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Mike Rose has provided us with several provocative books and numerous essays in 

recent years. I reviewed When Writers Can 't Write, his collection of essays on writing 
anxiety, three years ago. He writes with a combination of clear understanding of the 

student with difficulties and depth of insight from the literature and his own research. 

His new book, Lives on the Boundary, is an account of the movement across academic 

boundaries, his own as well as those of his students. He speaks with the voice of one 

who knows the confusion and frustration in the struggles of America's underprepared. 

His own academic life began with less promise than many academics because he was 
misplaced as a "vocational" track student. Apparently his standardized test scores were 

confused with someone else's. His parents had neither the authority nor background to 

question his placement. His father had two years of school in Italy; his mother was a 

waitress without formal education. 

Fortunately, like many of us, Rose had a teacher who recognized his abilities and was 

able to intervene. He then joined the ranks of those deemed worthy of initiation into the 

intellectual community. As he points out, that happens very rarely as late as the junior 

year in high school. By then most students in that track develop defenses against 
intellectual stimuli: indifference, jobs that pay, partying. He was both bright and lucky, 

His recognition that intellectual privilege is based not only merit, but also luck, is 

part of what makes his book so powerful. He recognizes from his own experience that 

these underprepared learners have the potential for intellectual achievement in our 

classrooms . We need to make that "luck" for them . They should not be dismissed as 

incapable of abstract thought, but we must recognize that they lack the framework that 

we take for granted in the prepared. 

Rose is like Mina Shaughnessy (Errors and Expectations) in his respect for these 

learners. He is not a teacher who delights in his students' apparently stupid mistakes. 

Students have reasons for their mistakes. Rose, like Shaughnessy, asks the students 

about their logic rather than blaming them or their previous teachers for their igno

rance . He seeks to understand how these students think in their context. 

Rose's examples carry their own power. He gives us memorable case studies. Harold 

was a fifth-grade student he taught as a member of the Teacher Corps. Rose spotted him 

while he struggled with a writing assignment and worked at forming a bond with him 
by giving him tasks to do such as carrying art paper to his car or gathering up pencils at 

the end of class . He could see the change from the boy who "twitched and twisted" in 



tss to one who could maintain concentration for at least limited periods. When he 
amined Harold's school records, he could see the shift from "high average" academic 

;essment to clinical assessment as his teachers tried to explain and cope with his lack 

achievement. 
Rose's analysis of Harold's problem is much more compassionate than the clinical 
Jorts: ". . .he was made stupid by his longing, and a folder full of tests could never 
real that: ' His father was gone, and his mother was "receding slowly into a dim 
rlor," (127) a fact that Rose might not have known had he not visited Harold's home. 
te emotional fall-out from his deprivation of parental attention interfered with 
1rold's concentration on his school work. 
A less dramatic example is taken from Rose's years at the Tutoring Center at UCLA. 
i describes his asking a student why she had used a particular sentence structure, 
:ually a fragment. The student wanted to avoid starting sentences with "She. :' over 
d over, and sought a more sophisticated pattern. Rose's solution of teaching addi
•nal sentence patterns matched the problem much more effectively than writing 
rag" in the margin . It reminded me of my questioning a student about the placement 
a period in what seemed to me the middle of a sentence. He told me that one of his 
"vious teachers had reprimanded him many times about his long sentences. His 
lution to that problem was that when he felt a sentence had gotten too long, he put a 
riod . Rose reminds us to ask students for their reasons, not to assume their careless

ss. 
Rose does not blame teachers nor harangue about their insensitivity. He recognizes 
'. systematic problems of too many students in classrooms. Still he comments, "We 
out to determine what a child knows in order to tailor instruction, but we frequently 

,t rather than shape, categorize rather than foster: ' (128) We cannot simply dismiss 
it problem . 
He also addresses the issues of literacy and the canonical orientation . He says, "To 
derstand the nature and development of literacy we need to consider the social 
1text in which it occurs-- the political, economic and cultural forces that encourage 
inhibit it. The canonical orientation discourages deep analysis of the way these 

-ces may be affecting performance:' (237) Exactly. And if we want to allow more 
1dents across the academic boundaries, we cannot afford to ignore their social 

1text. 
Rose's widely varied experiences give credibility to his analysis. They range from the 

ichers Corps to a Veterans' Program and a Tutorial Center at UCLA, then to a 
:iting Research Project. Rose now is associate director of UCLA's Writing Programs . 
ln the last two chapters Rose offers specific suggestions for bringing in the underpre
red from the boundaries . He suggests that we build the curriculum on the strategies 
summarizing, classifying, comparing, and analyzing. These strategies, of course, are 
t new, but he carefully chooses materials to teach them that are accessible to the 

.dents. For example, he uses short direct poems with sharp images. He also points out 
! need to teach explicitly how to think like a biologist or an historian, but not exactly 

e some of those who speak of discourse communities as inflexible. He speaks of the 
xess as interweaving "the social dimension of knowledge with the preservation of a 
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discipline, how to make the advancement of a discipline go on in concert with the 
development of young minds:' (197) "Interweaving" is a different image from molding 
young minds to establish communities. 

This is a valuable book to educators from kindergarten through graduate school 
because Rose gives articulate voice to the underprepared students we see and will 

continue to see more frequently in the 1990s and beyond. He gives testimony to the 
power of individual teachers to change both his and others' lives. 




