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The first time I heard a chair of the Conft:rerrce on College Cornposition and
Communication address its membership ,pas in 1985 when Maxine Ilairstor-r
urged us to'obreak our bonds" with English and create a new discipline centeL-
ing on the study of writing. A few years latr:r, in 1988, I listened as another
chair of CCCC, David Bartholomae, responded to Hairston by voicing a susiri-
cion of such "calls for coherence," sugge,;ting instead that "rnost of the prob-
lems of academic life-problems of tear:hing, protrlems of thinking-corne
frorn disciplinary boundaries and disciplinar:y habitr;" ancl urging us to lesist
the "luxury of order and tradition" (49). I admired r;nch irreverence then and
continue to do so now. Unfortunately, though, Bartholornae failed to extencl his
distrust of disciplines very far, instead ar;guing-quixotically, it now seems to
me-for professors of English to take on the teaching of writing as an integlal
part of their work, and concluding his adrlress by urging those of us in compo-
sition to "acknowledge our roots iq English, not deny them" (49). And so an
argument for resisting disciplinarity sc,rnehow became one for remaining
within the discipline of English.

This is the form that most debates ovr:r the status of cornposition have con-
tinued to take for the past two decades-with ohe group arguilg for establish-
ing a new discipline and the other for reforming English to include the study of
writing. Both sides of the argument locale the teaching of writing as part of a
disciplinary project-as taking place undr:r the auspices of either a new clepart-
ment of writing and rhetoric or a reflgurr:d departrrent of English. Br"rt I think
that Bartholomae hinted at a more compelling view of composition in desclib-
ing it not as a branch of English, but as a more open (if perhaps less cohelent)
fonn of intellectual work that seeks out the margins, crosses borclels, rnixes
methods, and disdains the status and orrler of the tladitional academic c'lisci-
plines. I believe that we need to imagine composition not as a new discipline,
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but as a kind ofintellectual work that takes place outside the conventional aca-
dernic disciplines, that resists the allure both of English and of becoming a sep-
arate field of its own.

In this chapter I will describe how we have tried to put such a view of com-
position into practice in an independent first-year writing program at Duke
University. I want to be cleaq though, that in doing so I am arguing not for a
particular structure for writing programs, but rather for a way of thinking about
the wolk of cornposition. We have shaped the Duke University Writing Pro-
gram in strategic response to a set of specific institutional constraints and
opportunities; simply trying to replicate this structure at a different site would
ahnost surely be a mistake. But while I am not presenting Duke as a model for
other writing programs to follow, I do want to argue for a view of composition
that is centered not on graduate programs, scholarly journals, and academic
conferences, but on the labor of teaching basic and first-year writing.

Most recent attempts to define composition as a discipline have worked
frorn the top down; it is now possible to be a credentialed PhD in composition
studies in the same way that one can be an expert in eighteenth-century litera-
tul'e or postcolonial theory. We have distinguished professorships, university
press series, and refereed journals cataloged by the Modem Language Associ-
ation (MLA). We also have the daunting task of teaching the moves and strate-
gies of academic writing to hundreds of thousands of beginning college stu-
dents each year. Whethel many of those students will stay in college or not
depends on the work they do with us. For me the most pressing question facing
our field is thus not how to build a discipline but how to deliver, in a broad and
effective rnanner, what we know about writing to the beginning and often
underprepared undergraduates whom we are asked to teach.

Such a ground-level view of our work raises issues that are as much politi-
cal as intellectual: Who actually teaches first-year writing? What are they paid
and how are they trained and supported? Who evaluates their work and on what
basis? In speaking of the labor of teaching writing, then, I refer both to the intel-
lectual work of teaching and to the workers who do it. In rereading Hairston and
Bartholomae, I am stluck by how neither has much to say about the problems of
staffing first-year writing courses with qualified teachers. Both were instead
preoccupied, at that moment in the mid-1980s, with deflning the intellectual
agenda of our emerging field. Two decades later I can't imagine trying to define
the work of cornposition in such terms alone. We now know a lot about how to
teach academic writing-not everything, but a lot. And yet each year too many
students pass through too many writing courses taught by indifferent, underpre-
pared, or overwolked instructors. To deliver what we know about writing to a
wider range of students, we need a better qualified and better supported labor
torce.

Cornposition l.ras long been a textbook-driven fleld precisely because so
many of our programs are staffed by inexperienced teachers. The usual response
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to the problem of inexperience has been to hand the novice instructors under our
charge a course-in the form of readings, as;tignments, exercises-that we
compose for them and whose execution thereof we can monitor. I want to argue
here for a shift from this focus on cuniculum tc'one on labor-from designing
preset and teacher-proof courses to be implemer:ted by underprepared adjuncts
or graduate assistants to finding ways of attraclLng and supporting faculty who
are interested in the work of teaching writing. L,:t me turn to how we have tried
to do so at Duke.

Creating a Multidisciplinary Wriiting Faculty at Duke

In 2000 Duke University put into lrlace a ne',v cuniculum that requires all
undergraduates to take a seminar in academic writing in their first year and two
writing-in+he-disciplines courses aflerward. Writing 20, Academic Writing, is
the only course at Duke taken by evt:ry undergl'aduate. There are no prerequi-
sites and no exemptions. Almost all of the sections of this first-year course are
taught by a group of twenty-six postdoctoral fellows whom we have recruited
across a wide range ofdisciplines. h the last five years our fellows have held
PhDs in African American studies, architecture, biology, communications,
cultural anthropology, cultural stud:ies, economics, education, engineeling,
English, epidemiology, forestry, getretics, history, human environments, lin-
guistics, philosophy, political scien,ce, psychology, queer studies, religion,
rhetoric and composition, sociology, theology, and wornen's studies. Fellows
design and teach five sections of Writing 20 p,:r year. Sbctions are capped at
twelve students for a total of sixty sludents per year. Most fellows design two
different writing courses each year--one for tht: fall and one for the spring.

Our fellowships are not tenure-track positions, but neither are they dead-
end jobs. Fellows join our program because they want to work intensely on
their teaching before moving on to other acadr:mic positions. And indeed, in
the past few years, several have won tenure-trackjobs at other colleges or uni-
versities. The salary is reasonable ($i38,200 to $41,200 per year), the support
for research strong, the environmeni for teaching excellent, and the collegial
support of the other fellows extraordinary. Fellows are offered an initial three-
year contract. In the second semester of their second year at Duke, they
undergo a rigorous review of their w,rrk based on a teaching portfolio that they
have assembled. If this review is positive, their contract is extended to five
years.

I like and admire our faculty imrnensely. While most have not taught first-
year writing before coming to Duke, we tend to attract people who want to cen-
ter their careers on teaching undergraduates and who arc interested in working
as part of a collective intellectual project. We tell prospective fellows that we
do not want them to teach a staff course that we have composed for them, but
rather we want them to draw on their interests as scholars to introduce students
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