Cracking the Code: Students Entering Discourse Communities through People-Focused Research


When I saw the call for papers for this conference, I was immediately struck by one word: Fugue. Aside from rolling from the mind to the tongue with relative ease and sounding inherently intriguing, this word got me thinking. I remembered reading something about fugues in Bahktin’s work on Dostoevsky in the process of his explaining that Dostoevsky had invented an entirely new kind of novel, the polyphonic novel, which brought disparate voices together in the service of narrative in a unique way. A rich multiplicity, like Dostoevsky’s, is written as a fugue: equal parts collision and collusion, varied strands of sound overlapping and ultimately complementing each other. 


But enough Dostoevsky; that’s the stuff of another conference entirely. The OED defines a fugue as “a polyphonic composition….on one or more subjects or themes…which are harmonized according to the laws of counterpoint.” From many voices, we get one—a single harmony. A sort of “E pluribus unum” for composition studies. This strikes me as a powerful way of thinking about the rhetorical situation on which a text is founded. We will always tell our students, “consider your audience,” that core component of the fugue state of writing, as they invent, plan, draft and revise a text, but for students, this may resonate as mere platitude, as they know full well their audience is not some imaginary professor in the discipline toward which their research is aimed. Indeed, they’re looking right at their audience—us—and so their text will be tuned to the register of our peculiar sensibility moreso than to anyone else’s. 


This feedback loop, that of student writing directly to instructor, perhaps thinking foggily about secondary readers or how their text might be received by a broader audience, but ultimately launching their work straight at us, is part and parcel of our own didactic position. And it always troubles me. If a student is writing a paper about a problem discussed among practitioners and academics in the field of social Psychology, how am I to assess it accurately? How am I to introduce the student, or facilitate that introduction, to the lexicon with which the problem is discussed? As they negotiate the labyrinthine hallways of academic research and writing, students are indeed negotiating their own identity. They need a guide, a Virgil. How a student might enter the fugue of his or her proposed discourse community is a matter that ultimately gets figured out by the student him- or herself. But we writing teachers have an important role in the midwifery of delivering a student into the discourse community in which they will dwell professionally. After all, every discipline excavates its ecological niche through writing. So we are sending students along precisely the vector by which professional identity is forged: writing.


As Charles Bazerman suggests in “Genre and Identity,” as people move toward a particular discipline, they “take on the mood, attitude and actional possibilities of that place—they go to that place to do the kind of things you do there, think the kind of thoughts you think there, be the kind of person you can become there.” Thinking of a discipline as a locus, a place, helps us visualize a discourse community as real, indeed corporeal. It’s a bit like Kenneth Burke’s parlor metaphor, the “ongoing conversation” of academic thought and action. 


Last summer, I wanted students, as always, to make the journey across the divide from individualistic, all too often isolated studenthood into the doorway of their prospective discipline. The class was Writing 2010 at the University of Utah. Students were variegated in their majors, basic demographic profiles, interests and concerns.  The assignment was typical of a second-semester composition course: write an extended argument in the academic style (whatever that is), drawing from sources of great authority and reputability. Using that tired old carrot of extra credit in the course, I asked students to seek out, find, sit down and interview at some length a professional denizen of the field into which their research fell. I got some predictable results, and some less so. The idea behind this assignment, which I of course concede is far from original and is just one of many variations on the theme of loading student’s minds into the possibilities of a future career and the contours and textures of its language, was to get students to sort of demystify the disciplinary monolith by meeting and maybe getting to know someone in the field. In a sense, this approach is very similar to what Paul Prior did in his excellent 1999 book Writing/Disciplinarity: a Sociohistoric Account of Literate Activity  in the Academy But the subjects of Prior’s study of “academic enculturation” are primarily graduate students, as are those of Ann Blakeslee’s 1997 article in JBTC about “Learning to Write Scientific Papers in situ.” So there is a very full-bodied literature on the issue of identity development and negotiation through writing one’s way into a professional or academic discourse, but the question of how to engage students to really “try on” the identity of the discursive space Bazerman defines so crisply as a series of “actional possiblilities” remains one we should re-examine continually. 


My first exposure to this category of questioning came from David Bartholomae’s landmark 1985 essay “Inventing the University.” In it, Bartholomae traces the various arcs of various students’ attempts to mimic—and I think this is the word, yes—academic discourse. Bartholomae analyzes these attempts, culled from a series of placement essays written during freshman orientation. Bartholomae looks at these essays with an incisive analytic sense, musing on the difficulty of the “act of imagination” of conjuring up an  audience and meeting it at the juncture of a presumed common language. In the end, many of these essays evince a student “shut out from the privileged languages of public life, a language he is aware of but cannot control.”


Bartholomae’s work begs many to differ about the existence of any particular privileged language, especially given the orthodoxy of a student’s right to his or her own language and, now, the seismic shifts in the English language occasioned by textspeak, Email. Blogging and the whole electronic lifeworld that envelops us now. Yet I think a fundamental point remains trenchant: that we have as part of our pedagogic burden the task of moving students closer to those privileged languages of professional and academic discourses. (I will here assert quickly, conveniently and perhaps controversially that privileged languages exist). 


Whether or not the languages of psychology or astronomy or business are exactly privileged, I wanted to see if I could facilitate students’ entry into these various discourse communities through the interview process mentioned above, and, longitudinally and indirectly, though the relationships this initial contact might foster. The study, I should say, falls into the broad but useful category of qualitative research. That is, my sample size was but one course at but one institution, and therefore does not give the kind of numerical patterns on which we might be inclined to rely. Nevertheless, the students in this sample are in the process of making the decisions about the locus of their social contribution that are typically made at this developmental moment. Thus, these results illustrate broader trends and might be extrapolated, just as were Barthholomae’s, to fuel informed discussion about the utility of this pedagogical tool. 

HANDOUT


Post-interview, students were asked to complete a questionnaire in which they reflected on the experience. Questions ranged from “how did you decide whom to interview?” to “describe the interview’s setting, how it went in general, and any problems” to “do you feel more or less connected to your research topic as a result of the interview?” One student, who was researching the effects of aircraft flyover on raptor populations, interviewed former director of the Bureau of Land Management Pat Shea. This brief interview led to another, with Fred Pease, the director of the Department of Defense’s Policy Board on Federal Aviation. Since the interviewee was in Washington, D.C., it was held via telephone. As a result of the interview, the student reported feeling more like a well-informed “environmental ethicist” (her term). To the crucial question “do you know more about the discourse community in which the interviewee is involved?”, the student responded in part “I have become more interested in water issues in the west [as a result of this interview], and I plan on applying for jobs with the Colorado River Commission after I graduate in May before going on to grad school to study either Soils Science or Watershed Science.”


I would never go so far as to suggest that this interview was the proximate cause of this student’s career decisions, but I do surmise that these conversations at least made her more conversant in the field of environmental policy from the perspectives of those she interviewed. This awareness of the perspectival textures across the always-political and politicized field of study adds value to the student’s research experience, and may indeed occasion the clear confidence in the student’s statements about her ambitions for the future. 


Another student’s research project was born in a class discussion during a Psychology class about the DSM IV (or Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, edition 1994) status of Pre-Menstrual Dysphoric Disorder, or PMDD.  The student interviewed the professor of that course, Abnormal Psychology, face-to-face in the professor’s office. As to the question about what the student learned in the interview, she responded: 

My interviewee helped clear up some questions I had regarding diagnostic criteria for PMDD and she more clearly explained the basis of the arguments that I didn’t understand. The most important thing that I feel I learned from this experience is that it is good to be critical. Since PMDD is already included in the DSM, I had decided that my researched argument should support this inclusion. My professor helped me see that it is good to question and doubt at times, that I don’t have to always accept what some group of people say is right because they have higher degrees.


We see in this line of thinking the result of one authority in the field (the professor) questioning another (the DSM). The student has realized that the discourse community of Psychology on the professional-academic level is not characterized by the rock-solid stability of any particular body of knowledge. Rather, as the student has seen, ideas about behavioral health are in a state of constant flux. The student has found herself in Burke’s parlor; indeed, Burke’s ongoing conversation was going on in that professor’s office, right in front of the student’s eyes. This way of seeing an ongoing conversation firsthand has infinitely greater pedagogical weight than my prating on in front of the class that discourse communities generally represent a vast parlor, with people arguing in terribly intelligent ways about terribly important things. 


The same student, in her answer to the question “Do you feel more or less connected to your research topic as a result of the interview?” explains:

After this interview I feel much more connected to my topic. At first I had chosen a position to argue just because I couldn’t’ decide for sure which way I felt. After speaking to a professional in the field, my perspective definitely changed. I learned more about thinking for myself and realizing that even when an institution sets limits, these limits can be challenged. There is a movement toward eliminating PMDD from the DSM, and I will now keep up to date on this effort and will do what I can in the field of psychology to promote this change.


This student goes on to cite a desire to enter the field of child psychology via a doctoral degree. She identifies child psychology versus the field of health psychology, that of the professor in question, as “very different communities.” This student, much like the one doing research on jets flying over raptor habitat and the possible disruptive effects thereof, has used this interview in part as a way to map out where her disciplinary identity will both intersect with AND diverge from that of the interviewee, which in the psychology case in particular I am more inclined to call “mentor.” 


These interviews, I have found, do more than merely augment the textual research the students are doing by giving the research project, often characterized as the drudgery of “library” research, a human touch. In these cases and in the preponderance of the other questionnaires I received, students perceive these experiences as pivotal moments in identity negotiation, even if they’re not putting it in those terms, and even if they’re mostly using the interview subject’s position in the field not as a destination, but as a critical point of reference. For one student, the interview “largely decided [his] career path based on Mr. Sharnoff [Michael Sharnoff of the Jewish Policy Center at the U of U’s Middle East Center] and talking to him about what he does. Although I don’t want to be in the same field, I would like to get my Master’s in issues regarding the Middle East. I am now planning on applying to get my Master’s at the Monterrey International Studies Institute in International Policy with an emphasis in terrorism and nonproliferation.” Speaking of what he learned from the interview, this student remarked on how comfortable the interviewee made him feel, which helped the student “relax and ask [his] questions clearly.” He also noted—and this should make us happy—that “Sharnoff is a very good writer and I always try to learn from his work.”


These students’ experiences are examples of using people as a focal point of their research, of making an interview the means by which they in turn enter the ongoing conversation of their prospective disciplines. To be sure, these students’ research papers retained the spinal structure of text-based research, but the experience, and in the end the writing, was crucially informed by the interviews they conducted. As we have seen, these students all made strides toward crafting their own professional identity through the act of communicating with a professional in the discourse community they may enter, even if they tend to be negotiating their way to a professional identity which stakes out substantially different territory than that occupied by the interviewee. 


But these students are already seeing themselves past a four-year degree. Indeed, the course, although it should have been taken as a freshman, was populated largely by seniors and juniors who had crafted the putting-off of writing classes to the level of a fine art. So in the end, they are not perhaps as illustrative of the typical students we see in FYC classes, those who, in Bartholomae’s words, must “assume privilege without having any.” For Bartholomae, this is fundamentally an appropriative act, at least at first, a kind of leap-of-faith into the meta-discursive analytical mode of academic writing. Bartholomae saw students “establish[ing] authority by simply stating his own presence within the field of a subject.” And in Bartholomae’s case, this is all done in the imaginary plane. Students have the strong sense that there is something distinct in the tone and the substance of academic writing, and it has to do with the way language is staged and the way ideas are delivered, but it’s all a bit abstract. In this case, and in the case of pedagogical models like service-learning and even a curriculum strongly supported by a writing center, the student walks though the door of a discourse community and talks to one of its participants. This is not to say the student becomes a participant in that discourse community; merely that he or she has a physical, palpable experience by which to navigate the complicated process of identity negotiation within a field. 


When one listens to a fugue composition, such as Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D, one is sometimes overwhelmed by its complexity. The various voices –this is the word for each distinct melodic line, not a human voice—interweave, but often seem at odds with one another. For students, the discursive voices they encounter through text-based research in a subject area may be just as difficult to tune in to as are some musical fugues, as the voices speak in unrecognizable tongues or seem at odds on even the commonplaces of their study. If, though, there is amid the fury a voice with which the student can converse and perhaps a character to whom they can relate, they may, as these students did, envison theirs as a new voice in the fugue. 
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