
The Politics 
of Remediation 

in the large auditorium, 
enterinx from a side exit 

moving in 
to capture 

ts in the front. You're a few minutes late and find a seat somewhere 
the middle. There are a couple of hundred students around you and 
front of you, a hundred or so behind. A youngish man walks onto 

staae and lavs a folder and a book on the vodium. There are track 
hts h u e  hi;, and in back of him there's A system of huge 
kboards that rise and descend on rollers in the wall. The man 
ins talking. He raises his voice and taps the podium and sweeps his 
d through the air. Occasionally, he'll turn to the moving boards 

If K#$%nd write out a phrase or someone's name or a reference to a section of 
he textbook. YO; begin writing these things dowh. He has a beard 

' 

nd smiles now and then and seems wrapped up in what he's talking 

This is Introductory Sociology. It's one of the courses students can 
lect to fulfill their general education requirements. The catalogue said 

'that lntroductory Sociology would deal with "the characteristics of 
ocial life" and "the vrocesses of social interaction." It also said that 
Jhe course would cover the "tools of sociological investigation," but 
"that came last and was kind of general and didn't seem too important. 
You 're curious about what it is that makes people tick and curious, as 
well, about the causes of social problems, so a course on social 

sounded interesting.' You filled Sociology 1 in on some 
them out and eventually got other cards back that told " - 

you you were enrolled. 
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"These are the social facts that are reflected in the interpretations 
we make of them," says the man on the stage and then extends his 
open hand toward the audience. "Now, this is not the place to 
rehearse the arguments between Kantian idealists and Lockean realists, tutorials and, quite often, for English. When UCLA was 

but . . ." You're still writing down, ". . . reflected in the precocious local school on the west side o f  t o ~ ~ n ,  Campbell 

interpretations we make of them . . . ," and he continues: "But let us 
stop for a moment and consider what it means to say 'social fact.' 
What is a fact? And in considering this question, we are drawn into 
hemeneutics." He turns to write that last word on the board, and as 
he writes you copy it down in your notes. He refers the class to the 
textbook, to a "controlling metaphor" and to "micr0analy~e~"-and 
as you're writing this down, you hear him stressing "constructivist 
interpretations" and reading a quotation from somebody and 
concluding that "in the ambiguity lies the richness. " 

People are taking notes and you are taking notes. You are taking 
notes on a lecture you don't understand. You get a phrase, a sentence, 
then the next loses you. It's as though you're hearing a conversation 
in a crowd or from another room-out uf phase, muted. The man on 
the stage concludes his lecture and everyone rustles and you close your 
notebook and prepare to leave. You feel a little strange. Maybe 
tomorrow this stuff will clear up. Maybe by tomorrow this will be 
easier. But by the time you're in the hallway, you don't think it will 
be easier at all. 

4 

The work space of the Tutorial Center was parceled out over three 
floors of Campbell Hall, a building located on the northern end of 
UCLA's campus, about fifty yards from the English ~ e ~ a r t m e n t  
where I had received graduate training nine years before. Two of 
the rooms were fairly large and, from the remaining pipes and 
sinks, looked to be defunct laboratories. One of these rooms was 
used to tutor mathematics, physics, and chemistry: It was called 
the Math Lab and was on the first floor. Humanities, social sci- 
ence, fine arts, and the remaining sciences were crammed into 
the larger second story room, but you could also find tutoring all 

0 
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not uncommon to find a tutor and a student in one of Campbell's 
stairwells or out on the lawn, seeking quiet. But for all the irrita- 
tions of noise and crowding, there was an excitement in Camp- 
bell, the buzz of intellect caught on the fly, in a hallway, in old 
school desks jammed together. 

I had reentered the bustling university, but this time with some 
responsibility for making it work. I was lucky in that the Tutorial 
Center already had a core of graduate students who were skillful 
teachers, and together we developed a better understanding of 
how we could make tutoring more effective. I had a.smal1, make- 
shift office in one of the rooms on Campbell's busy first floor. We 
called it the fishbowl, for it was built of partitions, and the front 
of it was three-quarters glass. I would meet there with the tutors, 
listening as they described the difficulties their students were 
having, talking through with them ways to discover the reason- 
ing behind poor performance. Essentially what we were trying to 
do was see beyond failure, develop the perception of the coun- 
selor who must look for causes of behavior rather then simply 
recording the behavior itself. Here's part of a tutoring session I 
taped and used for training. 

Suzette was enrolled in a basic English class, and for her first 
assignment had written a personality profile of a classmate. Her 
teacher had placed brackets around two sentence fragments-one 
of the big offenses in remedial English-noted some other prob- 
lems, and recommended that she come to the center. I began by 
asking to see the worrisome section of the personality profile: 

She was the leader who organized the class meetings and 
planned the class graduation program, and class events. 
Bringing them together as one which takes a lot of work. 
Also, worked at her sister's catering service. 

"Okay," I said, "let's talk about fragments. Once your teacher 
put brackets around these two sentences, could you see that 
something was wrong?" "I see that something's wrong now," 
said Suzette, tapping 'her pencil against the table, "but I didn't 
see anything wrong when I was writing them." 

"That's alright," I continued, "tell me more about what you 
see when the brackets make you focus on those two sentences." 

"Well, see this sentence here?" (She pointed to "She was the 
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er who organized . . . ," the sentence that comes before the 
fragments.) "I didn't want to start talking about the same 

urself? That's interesting. Say some more. Tell 

avoid that kind of repetition?" 

rite essays in college. You 
he . . . she . . . she . . .' 
sound very intelligent. " 

yntactic maneuvers that 

s and Suzette trying 

She brought the class together with her great organizing 
skills and leadership, for she prepared the class meetings, 
and planned the class graduation program and the class 

What was interesting to me and the tutors about Suzette's frag- 
s was that they originated from a desire to reach beyond 
she considered simple, beyond the high school way. She 

an idea about how college writing should sound, and she 
s trying to approximate her assumptions. Mina Shaughnessy, 
inspired teacher, used to point out that we won't understand 
logic of error unless we also understand the institutional ex- 

ctations that students face and the way they interpret and in- 
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ternalize them. Many people respond to sentence fragments of 
the kind Suzette was making as though the writer had some little 
hole in that part of her brain where sentences are generated. They 
repeat a rule: "A sentence has to have a subject and a verb and 
express a complete thought." No matter that the rule is problem- 
atic, if they can just graft it into the fissures of the writer's gray 
matter, she'll start writing good sentences. But, Suzette didn't 
have a damaged sentence generator. What Suzette didn't have 
was command of some of the stylistic maneuvers that would en- 
able her to produce the sophisticated sentences she was reaching 
for. The more skilled the tutors got at listening and waiting, the 
better they got at catching the clue that would reveal what 
Shaughnessy was fond of calling the intelligence of the student's 
mistake. 

I spent most of my first year in the center creating with Chip 
Anderson a comprehensive training program and a large proce- 
dural manual that included everything from sample time sheets 
to hints on working with angry students. We improved the ways 
the center kept track of its payroll and the services it rendered. I 
learned about budgets, was exposed, without sunscreen, to aca- 
demic politics. I conducted workshops and supervised tutors and 
counseled distressed students and did some tutoring. And I came 
to better understand what 1 had once only felt: the uncertainty 
and misdirection of a university freshman's life. 

Some of the students 1 worked with were admitted to college, 
as I had been, under a special policy, or they had transferred in 
from a community college. But many, actually most, of the fresh- 
men who visited the Tutorial Center had high school records that 
were different from mine; they were not somnambulant and did 
not have spotty transcripts. They were the kids who held class 
offices and saw their names on the honor roll; they went out for 
sports and were involved in drama and music and a variety of 
civic and religious clubs. If they had trouble with mathematics or 
English or science, they could depend on the fairness of a system 
that rewarded effort and involvement: They participated in class 
discussions, got their work in on time, helped the teacher out, 
did extra-credit projeds. In short, they were good academic cit- 
izens, and in some high schools-especially beleaguered ones- 
that was enough to assure them a B. So though some of them 
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UCLA aware that math or English or science was hard 
, they figured they'd do okay if they put in the time, if 

read the textbook carefully and did all their homework. They 
themselves as academic successes. 
ese were the firs$-students I'd worked with who did not have 

of failure. Their placement in a course designated "re- 
al" or the receipt of a D or an F on a midterm examination- 
being encouraged by counselors to sign up for tutorial sup- 

strange and unsettling. They simply had little experi- 
eing on the academic fringe. Thus it was not uncommon 

to the Tutorial Center at first to deny what was hap- 
to them. People whose placement tests had indicated a 

English-as-a-second-language courses would often ask 
to get that judgment reversed. They considered them- 
e assimilated, achieving Americans. Their names had 

om Keiko to Kay, from Cheung to Chuck. They did not 
marked as different. Students who were placed in Re- 

glish would ask us to go look at their tests, hoping there 
a mistake. Tutors often had to spend their first session 
hrough the various emotions this labeling produced. 

en that student walked through the door; you could 
ling of injustice he brought with him as he sat down 

ou. "Something's wrong," Tony blurted out soon 
roduced himself. "This class is way below my level." 

assured him that the class was a tough one and would 
arder. "Well, I hope so," he said, "'cause I took Ad- 
glish in high school. I feel kind of silly doing this 

But others among these young people knew or had long sus- 
pected that their math or English needed improvement. Their 
placement in a remedial course confirmed their suspicions. The 
danger here was that they might not be able to separate out their 
particular problems with calculus or critical writing from their 
own image of themselves as thinkers, from their intellectual self- 
'worth. The ugly truth was exposed. The remedial designation or 

e botched essay or the disastrous midterm ripped through their 
protective medals. "I'm just no good at this," said one young 
woman, holding her smudged essay. "I'm so stupid." Imagine, 
then, how they felt as they found themselves in a four-hundred- 
acre aggregation of libraries and institutes and lecture halls, 
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and that helped me improve my study skills and get my priorities 
straight." He was looking right at me as he said all this: hand- 
some, muscular, preppy. Dressed for success. Mechanical suc- 
cessfulness. I'm okay, you're okay. Jay Gatsby would have noted 
his poise and elocution. I sat there quietly listening, trying to de- 
cide what to do with his forced jock talk. I drifted a little, trying to 
conjure up the leader of James' "motivation seminar," the person 
delivering to him a few techniques and big promises: a way to 
skim a page or manage his time. James listened desperately and 
paid his money and went off with a positive attitude and his 
study skills perfected, emboldened with a set of gimmicks, hold- 
ing a dream together with gum and string. 

James's tutor suggested that he come see me because he was 
getting somewhere between a C and a D in his composition 
course and seemed increasingly unable to concentrate. His re- 
sponses to the tutor's questions were getting vague and dis- 
tracted. I asked James for his paper and could quickly see that he 
had spent time on it; it was typed and had been proofread. I read 
further and understood the C - ; his essay missed the mark of the 
assignment, which required James to critically analyze a passage 
from John Berger's Ways of Seeing. What he did instead was sum- 
marize. This was something I had seen with students who lacked 
experience writing papers that required them to take an idea care- 
fully apart. They approach the task in terms they can handle, re- 
tell the material to you, summarize it, demonstrate that, yes, they 
can understand the stuff, and here it is. Sometimes it is very hard 
to get them to see that summary is not adequate, for it had been 
adequate so many times before. What you have to do, then, is 
model step by step the kind of critical approach the paper re- 
quires. And that was what I started to do with James. 

I asked him what he thought Berger's reason was for writing 
Ways of Seeing, and he gave me a pretty good answer. I asked 
another question, and for a brief while it seemed that he was with 
me. But then he stopped and said, "I should have gotten better 
than a C - . I think I deserve way higher than that." There it was. 
A brand. I said that I knew the grade was a disappointment, but 
if he'd stick with me he'd do better. He didn't say much more. 
He looked away. I had tacitly agreed with his teacher, so we were 
past discussing the paper: We were discussing his identity and 
his future. I work hard, he's really saying to me. I go to class. I 
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ad the book. I write the paper. Can't you see. I'm not a C-.  
on't tell me I'm a C - . He was looking straight ahead past me 
the wall. His hands were still on his legs. 

t 

hen I was in the Teacher Corps, I saw daily the effects of back- 
nd on schooling. Kids came into the schools with hand-me- 
n skirts and pants, they didn't have lunch money, they were 

mg. The connections between neighborhood and classroom 
ere striking. This was true, though in different ways, with the 
eterans. The Tutorial Center also served low-income white and 

- and middle-income minority students, but because the kind 
students who make it to a place like UCLA enter with a long 
ory of success and, to varying degrees, have removed superfi- 
indicators of their lineage, it's harder, at first glance, to see 

w profoundly a single assignment or a whole academic career 
n be affected by background and social circumstance-by inter- 

ons of class, race, and gender. But as 1 settled into Campbell 
1, I saw illustrations continually, ones that complicated easy 
gment and expectation. 

Sometimes issues of economics and race were brought up by 
udents themselves. Such issues were also raised by the exis- 
of the Ethnic Studies Centers, the perennial posters in the 

ways, or the lobbying of older, politically active students, and 
y emerged in some of the students' classes. There was wide 
iation in the students' responses. Some had grown up watch- 

ing their parents deal with insult, had heard slurs in their schools 
about skin color and family and language. A young woman 
writes in her placement exam for Freshman English: 

I could not go into the restroom, the cafeteria, or any place of 
the high school area alone, withput having some girl 
following me and calling me names or pushing me around. 
Some of their favorite names for me were "wetback," 
"beaner," or "illegal alien." I did not pay much attention to 
the name calling, but when they started pulling my hair, 
pushing me, or throwing beans at me, I reacted. 

Students like her were drawn to issues of race, read the walls 
of Campbell with understanding, saw connections between the 
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messages on green paper and the hurt in their own past. They 
had been sensitized to exclusion as they were growing up. 

But there were those who came to Campbell Hall with a differ- 
ent past and a different outlook. Some of those who grew up with 
the protections of middle-class life knew of the wrongs done to 
their people, but slavery and Nisei internment and agricultural 
camps seemed distant to them, something heard in their grand- 
mothers' stories-a hazy film playing in an incomprehensible 
past. Their own coming of age had been shaped by their parents' 
hard-won assimilation, the irony of that achievement being an 
erasure of history for the children of the assimilated. These stu- 
dents had passed through a variety of social and religious clubs 
and organizations in which they saw people of their race exercise 
power. They felt at the center of things themselves, optimistic, 
forward-looking, the force of their own personal history leading 
them to expect an uncomplicated blending into campus life. 1 
think that many of them were ambivalent about Campbell Hall- 
it was good to have the services, but they felt strange about being 
marked as different. 

"Why are we reading this junk? This is just junk!" Denise was 
tapping the page and looking at me, then off across the room, 
then back at me. Underneath the light strikes of her finger was a 
passage her history professor had excerpted from the Lincoln- 
Douglas debates: 

. . . there is a physical difference between the white and 
black races which I believe will forever forbid the two races 
living together on terms of social and political equality. And 
inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain 
together there must be the position of superior and inferior, 
and I as much as any other man am in favor of having the 
superior position assigned to the white race. 

"Yeah," I said, "Abraham Lincoln. Pretty upsetting, isn't it? 
Why do you think the professor gave it to the class?" "Well," 
she said, still angry, "that's not the point. The point is, why do 
we have to read stuff like this?" The week before, Denise and I 
had the following exchange. She had to write a paper for her 
composition class. It was built on an excerpt from Henry Roth's 
immigrant novel, Call Tt Sleep, and the assignment required her 
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write about the hardships current immigrants face. Our discus- 
worked its way around to attitudes, so I suggested to Denise 
she write on the things she'd heard said about Hispanic im- 
ants in Southern California. She looked at me as though I'd 

something obscene in her ear. "No!" she said em- 
, pulling back her head, "that's rude." "Rude," I said. 
to me what's-" She cut in. "You don't want to put 

in a paper. That doesn't belong." Some things were better 
left unsaid. Decent people, Denise had learned, just don't say 
them. There is a life to iead, and it will be a good life. Put the 
stuff your grandmother lived and your father saw behind you. It 
belongs in the past. It need not be dredged up if we're to move 

And, in fact, Denise could not dredge it up-the flow of her 
ing stopped cold by an ugly historical text that was both con- 
ng and painful for her to see. 

e counselor's office was always dusky, the sun blocked by 
ck trees outside the windows. There was an oversize easy chair 

y his desk. In it sat Marita, thin, head down, hands in her lap, 
her shiny hair covering her face. The counselor spoke her name, 
and she looked up, her eyes red in the half-light. The counselor 
explained that the graduate student who taught her English had 
accused Marita of plagiarism and had turned her paper over to 
the director of Freshman English. He asked her to continue, to 
tell me the story herself. 

Marita had been at UCLA for about three weeks. This was her 
'fist writing assignment. The class had read a discussion of cre- 
ativity by Jacob Bronowski and were supposed to write papers 
agreeing or disagreeing with his discussion. What, Marita won- 
dered, would she say? "What is the insight with which the scien- 
tist tries to see into nature?" asked Bronowski. Marita wasn't a 
scientist, and she didn't consider herself to be a particularly cre- 
.alive person, like an artist or an actress. Her father had always 
been absolute about the expression of opinion, especially with 
his daughters: "Don't talk unless you know." "All science is the 
search for unity in hidden likenesses," asserted Bronowski. "The 
world is f d l  of fools who speak in ignorance," Marita's father 
would say, and Marita grew up cautious and reticent. Her 
thoughts on creativity seemed obvious or, worse yet, silly next 
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this man Bronowski. What did it mean anyway when he said: 
"We remake nature by the act of discovery, in the poem or in the 
theorem"? She wanted to do well on the assignment, so she went 
to the little library by her house and looked in the encyclopedia. 
She found an entry on creativity and used some selections from 
it that had to do with mathematicians and scientists. On the bot- 
tom of the last page of her paper, she listed the encyclopedia and 
her English composition textbook as her references. What had 
she done wrong? "They're saying I cheated. I didn't cheat." She 
paused and thought. "You're supposed to use other people, and 
I did, and I put the name of the book I used on the back of my 
paper." 

The counselor handed me the paper. It was clear by the third 
sentence that the writing was not all hers. She had incorporated 
stretches of old encycGpedia prose into her paper and had 
quoted only some of it. I couldn't know if she had lifted directly 
or paraphrased the rest, but it was formal and dated and 
sprinkled with high-cultural references, just not what you'd find 
in freshman writing. I imagined that it had pleased her previous 
teachers that she cared enough about her work to go find sources, 
to rely on experts. Marita had come from a tough school in 
Compton-an area to the southeast of where I'd grown up-and 
her conscientiousness and diligence, her commitment to the aca- 
demic way, must have been a great joy to those who taught her. 
She shifted, hoisting herself back up from the recesses of the 
counselor's chair. "Are they going to dismiss me? Are they going 
to kick me out of school?" 

Marita was adrift in a set of conventions she didn't fully under- 
stand; she offended without knowing why. Virtually all the writ- 
ing academics do is built on the writing of others. Every argument 
procedes from the texts of others. Marita was only partially initi- 
ated to how this works: She was still unsure as to how to weave 
quotations in with her own prose, how to mark the difference, 
how to cite whom she used, how to strike the proper balance 
between her writing and someone else's-how, in short, to posi- 
tion herself in an academic discussion. 

I told Marita that I would talk with her teacher and that I was 
sure we could work something out, maybe another chance to 
write the paper. I excused myself and walked slowly back to my 
office, half lost in thought, reading here and there in the Bronow- 

The Politics of Remed~ation 281 

excerpt. It was typical fare for Freshman English anthologies, 
e sort of essay you'd originally find in places like The N m  
rker. Bronowski, the eminent scientist, looking back on his ca- 
r, weaving poetry in with cybernetics, quoting Faust in Ger- 

an, allusive, learned, reflective. 
The people who put together those freshman anthologies are 

drawn to this sort of thing: It's in the tradition of the English 
essay and reflects rich learning and polished style. But it's easy 

;to forget how difficult these essays can be and how developed a 
:taste they require. When I was at Loyola, someone recommended 
: I buy Jacques Barzun's The Energies of Art, a collection of "fifteen 
striking essays on art and culture." I remember starting one essay 

bnd stopping, adrift, two or three pages later. Then another, but 
:no go. The words arose from a depth of knowledge and a devel- 
doped perception and a wealth of received ways to talk about art 
, and a seemingly endless reserve of allusions. I felt like a janitor at 
a gallery opening, silent, intimidated, little flecks of knowledge- 
Bagehot, Stendhal, baroque ideology-sticking to the fiber of my 

Marita's assignment assumed a number of things: an ability to 
slip into Bronowski's discussion, a reserve of personal experi- 
ences that the writer herself would perceive as creative, a knowl- 
edge of and facility with-confidence with, really-the kinds of 
styIistic moves you'd find in those New Yorker essays. And it did 
not assume that someone, by family culture, by gender, would be 
reluctant to engage the reading on its own terms. Marita was be- 
ing asked to write in a cognitive and social vacuum. I'm sure the 

, other students in her class had a rough time of it as well. Many 
competent adult writers would too. But the solution Marita used 
marked her as an outsider and almost tripped the legal switches 

B; of the university. 

At twenty-eight, Lucia was beginning her second quarter at 
UCLA. There weren't many people here like her. She was older, 
had a family, had transferred in from a community college. She 
represented a population that historically hadn't gained much en- 
trance to places like this: the returning student, the single, work- 
ing mother. She had a network of neighbors and relatives that 
provided child care. On this day, though, the cousin on tap had 
an appointment at Immigration, so Lucia brought her baby with 
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her to her psychology tutorial. Her tutor had taken ill that morn- 
ing, so rather than turn her away, the receptionist brought her in 
to me, for I had spoken with her before. Lucia held her baby 
through most of our session, the baby faci.ng her, Lucia's 1% mov- 
ing rhythmically, continually-a soothing movement that rocked powerful reason Lucia had decided to major in psychology 
him into sleep. ' that she wanted to help people like her brother, who had a 

Upon entrance to UCLA, Lucia declared a psychology major. hotic break in his teens and had been in and out of hospitals 
She had completed all her preliminary requirements at her corn- e. She had lived with mental illness, had seen that look in 
munity college and now faced that same series of upper-division brother's eyes, felt drawn to help people whose mind had 
courses that I took when I abandoned graduate study in English d them. The assertion that there was no such thing as 
some years before: Physiological Psychology, Learning, Percep- illness, that it was a myth, seemed incomprehensible t~ 
tion . . . all that. She was currently enrolled in Abnormal Psy- e had- trouble even entertaining it as a hypothesis, and 

MY previous encounter with Lucia had convinced me that she 
was an able student. She was conscientious about her studies- 
recopied notes, visited professors-and she enjoyed writing: she 
wrote poems in an old copy book and read popular novels, both 
in Spanish and English. But Szasz-SZ~SZ was throwing her. She 
couldn't get through the twelve-and-a-half pages of introduction. 
I asked her to read some passages out loud and explain them to e wrong conceptual framework and terminology. 
me as best she could. And as Lucia read and talked, it became 
clear to me that while she could, with some doing, pick her way 
through Szasz's sophisticated prose, certain elements of his argu- understand this passage, you need to have some orientation 
ment, particular assumptions and allusions, were foreign to her- 
or, more precisely, a frame of mind or tradition or set of assump- 
tions that was represented by a single word, phrase, or allusion 
was either unknown to her or clashed dramatically with frames : 

of mind and traditions of her own. 
Here are the fist  few lines of Szasz's introduction: 

Psychiatry is conventionally defined as a medical specialty 
concerned with the diagnosis and treatment of mental 
diseases. I submit that this definition, which is still widely 
accepted, places psychiatry in the company of alchemy and ere's a third passage: 
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Man thus creates a heavenly father and an imaginary replica of her own that ran counter to these discussions. That was 
of the protected childhood situation to replace the real or reading of Szasz. The material the profes- 
longed-for father and family. The differences between ed the introduction built systematically 
traditional religious doctrine, modern political historicism, . situated in that introduction, she had a 

and psychoanalytic orthodoxy thus lie mainly in the character ide her through the long passages that followed, 
of the "protectors": they are, respectively, God and the orated those first twelve pages. 
priests, the totalitarian leader and his apologists, and Freud aby pulled his face out of his mother's chest, yawned, 
and the psychoanalysts. d, and turned to fix on me, wide-eyed. Lucia started 

While Freud criticized revealed religion for the patent her books with a free hand. I had missed lunch. 

infantilism that it is, he ignored the social characteristics of . "I'll walk out with you." Her movement dis- 
closed societies and the psychological characteristics of their the baby, so Lucia soothed him with soft coos and clicks, 
loyal supporters. He thus failed to see the religious character d shifted him to her hip. We left Campbell Hall and 
of the movement he himself was creating. heast, me toward a sandwich, Lucia toward the 

that ran up and down Hilgard on UCLA's east boundary. 
Lucia's working-class Catholicism made it difficult for her to go a beautiful California day, and the jacarandas were in full 

along with, to intellectually toy with, the comparison of Freud . Lucia talked about her baby's little discoveries, 
to God, but there was another problem here too, not unlike the t a cousin who worried her, about her growing familiarity 
problem she had with the "sign-using" passage. It is a standard this sprawling campus. "I'm beginning to know where 
move in liberal studies to find religious analogues to nonreligious e said, pursing her lips. "You know, the other day 
behaviors, structures, and institutions. Lucia could certainly "de- e guy stopped me and asked me where Murphy Hall was 
code" and rephrase a sentence like: "He thus failed to see the and I could tell him." She looked straight at me: "It felt 
religious character of the movement he himself was creating," d on like this, her dress hiked up where 
but she didn't have the background to appreciate what happens , her books in a bag slung over her shoulder, 
to Freud and psychoanalysis the moment Szasz makes his corn- out how many pieces had to fall into place 
parison, wasn't familiar with the wealth of conclusions that r her to be a student: The baby couldn't wake 
would follow from the analogy. ic or rashes, the cousin or a neighbor had to be 

And so it went with other key passages. Students like Lucia are available to watch him, the three buses she took from East L.A. 
often thought to be poor readers or to have impoverished vocabu- had to be on time-no accidents or breakdowns or strikes-for 
laries (though Lucia speaks two languages); I've even heard stu- travel alone took up almost three hours of her school day. Only 
dents like her referred to as culturally illiterate (though she has if all these pieces dropped in smooth alignment could her full 
absorbed two cultural heritages). It's true there were words Lucia attention shift to the complex and allusive prose of Thomas 
didn't know (alchemy, orthodoxy) and sentences that took us two Szasz. "Man thus creates a heavenly father and an imaginary 
or three passes to untangle. But it seemed more fruitful to se f the protected childhood situation to replace the real or 
Lucia's difficulties in understanding Szasz as having to do wit father and family." 
her belief system and with her lack of familiarity with certain on- 
going discussions in humanities and social science-with frames 
of mind, predispositions, and background knowledge. TO help 

+ 
Lucia with her reading, then, I explained five or six central discus- 
sions that go on in liberal studies: the semiotic discussion, the I was working with Denise and Lucia and the 

sacred-profane discussion, the medical vs. social model discu hell was breaking loose in American education. The 

sion. While I did this, I was encouraging her to talk through opi is that has become part of our current cultural vocabu- 
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lary was taking shape with a vengeance. It was in December 1975 
that Newsweek informed America that Johnny couldn't write, and ncellor Ries, and its purpose was to study the uses of writing 
in the fall of 1976 the Los Angeles Times declared a "Drop in Stu- the way it was taught at UCLA. Another was the Freshman 
dent Skills Unequalled in History." California, the Times article mer Program, six intensive weeks before the freshman year 
went on to reveal, had "one of the most pronounced drops in ng which students took a writing course linked to an intro- 
achievement of all." Reports on the enrollment and retention of tory course in political science or psychology or history. There 
students are a long-standing tradition in the way education con- lot to tell about these ventures-the politics of evaluating a 
ducts its business, but it seemed that every month now a new culum at a university, the strains of initiating a curriculum 
document was appearing on my desk: reports from a vice- 
chancellor or the university president's office or from some ana- 
lyst in the state legislature. What percentage of people from famil- 
ies below a certain income level were entering college? What were 
their SAT scores? What were the SAT scores of blacks? Chicanos? 
Asians? More locally, how many UCLA students were being held 
for remedial English? Remedial math? Were there differences by 
race or income? 

This was a new way for me to look at education. My focus had 
been on particular students and their communities, and it tended 
to be a teacher's focus, rich in anecdote and observation. Increas- 
ingly, my work in the Tutorial Center required that I take a differ- 
ent perspective: I had to think like a policy-maker, considering 
the balance sheet of economics and accountability. Chip would 
sit with me in the late afternoon, going over the charts and tables, 
showing me how to use them to argue for our programs, for in 
an academic bureaucracy admissions statistics and test scores an4 

ded in 2 political context, of course, but the kind of work I had 
done before coming to the Tutorial Center tended to isolate me 
from the immediate presence of institutions: working with a 
group of kids in the corner of a cafeteria, teaching veterans in 
a dingy satellite building. I was learning from Chip and from a 
shrewd vice-chancellor named Chuck Ries how to work within 
the policy-maker's arena. And though it was, at times, uncom- 
fortable for me and though I would soon come to question the 
legitimacy of the vision it fostered, it provided an important set 
of lessons. Probably the central value of being at the Tutorial Cen- 
ter was that it forced me to examine the broad institutional con- 
text of writing instruction and underpreparation. taken together they represent, better than pie charts and his- 

The work in the center led to other projects, and during my ams, what it means to be underprepared at a place like UCLA. 
four years in Campbell Hall, I would be invited to participate in 
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Many young people come to the university able to summarize the 
events in a news story or write a personal response to a play or 
a movie or give back what a teacher said in a straightforward lec- 
ture. But they have considerable trouble with what has come to 
be called critical literacy: framing an argument or taking someone 
else's argument apart, systematically inspecting a document, an 
issue, or an event, synthesizing different points of view, applying 
a theory to disparate phenomena, and so on. The authors of the 
crisis reports got tremendously distressed about students' diffi- 
culty with such tasks, but it's important to remember that, tradi- 
tionally, such abilities have only been developed in an elite: in 
priests, scholars, or a leisure class. Ours in the first society in 
history to expect so many of its people to be able to perform these 
very sophisticated literacy activities. And we fail to keep in mind 
how extraordinary it is to ask all our schools to conduct this kind 
of education-not just those schools with lots of money and ex- 
ceptional teachers and small classes-but massive, sprawling 
schools, beleaguered schools, inner-city schools, overcrowded 
schools. It is a charge most of them simply are not equipped to 
fulfill, for our educational ideals far outstrip our economic and 
political priorities. 

We forget, then, that by most historical-and current-stan- 
dards, the vast majority of a research university's underprepared 
students would be considered competently literate. Though they 
fail to meet the demands made of them in their classes, they fail 
from a literate base. They are literate people straining at the 
boundaries of their ability, trying to move into the unfamiliar, to 
approximate a kind of writing they can't yet command. And as 
they try, they'll make all the blunders in word choice and sen- 
tence structure and discourse strategy that regularly get held up 
for ridicule, that I made when I was trying to write for my teach- 
ers at Loyola. There's a related phenomenon, and we have re- 
search evidence of this: As writers move further away from famil- 
iar ways of expressing themselves, the strains on their cognitive 
and linguistic resources increase, and the number of mechanical 
and grammatical errors they make shoots up. Before we shake 
our heads at these errors, we should also consider the possibility 
that many such linguistic bungles are signs of growth, a stretch- 
ing beyond what college freshmen can comfortably do with writ- 
ten language. In fact, we should welcome certain kinds of errors, 
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em in the curricula we develop, analyze 
iticize them, Error marks the place where 

uce something that is beyond them, writers 
n strategies they already know. Asked to 

e a passage critically apart, they'll summarize it. We saw this 
g man distressed with his C - ,  but as 
is book, the principle applies to more than 

underprepared. I was personally reminded of 
when I was writing my dissertation. My chairman was an edu- 

ethodologist and statistician; my background 
nd social science, but what I knew about 

e shaped by literary models. When it came 
e procedures I was using in my study-the 

hods section of the dissertation-I wrote a detailed chronol- 
of what I did and how I did it. I wanted to relay all the twists 
turns of my investigation. About a week later I got it back 

. My chairman didn't want the vagaries of 
investigative life; he wanted a compressed and systematic ac- 
nt. "What do you think this is," he wrote alongside one long, 

ncing stretch of narrative, "Travels with Charley?" 

difficulties with critical literacy are stu- 
tions toward inquiry. It is a source of exas- 

many freshmen that the university is so predisposed 
ns, to seek counterexplanations-to con- 

g nice and clean and clear into a problem. 
fessor David Bartholomae recalls a teacher of his sug- 
, when stuck, student writers should try the following 
: "While most readers of - have s a i d ,  a close 

1 reading shows that . "  The teacher's machine per- 
ses the ethos of the university, a fundamental orien- 
d inquiry. University professors have for so long 

een socialized into this critical stance, that they don't realize 
ow unsettling it can be to students who don't share their un- 

ting in an Astronomy tutorial, his jaw set/ re- 
r student's question about a finite versus an 
his is the kind of question," he says, "that 
e about. It's stupid. No one wins. So 
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do it?'' And there is Rene who can't get beyond the first few 
sentences of her essay for Speech. She has to write a critical re- 
sponse to an address of Ronald Reagan's. "YOU can't criticize the 
president," she explains. "You've gotta suppo* your president 
even if you don't agree with him." When students come from 
other cultures, this discordance can be even more pronounced. 
Our tutors continually encouraged their students to read actively, 
to ask why authors say what they say, what their claims are, what 
assumptions they make, where you, the reader, agree or dis- 
agree. Hun's tutor is explaining this to him, then has him 5 it, 
has him read aloud so she can guide him. He reads a few lines 
and stops short. After two more abortive trials, she pulls out of 
Hun the explanation that what gets written in books is set in ha- 
&tion, and he is not learned enough to question the authority of 

Remember Andrea? She was the distressed young woman who 
was failing chemistry. Andrea could memorize facts and formulas enalize them when they .cannot do so. 
but not use them to solve problems-and her inability was repre- : 

sentative of a whole class of difficulties experienced by freshmen. 
What young people come to define as intellectual competence- 
what it means to know things and use them-is shaped by their - 
schooling. And what many students experience year after year is 
the exchange of one body of facts for another-an inert tr~~nsmis- 
sion, the delivery and redelivery of segmented and self-contained 
dates and formulas-and thus it is no surprise that they develop 
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decision-making models. And SO goes the litany of misdirection. 
This dissonance between the academy's and the students' defini- 
tions of disciplines makes it hard for students to get their bearings 
with material: to know what's important, to see how the pieces 
fit together, to follow an argument, to have a sense of what can 
be passed over lightly. Thus 1 would See notebooks that were 
filed-in frantic script-with everything the professor said or that 
were scant and fragmented, records of information without co- 

This sense of linguistic exclusion can be complicated by various 
The discourse of academics is marked by terms and expressions differences. When I was growing up, I absorbed an entire 
that represent an elaborate set of shared concepts and orients- sYstem-with its own characteristic terms and expres- 
tions: alienation, authoritarian personality, the social construe- 

more they will be included in further ~0n~erSati0ns and given 
access to further conceptual tools and resources-the acquisition 
of which virtually defines them as members of an intellectual 
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