


An associate professor who has held administrative positions shared this
reasoning: “I don’t know how that [offering service courses] hurts English
studies, per se. For example, in our department it only helps them because if we
didn’t have the composition program, we wouldn’t have TAs. If we didn’t have
TAs, we wouldn't have a graduate program. . . . It would be a much smaller,
downsized operation.”

Indeed, in a time when decisions about the academy are driven by data
and dollars, the service designation, although traditionally troublesome, may
become increasingly beneficial. Ross observed, “If numbers are going to drive
[the academy], then departments with more numbers are going to do better than
those with lower numbers—in terms of enrollment and dollars generated and
credit hours and research grants.” The “ethic of service” that Crowley laments
may be transformed into the “economics of service.”

Kent said he understands the historical reasons “service” has been
problematic to composition specialists and described the “political position of
writing programs” as being “relegated to the basement.” He insisted, however,
that service should not require a loss of disciplinary status: “We [the Department
of English] are professionals, we are the experts, I think, about composition and
writing. We should be calling the shots.” Still, he accepts the role service courses
offer in the university. “I'm not adverse to the idea that somehow the English
Department should be ‘serving’ the rest of the university. I see it as an ethical
task .. . to help in the liberal education of students.”

Dean Hoffman admitted that universities have traditionally undervalued
teaching, particularly at the undergraduate level, but she believes that has
changed. She suggested, “Participating in the teaching of freshman English
should be viewed as a positive part of your [tenure-track faculty’s] teaching
portfolio. . . . As we recruit new faculty, as we go through the promotion and
tenure process, we ought to be looking to the long-term goal that every faculty
member can and does participate in the teaching of freshmen.” Although
research is still necessary, Dean Hoffman has encouraged and supported cases
for tenure and promotion to full professor where the primary criterion is
excellence in teaching.

The quality of instruction to students in first-year composition is another
potential risk. One associate professor in rhetoric and professional communica-
tion observed: “I view this program [i.e,, the plan to have faculty from all areas
teach first-year composition] as simply a departmental administrative response
to an uninformed demand by central administration. We're kidding ourselves if
we think otherwise, since the program itself is based on a cynical if not degrad-
ing perception of what the teaching of writing is all about.” TAs are also skepti-
cal that tenured faculty will address upper administration’s concerns about
retention, recruitment, or better service to our undergraduates. One TA won-
dered about the value of having first-year students taught by “unwilling or
uninvolved or bored or smug tenure-track faculty.” Another said, “I don’t think
tenure-track people teaching comp will necessarily increase retention. . . . Maybe
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they’re better teachers and maybe not.” A third TA agreed: “It blows my mind to
hear people talking about the importance of getting tenured faculty back into the
composition classroom because I start thinking, what if they don’t want to be
there? What parents would want their children taught that way?”

Other members of the English Department, however, are more sanguine
about faculty from all areas teaching first-year composition. An associate
professor in creative writing noted, “It’s not brain surgery. . . . If people don’t do
a good job, nobody dies.” An adjunct instructor, who described composition
instruction as “central to her career,” had a similar response when asked about
non-specialists teaching composition: “We’re not teaching rocket science here. I
do feel that it’s important for the people who take on the job to educate them-
selves about composition pedagogy. . . but I think [for] lit people that’s not a very
big step.” As this and another adjunct instructor who teaches first-year composi-
tion regularly pointed out, tenure-track faculty in the area of rhetoric have rarely
taught first-year composition, so it is difficult to defend the idea that the plan
deprofessionalizes first-year composition instruction.

Looking Ahead

In the fall of 1995, only one of the sixty-eight instructors teaching regular
first-year composition was a tenure-track faculty member. One year later the
proposed change went in effect, and nine tenure-track faculty (from creative
writing, literature, rhetoric and professional communication, and linguistics)
taught first-year composition. In the fall of 1997, the second year of the tenure-
track faculty’s regular participation has begun.

As a case study, the specifics of this research cannot be generalized to
other universities. Nonetheless, the political and economic factors that precipi-
tated the changes at Iowa State University are national, and English faculty at
other institutions should heed the warning implicit in this statement by the
university presidents who wrote the Kellogg report on state and land-grant
universities: “In the next century, a new kind of university will be in place. Most
of us are already in the process of inventing it.”

Thus, one lesson of this cautionary tale is that departments of English
must be sensitive to economic and political pressures if they are to address
potential problems before someone outside the department does it for them.
Despite faculty’s complaints about upper administration’s intervention in
curricular matters, the fact remains: By abandoning first-year composition to
teaching assistants and temporary instructors, the Department of English at Iowa
State became vulnerable to intervention. The department could not reconcile the
need to have a large number of tenure-track faculty because of service responsi-
bilities and at the same time turn over those responsibilities to others. The
English chair and Dean of Liberal Arts and Sciences believe this vulnerability
exists at other universities as well. “Rethinking what the role of the English
department should be,” Kent noted, “is a national phenomenon.” Dean Hoffman
put it more bluntly: “Somehow, at some point, English departments, frankly in
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my opinion, started to get away with murder. . . . English departments that don’t
take back freshman English will find themselves getting downsized.”

Another lesson is that cooperating with upper administration may lead to
other benefits. At Iowa State, agreeing to upper administrators’ request has
garnered their cooperation in restructuring our TA training program. For the
past several years, TAs were required to teach two courses in their first semester
of their masters program, a condition faculty objected to as exploiting new
graduate students. Because of department’s cooperation, upper administration
worked with the department to restructure the number of courses taught in the
fall so that TAs no longer teach until their second semester of graduate school.
The Center for Teaching Excellence also awarded the first-year composition
program a $25,000 grant to improve our TA training program, and Dean
Hoffman grants an honorarium to tenure-track faculty who teach first-year
composition and work with new TAs.

This newfound cooperation between the department and upper adminis-
tration does not necessarily mean a happy-ever-after-ending. For example, we
cannot yet determine how the curriculum is changing now that tenure-track
faculty are regularly teaching first-year composition. Faculty are provided some
of the same materials (e.g., readings on theory and practice, and descriptions of
course objectives and assignments), but they expect and receive much more
autonomy than graduate students and temporary instructors do. We do not yet
know if this autonomy will produce a better and more vital first-year composi-
tion program or lead to a program in disarray. It is also too soon to judge the
department’s status within the university or the reaction of students, parents,
and legislatures. And it would be naive to ignore the possibility of future
mandated changes for departments across the campus or the English Depart-
ment specifically.

In this time of restructuring and reinvention, administrators and faculty
in English departments and first-year composition programs who recognize how
political and economic pressures affect departmental and disciplinary structures
may be best able to position themselves to shape or contest the changes that are
coming.

Notes

1. Subjects were asked to discuss what advantages and disadvantages they
perceived in the new program, why they thought the new program was created,
and what effects the new program might produce. Interviews lasted from 30 to
60 minutes. We are grateful for the interviews granted us, and we especially
appreciate the administrators’ permission to use their names.
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