other" (4). Davis notes that there
is usually "little effort to integrate and no intent to generate a new subject or paradigm" in cross-disciplinary work (4).
Multidisciplinary: For Davis, "multidisciplinary" is a term which signifies "several disciplinary specialists working side
by side in an additive way" (4). Crucially, Davis points out that this aggregate of specialists (or team) would most likely
"not spend much effort or feel the necessity to integrate their 'disciplinary' perspectives" (4). Transdisciplinary: The
term "transdisciplinary," according to Davis, "suggests themes or issues that transcend or cross over several disciplines"
(4). Such themes or issues, in Davis's view, "go beyond the domains of particular disciplines and their methods"
(4),Interdisciplinary: Of all of these various terms, Davis argues that "interdisciplinary" indicates the most significant
integration and collaboration between disciplines. For instance, Davis uses the term "interdisciplinary" to "refer to the
work that scholars do together in two or more disciplines, subdisciplines, or professions, by bringing together and to
some extent synthesizing their perspectives" (5). Davis argues that interdisciplinary courses "involve efforts, at least to
some degree, to bring about mutual integration or organizing concepts and methodologies" (5).

I'm going to start out by telling you about the paper I was going to present today, and

then I'll talk about why I decided to do something different.' The first paper I wrote for this

conference was a case study which analyzed what I went through last year, when, like three other

members of this panel, I was part of the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee's Writing Across the

Curriculum project. As the consultant to the College of Engineering and Applied Science

(CEAS), my job, as I understood it, was to train CEAS faculty in writing to learn strategies, to

provide guidance and advice to CEAS faculty who wanted to make their existing syllabi more

writing intensive, and to somehow prompt as much student-centered, writing intensive pedagogy

in CEAS as possible. I quickly found out that this last goal would be a difficult task, because for

many reasons--including things like on-going conflicts over general education writing

requirements, as well as the threat of forced change in the traditional pedagogies a lot of the

faculty were comfortable with - -the faculty of CEAS were in general rather hostile to any

imposition of writing to learn pedagogy.' It seemed logical then to break up this huge
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undertaking into two basic steps: the first component involved bringing CEAS faculty together to

create discipline-specific writing standards (or rubrics) for the college which shared basic notions

about the qualities of competent writing with the minimum General Education writing

requirements at UWM, so that we could establish some common ground from which to discuss

and develop writing to learn pedagogy in the discipline. This was really the easy part, and I was

able to meet my goal here by surveying CEAS faculty about the writing requirements in their

courses, and then working with CEAS to condense, synthesize, and articulate the responses.

The second part of my approach focused on my other goals which, while more important

to long-term results, were perhaps less concrete. Again, I wanted to generate some kind of a

dynamic conversation among CEAS faculty about writing-intensive, student-centered pedagogy- -

a conversation which up to that point simply had never taken place. I understood from the outset

that this goal could be addressed in part by faculty workshops, but I also came to realize that the

effect of faculty workshops might be remarkably short lived at CEAS. As I said, there was a

great deal of resistance to WAC in CEAS, resistance which, according to Ellen Strenski, is not at

all unusual in a research institution. Strenski argues that while faculty resistance is common at all

colleges and universities, it is "especially acute at a research university where the problem of

available time is compounded by an epistemology ... that values the accumulation and

broadcasting of 'facts' (35). I suspect this problem may be even more severe in the sciences, than

in the humanities.

I know I certainly had not been at CEAS long before I realized that real change would not

take place there without an intensive WAC program which could somehow get at the discipline

from the inside out, so to speak--something that faculty workshops seemed to be too brief in
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duration to do. Also, it appeared that one source of resistance for faculty in CEAS was their

concern about the applicability of the very general pedagogical strategies WAC workshops

offered to their own, very specific and often unique course and classroom requirements. I

thought that the only way to successfully enhance the writing requirements of an existing course

would be to actually be a part of that course--to see the daily pedagogical problems, and to be

there to shape and mold writing-to-learn strategies to fit an individual course. I concluded that

team teaching, in particular, teams made up of a CEAS faculty member and a compositionist,

could get at many of the problems I faced in CEAS and would help me to reach some of my goals

for lasting change.

At the time, I expected that this kind of a team teaching program would allow us--and

here I was specifically thinking of compositionists as `us'--to observe and assess the writing needs

of students in the discipline so that we could best "engineer" more writing intensive courses for

CEAS faculty; hence the last term in my title. The best way to gather the information necessary,

as McCarthy and Walvoord have noted, is to try to understand what and how students are

actually thinking in the classroom. They've argued that the only way that we can not only really

know what our students are thinking, but "understand how [our] newly learned teaching strategies

influence that thinking is through close observation of [our] students" (78). Lucille Parkinson

McCarthy and Barbara E. Walvoord call the "systemic investigation" of our classrooms an

essential component of the "second stage" of a WAC program: the research phase which seeks to

articulate, analyze, and sustain the energy and enthusiasm for change created by WAC workshops.

Moreover, McCarthy and Walvoord note that "constructing knowledge in interaction is both the

central activity of the research process and, at the same time, the object of research" (79).
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I decided to test my theories about team teaching myself, and so I collaborated with a

fairly enthusiastic CEAS faculty member on a team teaching project in Mechanical Engineering.

It was also at just this time that I sat down to begin writing the paper I originally intended to

present today, that is, when the project was first beginning, and thus before it had failed. That

first paper argued with confidence for a team teaching component in all WAC programs--an

argument that would be supported, of course, by my own 'exemplary' case study. But I've always

ended up learning much more from my failures than I ever did from my successes, and one thing I

have learned from my experience with team teaching is that I was right to be confident. My

present paper argues just as enthusiastically for team teaching, although from a less naive

standpoint, that is, after considerable thought and reflection about exactly what went wrong.

Several things seem clear to me now: first, there was far too much difference in

professional rank between the full professor I worked with and my own status as a graduate

student and TA. McCarthy and Walvoord note that successful collaborations often occur

between "two equal-status professionals agreeing to explore answers to questions they both cared

a great deal about" (81). This observation about the kind of team that McCarthy and Walvoord

call a "focused pair" leads me to identify a second source of trouble in my own experiment in team

teaching: the fact that the faculty member I was collaborating with and I, although we were both

enthusiastic about the project, were not really focused on the same questions or issues. I was

seeking to "engineer" or redesign his course as a writing intensive course, and he was trying to

find a way to "fit" writing into the course as it had already been conceived. This difference in

focus was itself a third problem, and a direct result of the fact that we perceived the importance of

writing in the course differently. As I saw it, writing was a significant part of the actual content of
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the course, while my colleague viewed writing instruction as an add-on, or to use Strenski's

words, "as a necessarily remedial tune-up" for his students which took time away from teaching

the "real" content of the course. And these problems only aggravated what Davis has observed

are normal problems with faculty teams. For instance, when faculty members, especially tenured

faculty, join any kind of a team, they're entering a situation where they are sure to feel anxiety

about knowing what they're doing; they're put into a position where they may suddenly find that

they are not necessarily the experts anymore. Moreover, in a collaboration like the one I

attempted, such things can only compound the anxieties that a faculty member must already have

about "coverage" (Davis 47).

It seems to me now that the clash between the subtle disciplinary hierarchies each of us

unconsciously adopted were at the root of all these problems. I presumed a disciplinary hierarchy

that set writing at the very least equal to the substance of the course's engineering content, while

my colleague presumed a hierarchy which subordinated writing to that content. Indeed, Davis

contends that such hierarchical mismatches are often intrinsic to what he would term a "cross-

disciplinary" approach; as Davis defines the term, cross-disciplinary "refers to efforts to view one

discipline from the perspective of another, often subordinating the phenomena from one discipline

to the other" (4). Writing Across the Curriculum programs can too easily, and unknowingly,

adopt a cross-disciplinary approach; certainly my rather arrogant deterMination to "engineer"

CEAS courses as I thought best reflects such unexamined presumptions on my part. In addition,

such a presumption becomes an immovable obstacle to change when it bumps up against someone

else's hierarchical assumptions, as in the case of my colleague and I. Significantly, Davis observes

that there is usually "little effort to integrate and no intent to generate a new subject or paradigm"
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in cross-disciplinary teams (4). My collaboration was not focused on creating a new subject,

rather, we were each of us intent on conserving and imposing on the course as much as possible,

our own distinct and separate disciplines.

Yet WAC strives not to separate, but to integrate the discipline of writing with other

disciplines. Indeed, Toby Fulwiler has noted that successful WAC programs "run deep into the

center of the curriculum," in other words, they strive for interdisciplinarity rather than cross-

disciplinarity (64). Close collaboration between disciplines is the only way to establish the faculty

community and collegialty which for Fulwiler is the "single most important dimension" of a WAC

program--an objective that Fulwiler speculates "few programs" actually, in his words, "put up

front" (65-66). The kind of collaboration which produces Fulwiler's "community of scholars" also

produces, according to Davis, a high level of "content integration"--a synthesis of disciplines

which is inherent in interdisciplinary work. Davis notes that "[i]nterdisciplinary courses involve

efforts, at least to some degree, to bring about mutual integration o[f] organizing concepts and

methodologies" (5). According to Davis, content integration easily becomes a system of trade-

offs, and if team members retain presumptions about hierarchical orders of their discreet

disciplines, integration can be very low-level, if it is achieved at all. Consequently, collaboration is

also low-level, and the vision of community inevitably fades. To achieve high levels of content

integration, then, Davis contends that "faculty will be obliged to invent a new subject, not just

present the old subject in a different form" (48).

I think that interdisiplinarity is clearly the direction that WAC programs must consciously

pursue; we must work in close collaboration with other disciplines to create new subjects and

paradigms which breach the walls that have built up between the study of writing instruction and

7



7

other academic fields. Without a doubt, this will require all of us to learn as well as to teach.

Arenas of faculty collaboration must move beyond the workshop format if we want to form a real

community of scholars, a team of interdisciplinary teachers and learners.
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Notes

1. This paper was originally presented at the March 1996 Conference on College Composition
and Communication, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

2. Strenski observes that research universities in general foster an "unexamined epistemology
[which] is profoundly hostile to WAC promoted as a means of improving student learning" (35).
Furthermore, she argues that recognizing and confronting the existence of this epistemology "is
the first step in countering it and thereby preparing the way for and protecting any fledgling WAC
program" (35-36).

9



Works Cited

Davis, James R. Interdisciplinary Courses and Team Teaching: New Arrangements for

Learning. American Council on Education: Oryx P, 1995.

Fulwiler, Toby. "Evaluating Writing Across the Curriculum Programs." in Strengthening

Programs for Writing Across the Curriculum Ed. Susan H. McLeod. New Directions

for Teaching and Learning, no.36, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Winter 1988.

McCarthy, Lucille Parkinson and Barbara E. Walvoord. "Models for Collaborative Research in

Writing Across the Curriculum." in Strengthening Programs for Writing Across the

Curriculum Ed. Susan H. McLeod. New Directions for Teaching and Learning, no.36,

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Winter 1988.

Strenski, Ellen. "Writing Across the Curriculum at Research Universities." in Strengthening

Programs for Writing Across the Curriculum Ed. Susan H. McLeod. New Directions

for Teaching and Learning, no.36, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Winter 1988.

10



of V-3 (.0

Would you like to put your paper in ERIC? Please send us a clean, dark copy!

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

(Specific Document)

ERIC

Title:
Paper presented at the 1996 4 C's Meeting (Milwaukee) /-Y

it411-C, etrv,--g-1/4t P

Author(s): ,PsEs t.i.).AA-10
Corporate Source: Publication Date:

March 27-30, 1996

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced

in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

4
lC

Check here
For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Sign
here-)
please

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS

MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\e

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

Check here
For Level 2 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.'

ationhayddress:,

176/-lacia--/7VAM-1 u-egocesshot
bav6-/omen74

6diq Rgia Gihrezry) Pat3ate,c41
Milwewkee 14.).z 630-1/

Printed Name/Position/Tide:

AeshA Lok-fs-60
49V-.:)q- 6.75 r

Telephone:

`1/4) at-6.1, 3.?
E-Mail Address:

Purshee.

Date:

05,d;c4te-Yr&eifq. 0.24r



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

ERIC/REC
2805 E. Tenth Street
Smith Research Center, 150
Indiana University
Bloomington, IN 47408

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

4sei-Pieeerd-Driver Suite400-
-RuckvittKidmiallt+-ese50=1303-

Itrterrtirmir -30t-458-5509.
-PME:-804-948-8694

*e*-Ree4g00-7884742-
a-mailt-efic4aGig4RetzetiTgrov

(Rev. 3/96/96)


