
individualized instruction theories, as 
Hobson notes ( 4 ). 

The discussion of collaboration 
through the writing center prism allows this 
collection to stand as a useful contribution to 
that strand of inquiry. Sallyanne H. 
Fitzgerald's article on collaboration in terms 
of whole language theory and Tom 
MacLennan's use of Buberian theory to 
discuss collaboration are two of several 
essays in this strand, which includes tutoring 
as a central focus. In addition to Alice M. 
Gillam' s essay on peer tutoring and 
collaboration, Mullin examines assumptions 
about the place of tutoring, and Jay Jacoby 
and Phyllis Lassner, in separate articles, 
explore the relationships of tutor and writer. 

Discussions of individual instruction 
theories are tied to tutoring but also 
constitute their own strand. In addition to 
Fitzgerald's examination of whole language 
theory, readers will find Julie Neff s article 
on students with learning disabilities, Muriel 
Harris' essay on cross-cultural differences, 
and Pamela Farrell-Childer's discussion of 
affective education useful in addressing 
students' learning needs. 

Not everyone will agree with my 
praise of the multi-faceted nature of this 
collection. Writing center specialists 
committed to practice may fear that students 
will be de-centered by theory. Conversely, 
theoretically-conservative academic col
leagues may not be readily receptive to a 
pragmatic, multi-theory approach of the sort 
that "reshape[ s] theory to fit our particular 
needs in the particular historically located 
situations in which writing center 
practitioners find themselves" (Hobson 8). 
Sometimes, an attempt to link to a 
colleague's theoretical interests is more 
threatening than no attempt at all. 

That doesn't mean that we shouldn't 
try to promote such a dialogue. And in that 
spirit, I take up Mullin' s challenge "to 
continue the conversation ... " (Mullin xiii). 

In the process of focusing on student-tutor 
relations, several e3says in this collection 
marginalize or exclude faculty altogether. 
If, however, Intersections seeks to extend 
and expand the writing dialogue, faculty 
need to be included actively and positively 
in the conversation. Perhaps it is through 
theory that we can take a positive next step 
in this conversation. We can follow the lead 
of Mary Abascal-Hildebrand, for example, 
who uses Gadamer' s theoretical frame of 
translation in her essay to discuss faculty as 
well as tutor and student relations. 

Ultimately, it may be that this 
collection makes its most substantial 
contribution to the literature by providing a 
variety of theoretical frames that can serve 
as conversational intersections for writing 
professionals-writing consultants, comp
osition specialists, and writing program 
administrators as well as writing center 
practitioners-about commonly valued, but 
differently experienced, discourse issues. 

Pat McQueeney is associate director of 
Writing Consulting: Faculty Resources, the 
writing-across-the-curriculum service at the 
University of Kansas. 

To Air Is Human 

Shakespeare was born on April 23, 1564 in 
Stratford England. He also died on the same 
date. As far as his birth date is concerned 
there is a bit of confusion if he was really 
born on April 23 or if because of an 
upcoming feast it was delayed a few days. 

It's like the old saying: "Familiarity breeds 
content." 

Contributed by Gayle Gaskill. 
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Collaboration on Course Content Encourages Critical 
Thinking and Commitment to Learning 

Brian Nerney 

In many of the writing courses I 
teach at Metropolitan State University, 
which are about 90 percent adult learners, 
we work together to decide the reading 
assignments and related writing topics for 
about two-thirds of the course. As we work 
through the decisions about texts and topics, 
we debate the value of the texts to the 
writing assignment, to the course, and to the 
students' education. This approach often 
leads to unsolicited debate about the society 
of the classroom and about major social and 
educational issues. Such classroom 
discourse and collaborative decision making 
raise the students' level of control and 
encourage critical thinking about the 
purposes of reading and writing. As the 
students exert control, they feel empowered, 
which inspires good discussion, reading, and 
writing. 

To begin with, I require three 
books-a brief textbook on writing, a 
handbook, and a multicultural anthology 
containing a diverse range of essays, short 
fiction and poetry. I assign reading in the 
textbook and refer students to the handbook 
as needed, keeping the anthology as the 
locus for our decision making. To establish 
direction and get off to a brisk start, I select 
the reading for the first third of the course 

from the anthology and assign two papers 
based on the reading. Also, during the first 
third, we select the reading for the remaining 
two-thirds of the course through one of two 
methods--either group discussion or 
writing and discussion. 

To decide on the reading through 
discussion, and to prepare students for 
writing expository essays, I organize 
students into small groups and assign them 
the task of recommending specific readings 
from the anthology and discovering other 
materials from outside sources. To help 
focus each group's efforts, I usually ask 
them to focus on two or three issues or 
sections of the anthology, but I also 
encourage them to roam freely throughout 
the book and to search elsewhere for 
pertinent contemporary or historical texts. 
Each group then uses discussion and 
negotiation to develop recommendations and 
a brief rationale, which it presents to the 
class (including the instructor) for further 
discourse, including possible changes or 
amendments. Eventually, we agree to three 
reading assignments, each of which will 
serve as the basis for an essay assignment. 

To make the same decisions through 
writing and discussion, and to prepare 
students for writing persuasive essays, I ask 
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each student to write a three-to-four-page 
essay in which the student recommends 
reading assignments, preferably from the 
anthology, and a related topic for writing. 
In their essays, students are to persuade their 
classmates and me that their 
recommendations are appropriate to the 
course and to other members of the class. 
The students write the papers in three drafts 
over a period of three weeks, and each week 
students receive feedback on their drafts 
from me and from peer response groups 
composed of students recommending the 
same or similar topics for reading and 
wntmg. Each peer group presents each 
week to the class so we can hear all the 
recommendations and the reasons for them. 
The wntmg, rev1smg, peer group 
discussions and classroom discourse all help 
students to think critically about their 
recommendations and to identify and meet 
the demands of their audience, including 
both students and instructor. 

Because the students and I 
collaborate on the content of the course, I 
have to listen to their opinions and work 
with their contributions. The outcomes from 
such collaborative decision making 
contribute to learning in several ways. 

Asking students to decide what we 
will read and write about for two-thirds of 
the course involves them in a real 
educational problem. Such problem solving 
inspires critical thinking about the nature of 
education, demythologizes the teacher as 
fount of knowledge, and increases students' 
control over the course. Together, these 
elements encourage student compliance and 
commitment. 

While surfing the anthology's 
selections so they can recommend readings, 
the students are practicing exploratory 
investigation. In other words, asking them 
to explore the anthology is like sending 
them to a museum to view the collections. 

Such exploration helps develop their 
understanding and appreciation. 

As students discuss or write about 
the works to be read, they accomplish 
several things at once: as we might expect, 
they clarify their positions on the issues 
raised by the texts and, more unexpectedly, 
they reveal their reasons for pursuing an 
education. For example, many students 
want to read and write about abortion and 
euthanasia because, they argue, one of the 
purposes of education is to prepare them for 
moral and ethical crises. Such unsolicited 
debate about the goals of writing courses 
and the purposes of education increases 
students' control over their education, thus 
helping to balance the normally 
asymmetrical power relationship between 
teacher and students. 

Collaborating on · course content 
enables students to understand the context of 
educational decisions, which leads them to 
discover and think critically about some of 
the theories behind the decisions. For 
example, they may question the 
compositionist's idea that there are 
significant parallels between decision 
making and the writing process. And those 
interested in management, either as a 
discipline or a condition of employment, 
may compare collaboration with other 
theories about how to lead people in the 
effort to produce quality work. 

Brian Nerney is assistant professor of 
Writing at Metropolitan State University. 
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Foolish Old Flimsy as a Cautionary Figure: Biography and 
the Interpretation of Virginia Woolf's Writing 

Carol A. Bock 

One of the more delightful scenes in 
Between the Acts occurs when Lucy Swithin 
breaks the barrier that separates her, as a 
member of the audience, from the actors and 
author of the play she has been watching. 
"Ignoring the conventions," she peeps over 
the shrubbery that forms a dressing room 
wall to address the playwright and her 
astonished troupe: 

. . . a head popped up between the 
trembling sprays: Mrs. Swithin's. 

"Oh, Miss La Trobe!" she 
exclaimed; and stopped. Then she 
began again: "Oh Miss La Trobe, I 
do congratulate you!" 

She hesitated. "You've given 
me ... " She skipped, then 
alighted-"ever since I was a child 
I've felt ... " A film fell over her 
eyes, shutting off the present. She 
tried to recall her childhood; then 
gave it up; and, with a little wave of 
her hand, as if asking Miss La Trobe 
to help her out, continued: "This 
daily round; this going up and down 
stairs; this saying 'What am I going 
for? My specs? I have them on my 
nose .... "' 

She gazed at Miss La Trobe 
with a cloudless old-age stare. Their 
eyes met in a common effort to bring 

a common meaning to birth. They 
failed; and Mrs. Swithin, laying hold 
desperately of a fraction of her 
meaning, said: "What a small part 
I've had to play! But you've made 
me feel I could have played 
Cleopatra!" 

She nodded between the 
trembling bushes and ambled off. 

The villagers winked . 
"Batty" was the word for Old 
Flimsy, breaking through the bushes. 
(152-53) 

"Batty" Lucy certainly is, but I find 
her battiness endearing, particularly in this 
scene where she appears to me as a kind of 
double for myself as a reader of Virginia 
Woolf s fiction. Like Lucy, I am "stirred in 
my unacted part" (153) by Woolfs novels; 
I am reminded that "to, be the audience [is] a 
very important part too," as Lucy's brother, 
Bart, observes (58). I am also tempted, like 
Lucy, to violate the boundary that separates 
me from the virtual author; that is, I am 
attracted to the so-called biographical 
approach to the study of Woolfs writing. 
Turning from the novels to the abundant 
biographical and autobiographical materials 
available on Woolf, I try to go behind the 
scenes of her narrative performances in an 
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