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A Beginning
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On March 17,1988, the Executive Committee of the Council of Writing
Program Administrators voted unanimously to endorse the Wyoming
Conference Resolution. The resolution calls on the Executive Committee
of CCCC to formulate professional standards for salary levels and work
ing conditions of postsecondary writing teachers, to set up grievance
procedures against institutions which fail to comply with these stan
dards, and to establish means to censure publicly institutions found to be
in non-compliance (see Appendix). Because the Wyoming Conference
Resolution focuses at long last on important issues concerning the unfair
treatment of writing teachers, we believe it represents an important step
forward in the growing political maturity and self-determination of
composition studies and writing programs.

The resolution was drafted at the Wyoming Conference in the summer
of 1986, following a remarkable release of the anger and bitterness so
deeply felt in the rank and file of writing teachers-anger about the poor
conditions that make it difficult to teach properly and bitterness about
the insecurity and powerlessness of so many who teach writing. In their
report on the Wyoming Conference Resolution published in CiJ/lege Eng
lish (49, March, 1987: 274-280), Linda Robertson, Sharon Crowley, and
Frank Lentricchia tell the story of how James Slevin and James Sledd
galvanized the common sense of outrage among writing teachers across
the board-graduate teaching assistants, part-time faculty, established
teachers and scholars, tenured and untenured, from community colleges
to private liberal arts schools and research universities. This outrage
focused on the unfair practices many writing teachers face, the exploita
tion of part-time faculty, the tenure fights that should never have hap
pened. What occurred at Wyoming, however, went beyond the usual
retelling of academic horror stories. More important, the Wyoming Con
ference Resolution represents the formation of a political will among
writing teachers-a collective decision that we do not have to accept
second class status because we are interested in the study and teaching of
writing and that together we can determine our own fate as a profession
and pursue our hopes as writing teachers, scholars, and program
administr3 tors.
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The Wyoming Conference Resolution passed by a unanimous vote at

the CCCC business meeting in Atlanta the following March, 1987. Since

then a. ccce task force on the resolution has decided to work through

the gf1ev~nceprocedures of regional accreditation agencies, the AAUP,

the Amencan Association of Colleges, and other existing organizations.

I.

Whatever ~he outcome of the CCCC task force's efforts to implement

the Wyommg Conference Resolution-and we share the conCern of

m~n~ in our pr~fe~sionthat its critical edge may be blunted by relying on

eXlstm~org.amza~lOnsrather than on ourselves-the importance of the

resolutIOn fmally IS that it reflects a growing sense of self-confidence in

composition studies and writing programs and in our ability to change

unfair. and unjust treatment of ourselves and our colleagues. The

Wyo~mg Co~ference Resolution states outright and without apology

~hat IS required to do our jobs well. It amounts to a declaration of

mdependence on the part of writing teachers, a recognition that together

we can advance our collective interests and define our future.

This !eeling of empowerment spreading across Our field is not just a

symboh.c gesture or an act of the imagination. It also mediates and gives

expr~s.slOn to some real, if limited and uneven, changes in the material

condItions of teaching writing. Since the mid-seventies, in the wake of a

p.erceive.dYteracy crisis and renewed attention to undergraduate educa

tion, wntmg programs have proliferated. The movement to revise and

strengthen a co~e cu.r~iculum of undergraduate studies has led many

colleges and UfllverSltles to reinstate required freshman composition

sequences dropped in the sixties and early seventies. Writing-across-the

curriculum programs have spread, as have advanced composition courses

of.all types,. in business, scientific, technical, and legal writing. From the

mid-seventies ,on, as career-minded students flocked to majors in busi

ness, ~C?nOmlC~, and computer science and away from traditional

humanities offermgs, many writing programs have expanded their enroll

men~s, increasing their share of fTE's and relative social weight within

English departments. At the graduate level, programs in rhetoric and

composition have maintained a steady growth rate while many literature

program.s have languished. New journals keep appearing, and the volume

~nd quahty of research and scholarship in rhetoric and composition have

mcreased dramatically. On top of all this, the job market in the past two
years has been . t . . . .
vy' f encouraglOg 0 compOSition speCialists, for senior faculty

mg or endowed chairs and recent Ph.D.'s alike.

As Alexis de T 'II h .
peopl b I

ocqueVI e t eonzed about the French Revolution
ere e ag' t" . ,

ams IOJ ushce not when oppression is most intense but
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when social expectations are on the rise. This seems to be the case today

with composition studies. The Wyoming Conference Resolution occurs

at a moment of upswing in our profession that makes us less willing to

accept the old conditions and the old explanations. Its call for justice and

fair treatment also asserts the validity of our work as writing teachers,

scholars, and program administrators and articulates a growing desire in

composition studies to set the record straight abou t why English Studies

has overlooked rhetoric and composition and why colleges and universi

ties have failed to support their writing programs.

We have come to realize that the persistent job insecurities and margin

alized status of writing teachers result from a hierarchy of values that

determines institutional and departmental priorities, not from tight

budgets or demographic realities, as we were told in the mid-seventies.

We have come to see that the economy in higher education is always

political. The doomsday demographics academic officers used to freeze

lines, frighten faculty, and assign part-time and non-tenure track to

teach composition never materialized. Instead of the predicted decline

between 1974 and 1984, the number of students enrolled in higher

education increased at a rate of 20%. At the same time, the number of

new Ph.D.'s in English able to find tenure track positions dipped to 40%,

creating a pool of surplus labor and squeezing individuals .out of aca

demics. The problem was, and to a large extent remains, not a lack of

students and not just a lack of jobs for teachers, but a particular lack of

institutional commitment to the faculty who do research in rhetoric and

composition, who teach writing, and who administer writing programs.

The situation of composition studies and the teaching of writing is a

political one, shaped by a long and sometimes willful misunderstanding

of what it means tostudy and teach writing. In this regard, the Wyoming

Conference Resolution is a telling sign of the building sentiment within

composition studies to chanenge the prevailing hierarchy in English

Studies and the reward system and institutional priorities of higher

education-to assert the worthiness and viability of our own field of

inquiry and activity.

II.

From the blatant economic exploitation of part-time faculty to the

smallest insensitivities and oversights, the conditions that the Wyoming

Conference Resolution protests are familiar terrain to writing program

administrators. These conditions, moreover, not only describe the facts

of everyday life in writing programs, but also constitute the source of

certain troubling asymmetries of power within writing programs and the

profession as a whole. Part of our ongoing struggle is to define composi

tion studies and writing programs not as service functions at the margin
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of the academy but as legitimate scholarly and pedagogical activities
central to English Studies and to the mission of higher education in
general. The professional recognition for which we have fought so hard,
however, also brings with it the risk that our field will reproduce the
dominant academic logic that privileges research "opportunities" over
teaching "loads" and will perpetuate a two-caste system of researchers,
scholars, theorists, and program administrators at the top of the field and
classroom teachers below.

For writing program administrators, the tensions caused by the profes
sionalization of composition studies and writing programs are posed quite
sharply. WPAs exist in a complicated set of relationships to the faculty they
train and supervise, the programs they run, and the careers to which they
aspire. A recent survey found that 68% of WPAs are tenured. If not well
paid, WPAs are often times at least secure, often managing a staff of
insecure and definitely underpaid part-time faculty. In certain respects,
WPAs resemble a labor aristocracy in writing instruction. Like trade union
bureaucrats, WPAs are increasingly removed from the assembly line, on
released time from the daily struggles at the point of production. Of course,
WPAs need and deserve compensation to carry out their duties. The
danger is that the growth and professionalization of writing programs
which in part have contributed to the courage of writing teachers to speak
out against unjust practices in the first place-may increase social distance
among writing faculty and within writing programs.

Despite the upturn in the job market and the willingness and desire of
colleges and universities, as well as English departments, to hire composi
tion specialists, the fact is that a new senior person and some Ph.D.'s
recently out of graduate programs in rhetoric and composition cannot
yet offset the excessive reliance on part-time faculty and the perpetua
tion of a two-caste system. The addition of permanent positions in
composition is certainly a gesture of good will and perhaps of a better
understanding of what it means to study and teach writing, a sign that
composition studies has achieved some success in legitimizing itself as a
body of theory and practice. But, as we learn to assert ourselves and take
control of our destiny, we must also continue to confront our own
i~ternal organization, to resist the unnecessary and unhelpful polariza
han of scholarship and pedagogy that determines the structure and
r~~ard system of most academic disciplines. We need to articulate a
VISion of composition studies as a field of applied theory that connects
research and scholarship to teaching and program development.

III.
The real power of the Wyoming Conference Resolu tion is that it raises aseries of issues which cannot be resolved and makes a series of demands

16

r
\

\

\

I
!

I,
,

which cannot be met under current conditions. We believe the Wyoming
Conference Resolution should be seen not just as an end.in its~lf but as an
initiator. If the Wyoming Conference Resolution beglI~s ~I.th the fe~t
needs of writing teachers, the anecdotal accounts ~nd. mdl.vldual testi
monies we have all heard about injustice and explOItatIon, It goe.s .on ~o
link these felt needs, the points at which the personal becomes pohttca.' In
the lives of writing teachers, to the need for wider and mo:e sweepmg
changes in the role of English Studies and the prioritie~of hIgher educa
tion. To implement the Wyoming Conference Resol.u.tlon "-,,,ould change
what it means to study and teach reading and Writing, hterature and
composition. It would require a reallotment of resources and person~el
and a revision of the current hierarchy that would tra,~sf?r~ Enghsh
Studies from a field that valorizes literary texts over. ~alve. ~tudent
texts and privileges the virtuoso perfor~~ncesof ~pecla1Js~ crlttcs o~er
ordinary readers. It would require imagining.E~ghsh .Studles a~ a fl~ld
that takes the critical and emancipatory potentlahty of ht~racyas Its pomt
of departure, so that reading and writing can become pubh~and ~mpower
ing activities for both students and teach~rs,t~ name th~,rdeSIres a~d tomake their own history. And that, we beheve, IS somethmg worth fIght-
ing for.
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Appendix

THE WYOMING CONFERENCE RESOLUTION

WHEREAS, the salaries and working conditions of post-secondary
teachers with primary responsibility for the teaching of writing are
fundamentally unfair as judged by any reasonable professional
standards (e.g., unfair in excessive teaching loads, unreasonably
large class sizes, salary inequities, lack of benefits and professional
sta tus, and barriers to professional status, and barriers to profes
sional advancement);

AND WHEREAS, as a consequence of these unreasonable working
conditions, highly dedicated teachers are often frustrated in their
desire to provide students the time and attention which students
both deserve and need;

THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Executive Committee of
College Composition and Communication be charged with the
following:

1. To formulate, after appropriate consultations with post
secondary teachers of writing, professional standards and expecta
tions for salary levels and working conditions of post-secondary
teachers of writing.

2. Toestablish a procedure for hearing grievances braught by
post-secondary teachers of writing-either singly or collectively
against apparent institutional non-compliance with these standards
and expectations.

3. To establish a procedure for acting upon a finding of non
compliance; specifically, to issue a letter of censure to an individual
institution's administration, Board of Regents or Trustees, State
legislators (where pertinent), and to publicize the finding to the
public-at-Iarge, the educational community in general, and to our
membership.
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