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ABSTRACT
MITAKUYE OYASIN: PEDAGOGY AND DESIGN IN COMPOSITION |
JODY LEE RUST
2022

Mitakuye Oyasin, an Oceti Sakowin (Lakota/Nakota/Dakota) phrase that
translates as “All My Relations,” is a philosophy that means all things created on earth
and in the universe are related and inhabit a shared space. Because all things are related
and share space, they all have a purpose and a responsibility to discover and serve that
purpose to ensure all of our relatives thrive in our shared space. This relational thinking
influences the way the Oceti Sakowin interact with the world, including the way they
teach. In this thesis, | analyze the way composition theories shape the curriculum and
pedagogy of the Composition I, Composition | course at South Dakota State University,
and suggest that the course incorporate pedagogical and rhetorical methods influenced
by Mitakuye Qyasin.

While instructors make a conscientious effort to invite students into the academic
discourse community, several aspects of the course’s design perpetuate binary thinking.
| ask readers to consider how binary thinking, which I suggest is at the root of the
culture of contention in the United States, impedes the instructors’ success at most
effectively inviting students to learn to critically read, write, and think in the academic
commonplace. Finally, | ask readers to consider that when they overtly incorporate
Mitakuye Oyasin in the course, such as introducing the concept of zuya and utilizing
more explicitly narrative as a rhetorical and pedagogical device, the academy normalizes

Native intellectual engagement and wisdom, and creates a more welcoming place for
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Native students, professors, and professionals, thus honoring the university’s

commitment to rectifying past wrongs against the original people of the Dakotas.



INTRODUCTION

Of the 886,667 people living in the state of South Dakota, Native Americans
“alone” compose nine percent (U.S. Census). According to South Dakota State
University’s (SDSU’s) Office of Diversity, Inclusion, Equity and Access, nine tribes of
the Oceti Sakowin people reside within the state. While three tribal colleges and one
tribal university in South Dakota serve the needs of Native students, similar efforts to
serve the higher educational needs of Native students in South Dakota’s state
universities do persist. SDSU’s American Indian Student Center (AISC) posits that it
provides,

.. .a welcome home-place to support those who have courageously
chosen to walk the path of higher education. The AISC understands that a
vital part of our function involves nation building and works to encourage
students to recognize and develop their voice and help prepare Native
students to respond to the call to return home. (American Indian Student
Center)
The University also promotes the Wokini Initiative, a “collaborative and holistic
framework to support American Indian student success and Indigenous Nation-
Building” (Wokini Initiative). This wokini, or “new life,” for SDSU seeks to increase the
number of American Indian students, and to “support” their needs holistically, so that
they graduate from the University and “return home” to their respective reservations to

“give back” to their people, thus fulfilling the “call to return home.”



Native Americans across the state appreciate SDSU’s commitment to the Wokini
Initiative’s support of and focus on Native American students. Several of my former
students who are Native American and who attended or currently attend SDSU have
expressed to me their appreciation of the AISC on campus where they go for academic,
social, and spiritual support. At the same time, these students have expressed their
discomfort among the University’s large and predominantly non-Native population,
whose cultural norms, social expectations, and preconceived notions of Native American
identity create additional stress for Native students.

SDSU’s American Indian and Indigenous Studies Coordinator Mark Freeland
commended the university’s efforts to address Native students’ needs. As Freeland and
other campus leaders and students have noted, such initiatives are long overdue. Native
American students enter the public education system with what many Native American
elders and scholars call historical trauma. Stories told by parents and grandparents about
boarding school experiences and educators’ efforts to “Kill the Indian, Save the Man”
(Pratt) consciously and subconsciously haunt students as they absorb the white man’s
education in the white man’s world. The discomfort Native students feel when they
leave their small, predominantly Native-populated schools and attend large, state
universities often results in their withdrawal—despite supportive programs such as
AISC.

One way SDSU can attract Native American students, particularly those who hail
from this region, is to incorporate into its Composition I: Composition | course the
philosophical perspective of the Oceti Sakowin (Seven Council Fires). The freshman

composition course provides an optimal space to present a modern understanding of the



Native perspective and experience. More specifically, all students taking the first-year
composition course at SDSU would benefit from the wisdom of an Indigenous
philosophy.

Consistent with most university-level composition courses across the country,
SDSU’s Composition I provides students opportunities for improving their critical
thinking and writing skills. To do so, the current course asks students to analyze,
“various aspects of American culture—its images, language, ideas, and discourses”
(Serfling 1). While no single paradigm necessarily governs the design of this course—
in addition to analyzing aspects of American culture, students also attend to the grammar
and rhetoric of academic prose, and develop proficiencies that will contribute to their
own effectiveness as writers—the current course nonetheless places great emphasis on
one of the more current pedagogical models in Composition Studies, one that stresses
the need for student writers to recognize themselves as members of a community rather
than as isolated individuals. The vision for the course thus corresponds with the
community paradigm described by Joseph Harris. In his seminal essay, “The Idea of
Community in the Study of Writing,” Harris describes the conception of this writing
paradigm as follows: “We write not as isolated individuals but as members of
communities whose beliefs, concerns, and practices both instigate and constrain, at least
in part, the sort of things we can say. Our aims and intentions in writing are thus not
merely personal, idiosyncratic, but reflective of the communities to which we belong”
(12). While recognizing some of the current strengths of this “community” paradigm,
this thesis identifies features of SDSU’s composition course that present challenges for

both instructors and students. One recurrent challenge facing many writing instructors is



that many students misconstrue critical thinking as binary thinking. Such
misunderstandings can lead to fractious class discussion and in student essays, to
reductions of multi-faceted concerns to two-sided issues. As | will explain below and in
Chapter One, many scholars in Composition and Rhetoric have written extensively
about this problem, even those who try to follow this community paradigm. These
scholars have proposed models of instruction and course design that ideally contribute to
a more inclusive classroom environment and to more nuanced and effective
argumentation in student papers; however, putting such models into practice proves
challenging for many.

This thesis proposes yet another approach, one that draws from Indigenous
philosophy. While | do not pretend that the philosophy behind this approach can resolve
all the issues that emerge in our composition classrooms, I do identify some key features
of Indigenous thought that might remedy some of the shortcomings found within the
first-year composition classroom. More specifically, this thesis recommends an
approach informed by the Lakota/Dakota/Nakota, or the Oceti Sakowin, philosophy of
Mitakuye Oyasin, which translates as “all my relations.” As the term suggests, this
philosophy underscores the importance of recognizing our relationships to one another,
and to all things. Such an emphasis on relationality, I argue, can enhance students’
critical thinking and writing skills, encouraging them to conceive of the issues we ask
them to analyze with a stronger sensitivity to complexity, and to resist the simplified,
binary thinking often found in student papers. In addition to Mitakuye Oyasin, | will
introduce another central component in Lakota philosophy, the idea of a zuya, meaning a

life’s journey. I suggest employing this term helps students conceive of their learning



experience—in this class and in others—as journeys, each student’s journey having
begun in a different place from their classmates’ journeys, and each presenting
challenges along the way that are often unique to their own education. As I will explain
below, I introduce this concept of a zuya at the beginning of the semester, and then
invite students to compare and contrast it with similar, European conceptions of our
intellectual development such as the one illustrated in Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave.”
By doing so, instructors can more effectively establish the “community” conditions that
Harris and other Composition Studies scholars such as David Bartholomae and Gerald
Graff see as essential for developing the proficiencies expected in academic writing.
Drawing from Indigenous traditions enriches the community conditions of the
classroom in other respects as well. The current composition course uses as its reader
editor Michael Keller’s Reading Popular Culture (RPC), an anthology that provides an
array of essays to choose from as instructors build the units covered in their syllabi.
While RPC exposes students to a diversity of perspectives and forms (including essays,
short stories, and allegorical prose), works by Indigenous writers are few, and other
writers from diverse, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds are also limited. Since the Oceti
Sakowin are the predominant Indigenous people in South Dakota, this thesis makes a
case for their inclusion with two goals in mind. First, | explain how including works by
Lakota writers contributes significantly to SDSU’s commitment to diversity, one of its
“Core Values,” in fact, and to the recognition of Indigenous contributions to academic
discourse (Diversity and Inclusion 2). Second, | demonstrate how including some
foundational stories from Lakota culture teaches students the rhetorical power of

narrative form. For instance, | explain how the story about Iktomi and the ducks



demonstrates the nature of truth from an Indigenous perspective, which differs
significantly from the conception of truth conveyed in Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave.”
The inclusion of works from the Lakota tradition is also warranted as the
University stands on the ancestral territory of the Oceti Sakowin, an alliance that consists
of the Wahpekute, Wahpetunwan, Sisistunwan, Bdwakantunwan, Thanktunwan,
Ihanktunwanna, and Titunwan peoples. But while including such Indigenous works may
enhance the sense of community | am trying to build in this writing course, 1 will also
draw from recent research that has demonstrated how such efforts can prove either
meaningless or even counterproductive if not thoughtfully designed. Drawing from the
scholarly work of Indigenous Studies scholars Scott Lyons, Sandy Marie Anglas
Grande, Albert White Hat Sr., and Joseph Marshall, I point out how multi-cultural
education of recent decades, however well-intentioned, has proven deeply problematic
for Native people, especially when the rhetoric of democracy and inclusion found in
some multiculturalist discourses follows a logic of assimilation, or of fluid or hybrid
identity. | thus argue that composition instructors wishing to diversify their courses need
to be ever cognizant of the troubled history of United States’ efforts to integrate Native
peoples into their educational systems, that the priorities of maintaining cultural and
political sovereignty for Indigenous populations present challenges but also
opportunities for those wishing to enhance the diversity of composition course materials.
SDSU’s current Composition I, or Composition |, curriculum’s compass points
to writing as a significant communal act, despite the tendency to identify writing as a
solitary act. When we think of community, we typically think of a group of people

experiencing and/or sharing common space, ideologies, beliefs, customs, rules/laws,



and/or purposes. One often feels a part of community when one can relate to the group
and feels accepted by it. Of course, writing is most often a solitary act. For instance, I sit
now in isolation constructing, dismantling, and reconstructing the content of this
thesis—but it is also very communal: as | revise, | consider feedback from my advisor,
reshape the language and structure, and discern the best rhetorical choices for the
purpose and presentation of this document. That is, | craft the writing to serve a
communicative purpose, one that will hopefully incite conversation and influence the
way readers view and consider composition course development and pedagogy.

The university itself constitutes a discourse community, but theorists disagree
about the extent to which the academy is distinct from other, non-academic
communities. David Bartholomae describes how students come to the academy with
little notion of what topics warrant in-depth study, or of the ways academics use and
construct language to analyze such topics. Bartholomae calls these students “basic”
writers and suggests that instructors prepare their syllabi and pedagogical methods to
help students learn the academic “commonplace” with its allusions, language use, and
depth of critical analysis so that students can both understand, respond critically to the
texts they read, and then write about them with authority (5, 9-11). The nature of the
course’s design places academics in positions of authority, with instructors choosing
works they deem suitable for analysis, designing the syllabus, and limiting what students
write about to a narrow list of topics. Joseph Harris and Gerald Graff question this
hierarchy, which seems to elevate academic commonplaces over other commonplaces,

and Harris provides some ideas for avoiding it. In Chapter One, I will show how



Harris’s concept of a “public space” attempts to change the instructor’s concept of
community, eliminating perceptions of its status as both hierarchical and homogenous.
Similar to Harris, James Berlin presents a version of the academic writing
community in more inclusive terms, explaining how composition courses developed
around a culture studies approach might help to address another hierarchy that has long
plagued English Studies. He describes how cultural studies challenged the long tradition
of privileging poetic (imaginative, timeless, and aesthetically pleasing) works over
rhetorical (political, practical, and historically specific) works in English studies.
Allowing the rhetorical to play a more central role in our discipline achieves two
pedagogical goals. First, with cultural studies as their governing principle, instructors
might incorporate into their syllabi the many other texts circulating within our media
saturated environments, adding headline news or the latest TikTok meme to works
canonized in literature anthologies. Second, centering the rhetorical in the classroom
helps students develop critical reading and writing skills not only necessary for success
within academia, but also within the many other discourse communities they occupy.
The design of SDSU’s Composition | draws from Berlin and other cultural
studies theorists. It focuses on popular culture, asking students to examine cultural
artifacts that represent and shape American concepts of race, gender, class, knowledge,
and intellectualism. In addition, its course reader, RPC, includes an array of texts, from
canonical short stories by Washington Irving and Nathaniel Hawthorne to critical essays
by leading cultural theorists such as Susan Bordo and Jackson Lears. But as inclusive as
RPC appears, it lacks a sufficient selection of one form of written expression that I find

especially productive for developing students’ critical reading and writing skills: the



narrative form. In this thesis, | make a case for the overt and purposeful inclusion of
Oceti Sakowin narratives, highlighting their value for equipping students with the
rhetorical tools we teach in Composition I.

Other concepts that inform Composition | development address the writing
process and whether or not a students’ writing should be revised and assessed based on
students’ intentions or on the final product. This argument raises some interesting
questions about students’ relationship to their ideas and what they write for their
instructors—what is going on in their minds, and how effectively can they communicate
those ideas on paper, or in conversation? Both Harris and Bartholomae heavily influence
the way 101 instructors address this tension, while Donald A. Daiker and Donald M.
Murray are additional sources that help student instructors navigate the tension between
the ideas students write about and the essays they produce in the course. The
conferences and kind of feedback encouraged by these theorists contribute to developing
in students a concept of writing communities that challenge the notion that writing is a
solitary act and contribute to the sense of community the course tries to create between
the students and the academy.

While these theories of community attempt to address some of the challenges
students face writing in the academy and instructors face teaching, the theoretical lens
and the pedagogical methods that inform graduate teaching assistant (GTA) and
instructor training yield in essays, instruction, and discussions what Deborah Tannen
calls a “culture of critique,” and I argue that this critical culture counters the desire to
create community. Tannen argues in her essay “The Roots of Debate in Education and

the Hope of Dialogue” that college classrooms “proceed from the assumption that the
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educational process should be adversarial” (605). Tannen suggests that when instructors
ask students to “frame arguments between opposing sides—that is, debate—or as attacks
on the authors—that is, critique,” female students may be less likely to take part in the
class discussions. Indeed, | have noticed this same tendency in composition courses |
have taught at SDSU, the design of which invites an adversarial approach to academic
arguments; but even more concerning, | have learned through experience and research
that most students, regardless of gender, race, or creed, hesitate to participate in
discussions about controversial topics for fear of offending students or instructors or
because they see no point in arguing with their peers. Most students do not want to
engage in debate, and many professors and teaching assistants lament their unsuccessful
attempts to involve all of their students in classroom discussions.

When controversial subjects do arise in classes, they often lack luster or become
heated, two-sided debates (Tannen 601). Peter Elbow, who argues for “The Uses of
Binary Thinking,” acknowledges critiques of binary thinking, such as Héléne Cixous’s
concern that “wherever there are polar oppositions, there is dominance. . . . According to
this critique, binary thinking almost always builds in dominance or privilege —
sometimes overtly and sometimes covertly” (qtd. in Elbow 51). Elbow argues that
instructors could take five different approaches to the uses of binary thinking in the
classroom. The approach he argues for is to “Affirm both sides of the dichotomy as
equally true, necessary, important, or correct,” and he says another good approach is to
“Reframe the conflict so there are more than two sides” (54). St. Martin’s Handbook,
one required text for SDSU’s Composition | courses, encourages students to “engage

difference” and find “common ground” when approaching arguments, and in some sense
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supports Elbow’s argument (Lunsford 14-15). Lunsford’s approach is interesting in that
she discusses the way that writers gain credibility through argument by establishing a
relationship with readers, which she outlines explicitly in her text Everything’s an
Argument (40-41). Lunsford also argues that everything can be framed as an argument,
and each form of communication is an argument serving different purposes and different
ends. James Berlin also espouses the idea that all texts are rhetorical in his challenge of
what he considers the traditional poetic-rhetoric binary in his book Rhetorics, Poetics,
and Cultures. The form of argument Lunsford seems to most agree with is the “Rogerian
argument . . . based on finding common ground and establishing trust among those who
disagree about issues, and on approaching audiences in non-threatening ways”
(Lunsford and Ruszkiewicz 6).

Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein’s text They Say/l Say, also required for the
Composition | course, invites students to engage in the critical argument, or academic
“conversation,” and acknowledge the complexity of views surrounding any given idea or
subject matter. Graff and Birkenstein provide a list of theorists who argue that writing is
a social act, and then writes, “Despite this growing consensus that writing is a social,
conversational act, helping student writers actually participate in these conversations
remains a formidable challenge” (xiv).The paradox in these texts is that they invite
students to find common ground while also encouraging them to anticipate and focus on
differences. Even the act of teaching writing is posed as a “formidable challenge”
because the academy must be “demystified” for students (Graff and Birkenstein xiv).
Difference, challenge, demystification, searching for common ground—each of these

words and phrases characterize what | think is a very American way of thinking about
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the world as a challenge to overcome or conquer—a fight to win, and 1 will propose a
way to think differently about engaging students in intellectual dialogue.

While neither Tannen nor I dismiss the value of adversarial pedagogical methods
to engage students in critical thinking, we both argue that professors should rethink their
approach to teaching students how to engage in academic dialogue and critique and
model for students a less adversarial approach to writing academic arguments. Elbow’s
suggested approach, in its simplest form, boils down to accepting that we can “agree to
disagree” when students are faced with dichotomies or paradoxes. Elbow writes about
Hegel’s “dialectic” and explains that this “tradition sees value in accepting. . .
nonresolution” (52). He writes that “when we encounter something that is difficult or
complicated or something that tangles people into endless debate, we are often in the
presence of an opposition that needs to be made more explicit—and left unresolved”
(Elbow 53). | take issue with this approach on one level because people often use it to
escape or dismiss an argument, and rather than find a solution or common ground, we
drop the discussion into a pit of unresolved issues. However, when one thinks about
Lunsford’s, Graff and Birkenstein’s, and Elbow’s approaches to argument in tandem,
they present an approach that may acknowledge the different purposes of argument,
respect the different perspectives on what might be paradoxically true in the different
arguments, as well as accept that some differences are unresolvable. Lunsford writes,
“Americans in particular tend to see the world in terms of problems and solutions”
which, if one takes that assertion as truth, suggests that American students will come to
the classroom with a mindset that any issue can and should be resolved (Lunsford and

Ruszkiewicz 19), yet many students would rather not argue at all. Still, my own
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resistance against agree to disagree approaches to argument serves as support for
Lunsford’s assertion—Wwe can determine a solution to any problem, but one solution
may not be best for everyone involved. | will explore the nuances of how to talk about
and represent argument in the composition course and argue for an approach that may
reframe the way we teach dissention.

How we teach our students affects how they act beyond the classroom. In her
essay, Tannen argues that the adversarial nature of classrooms leads to the adversarial
nature of our social and political culture, and that we think in terms of choosing a side
rather than looking at all sides. Tannen writes, “What we have is a culture of critique.
The press ready to pounce on allegations of scandal,” and these accusations “make the
news, no matter where they come” (618). These “allegations” become fuel for
politicians to discredit the reputation of their opponents (618). She concludes that the
pool of capable and willing political and social leaders has and continues to shrink
(619). In our current political and social climate, we split issues into two sides, and
people debate their positions but are often diverted from the pertinent political and social
issues and embroiled in a moral battle of right and wrong. Pertinent issues affecting the
public interest are reduced to simplistic pros and cons and debates aim for a “win” rather
than the best solutions or are tabled because no one will work to an agreement. Citizens
debate issues in coffee shops, workrooms, and on social media, and people who do not
pick a side, or who do not pick one of the two sides, are told to either get off the fence or
sit down and shut up. This reality begs the question: how did we get here? Education as
well as popular culture influence how we approach our world. SDSU’s Composition |

course presents a paradoxical approach to critical thinking and writing that contributes to
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this adversarial outcome even as the reading material explicitly states that people need to
approach arguments with an effort to understand “difference” and find “common
ground” (Lunsford , SMH 14-15).

In this thesis, 1 will show how Mitakuye Oyasin offers us a philosophy that
compliments Tannen’s argument. Tannen suggests we reframe debate so that people
represent more than two sides of an issue and make “the goal to mediate and diffuse”
polarities rather than stack sides (625). This approach allows for “a range of perspectives
that shed nuanced light on the original two sides or suggest other ways of approaching
the two sides entirely” (Tannen 625). Tannen also promotes dialogue over debate, citing
rules of engagement from Amitai Etzioni’s The New Golden Rule, and brings to my
mind the idea of dialogue presented by Paulo Freire. Instead of inviting students into a
conversation, | will explore how instructors can frame discourse as dialogue that seeks
understanding and communally values both consensus and dissention. Mitakuye Oyasin
offers instructors and writers another way of reframing the adversarial approach so that
it takes backstage to seeking understanding through the way ideas and people relate to
one another with the goal not to win the argument but to uncover concerns and/or

discover resolutions that benefit all involved and/or affected.

Introducing Mitakuye Oyasin into the Composition Classroom
In Chapter Two, | will explain how Mitakyue Oyasin invites instructors to
restructure the course with a relational mindset, and how that restructuring will address

some of the ongoing challenges instructor’s face in teaching academic critical reading
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and writing and students face in learning to critically read and write in the academy
through a curriculum based on cultural studies.

Mitakyue Oyasin is an Oceti Sakowin philosophy that positions one’s attention
on the relationship between all things. The outcome of this philosophical approach is an
ongoing development of understanding how elements and beings influence and affect
each other. One who sees the world through Mitakuye Oyasin uses that understanding to
make sense of and even resolve issues that arise in one’s life through a belief that all of a
person’s thoughts and actions have consequences that affect others now and into the
future. The philosophy asks a person to consider how one’s thoughts and actions affect
the relationships one chooses and the relationships that are inevitable because of the
nature of where and when one lives or with whom one lives.

Albert White Hat, Sr. says in his book Zuya: Life’s Journey, “l am not trying to
convince anybody of anything, only to give a better, clearer understanding of our people
and the traditional beliefs and systems that are in place in our culture. Hopefully, and
importantly, there is no mystery in our philosophy, that everything we do is reality
based” (xix-xx). From the perspective of the Oceti Sakowin oyate, or the
Lakota/Dakota/Nakota people, everything a person does—in thought and in action—has
meaning and influence. White Hat uses key phrases that shape an understanding of
Mitakuye Oyasin as a way of thinking that invite a person to analyze the world carefully
and critically in terms of relationality and influence. He also invites the reader to think
about one’s personal responsibility in affecting relationships. White Hat avoids dictating
what others should think or do, and instead asks audiences to consider how the

information he shares influences the way the audiences think about the world and their
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relationship to it. This attitude reveals another aspect of the Oceti Sakowin
epistemology, which is that people respect each person’s individual choices and right to
think and act differently. While White Hat predominantly focuses on understanding
Lakota culture, I think the philosophy offers non-Native instructors an opportunity to
address divisiveness and diversity through a lens that accepts the contrary as a natural
course of existence and embraces it for the relationships it fosters or illuminates rather
than positions ideas and people in terms that oversimplify their complexity and causes
animosity with division.

Instructors have a tendency to simplify information for students and then in
increments expose them to more difficult concepts and skills. This is a logical learning
progression, and one might even frame that learning curve as a journey. Yet not all
journeys are simple, and one could argue that they do not begin as simply as people
often convey them. Additionally, journeys are often full of unexpected challenges. These
challenges change a person along his/her journey. According to White Hat, traditionally,
a zuya was a journey that a young man took. His first challenge was to escape camp
“without being caught” and he may be away from home for a day, a month, or years.
During that journey, “They would have met people and survived challenges and on
return would be more responsible and wiser.” White Hat explains that he told one of his
students that the “zuya was a form of education, of learning self-sufficiency and
responsibility.” During a zuya, one must practice fortitude, according to White Hat,
which means to “make decisions and be strong with them” (47). College is a decision,
and students who attend it are on a version of the zuya. This journey comes with

challenges and expectations. Asking students to think about their college experience in



17

terms of a journey that helps them mature may be a strategy that will help instructors
shape students’ attitudes toward writing and the academy in ways that improve their
responses to the course’s expectations and inspires them to think of the journey’s likely
outcome—greater wisdom.

In Chapter Two, | will also explore how the Composition | course offers a
similar concept as zuya through Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave,” in which a prisoner is
released from a cave and his education outside of the cave leads him to accept truths he
did not know existed before his release. While the Lakota youth was not a prisoner, he
still had to leave camp without getting caught, and his experience outside the camp led
him to understand different truths, but the notion of truth to the Oceti Sakowin differs
from that of Plato’s notion of truth. | discuss the ancient concepts of truth in depth to
address how the course can bring in specific concepts of truth by people indigenous to
South Dakota to demonstrate how different cultures develop similar explanations of the
nature of lived experience and philosophical perceptions.

Lived experiences as well as traditional stories shared through oral and written
narratives serve as pedagogical and rhetorical strategies in the Oceti Sakowin traditions.
Several Western theorists, particularly those who follow what Harris identifies as growth
theory, argue that instructors should teach students to write from their lived experiences.
Harris writes, “The growth theorists argued for an acceptance of the individual’s own
language or dialect, with a resulting de-emphasis on teaching correct or standard forms”
so the “focus of most English lessons was not to be the forms of language but lived

experiences, as shown in the literature or the writing of students” (10). The growth



18

theorists believed students’ writing skills would improve with practice reading and
writing, and direct writing instruction was unnecessary.

This notion of lived experience in some ways appears in the cultural studies
paradigm through the inclusion of and student reaction to stories told through movies,
novels, short stories, personal narratives, documentaries, films, and poems, but in
Composition |, students do not initiate their lived experiences as subjects about which
they write; instead, instructors choose the subjects and ask students to analyze them.
These subjects are supposed to be chosen because instructors think they will be
interesting and familiar to students. They come in the form of popular culture media and
critical essays about the way information is represented in that media. Many essays in
the reader RPC include aspects of narrative as a rhetorical tool, a few of the works are
fictional narratives, and one essay by bell hooks is a personal narrative essay, but
students do not directly learn about the uses of and power of narrative as a form of
rhetoric in the course, and the expository writing prompts ignore narrative approaches to
the content except that students are now able to use “I” in their essays, a pronoun use
most associated with personal narratives and letters to newspaper editors. So, the
personal, lived experiences of students disappears in the Composition I course if the
instructor does not explicitly address it, and the use of fictional narrative is cursory at
best.

In fictional narratives, lived experiences are often imagined or allegorical. In
Composition I, students might read a narrative that exemplifies ideas they must write
about, or that they experience but have not realized that experience yet. RPC’s fictional

narratives include Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The May-Pole of Merry Mount,” or
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Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle.” Students may also view a film from popular
culture, such as Her (2013) or The Circle (2017). The connection students have with
these texts may be and often is superficial in that students may have no direct experience
or understanding of the content of the narratives. For example, students may also play
video games as does the main character in Her, but they may not relate to a white man
falling in love with an operating system. Instructors ask students to find the relationship
between their lived experiences or the lived experiences of the average American
citizen, and the narratives in the films—they must draw upon their prior knowledge and
experience to make sense of the stories they read and view even if they find making
those connections difficult because of the seemingly foreign nature of the language,
syntax, characters, culture, or context of the narratives. While I think asking students to
read and view material with which they have no previous experience or connection is
akin to the zuya journey, the argument that the course uses popular culture to meet
students on common ground loses credibility when the narratives used do not more
closely relate to or stem from what the students in the class have lived. This is not an
argument against cultural studies or the use of narratives with which students are
unfamiliar, but instead an argument that popular culture is not really common ground
unless instructors survey their current students and choose works and subjects with
which those students are familiar. In this respect, | draw attention to the way and kind of
reading material instructors choose for the course.

Narrative is considered a very powerful tool for teaching and conveying
information and ideas in Oceti Sakowin culture, and many people in other cultural

traditions share the same belief. Lunsford includes a section on narrative as an “effective
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method of development” and writes that “People almost always respond to stories,
which can be used effectively in almost all kinds of writing,” (SMH 63); however, this
section on narrative is often glossed over in Composition | courses unless the instructor
chooses to directly address it in the section about paragraph development. The power of
narrative is even greater | think than what Lunsford depicts in SMH.

Scholar Thomas King writes that the truth about stories is that they are powerful,
and because they are powerful, storytellers bear responsibility for what and how they tell
stories, and audiences bear responsibility for what they do with those stories (King 10).
The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative is a collection of Massey lectures King
presented in 2003 as the first lecturer of Cherokee descent to present at the prestigious
gathering of writers and scholars. These lectures unfold from the storyteller’s tongue a
complex mixture of personal narrative, cultural storytelling, and citations of authority
from predominantly Native and some well-known non-Native scholars, writers, and
storytellers. The lectures address a wide audience and offer allusions that nod to Native,
popular, and academic cultures, and provide information and perspectives that guide the
audience to reconsider what it means to tell and listen to stories about others and about
oneself. They offer an example of how instructors might choose the reading material for
students in the Composition | course.

King’s teaching style provides context for deeper human truths understood
through shared human experiences. King uses narrative and metacognition, which
requires thinking about one’s own thinking, as rhetorical tools to suggest to audiences
that Native stories and philosophies offer Native and non-Native people effective and

less divisively-inclined means to approach their relationship with others — their
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interactions and reactions to other people. His oral tradition, committed to the page,
models a combination of Western and Indigenous rhetoric as well as oral and written
forms and structures that teach and present an argument with which the audience can act
on — or not. King’s influences come from a mixture of Indigenous and Western
experiences, epistemologies, and philosophies, and closely resembles the ideas about
Mitakuye Oyasin presented by White Hat. This mixture does not create a hybrid “other,”
but instead fits aspects of Western and Indigenous methods of communication together
artfully to create a sophisticated and serious argument about the way stories influence
how we think and how we act—the relationality paradigm is reflected in presenting
stories of lived and imagined experiences alongside a critical analysis of these
experiences.

Students typically come to the academy thinking that literature includes fiction
and poetry. Literature—in the broader definition, the one that encompasses more than a
canon of texts by award-winning writers chosen by an elite group of scholars at top
universities—reflects culture and history as much as it influences it, and when we forget
or ignore the stories of any culture, we lose what that culture can offer other cultures.
The United States of America stretches from the Florida Keys to Alaska, and from
Hawaii to Vermont. We are a nation of diverse climates, customs, and languages even as
we share a common popular culture and the English language. Composition | focuses
most of the students’ attention on nonfiction, expository, and relatively contemporary
literature with minimal narrative fiction or nonfiction. The reader used for the course
does not include a diverse collection of essays and narratives by diverse scholars with

unique perspectives. This choice to include more nonfiction than other forms of writing,
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and to include works written by predominantly white scholars, the majority of whom are
male, reveals a bias against narrative as a serious form of rhetoric, and underrepresents
perspective by non-white people. While this bias and the underrepresentation may be
unintentional or circumstantial, it is still present, and even counters James Berlin’s
arguments to balance the poetic-rhetoric binary that English studies often perpetuates. A
course that is founded in the concept of cultural studies should include voices from
diverse cultures, not just different arguments from people with shared ideologies. At
SDSU, one culture that should definitely be included in each unit is that of the Oceti
Sakowin.

When we think of literature in a broader context, then to include diverse
narratives that document lived experiences as a part of the curriculum makes sense.
These narratives integrated with critical essays about various topics concerning the
United States’ popular culture bring to life the way various people experience the world
and the way scholars analyze and criticize. Additionally, when we teach students how to
integrate narratives into their own critical essays, we require them to connect seemingly
remote ideas to their personal experiences and understandings. When students connect
experience and real-world situations with that which they can relate, they will more
likely remember the ideas about what they write, and they will be able to better connect
and understand abstract, academic conversations Graff and Birkenstein, and other
scholars, invite them to join.

When students reflect on their own lived experiences in comparison to others,
they develop a greater sense of their personal identity and their communal identity.

While instructors and GTAs who receive training to teach Composition | do not read
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explicitly about critical pedagogy, the course is influenced by it. According to Native
scholar Sandy Marie Anglas Grande, engagement in critical pedagogy requires one to
think about “the way one learns to see oneself in relation to the world,” and understand
“the formation of self” which “serves as the basis for analyses of race, class, gender, and
sexuality and their relationships to questions of democracy, justice, and community”
(346). Critical theory and pedagogy, then, require a person to think about how his/her
identity is shaped by relationships between the self and various aspects of the world.
Critical theorists argue that identity is based on a “theory of difference,” which is,
according to McLaren and Giroux, “firmly rooted in the ‘power-sensitive discourse of
power, democracy, social justice, and historical memory’” (qtd. in Grande 347). Grande
explains that the critical theorists’ notion of identity, rather than fixed and
“predetermined by biological and other prima facie indicators” is shaped by where it is
“historically situated” and how it is “socially constructed” (347). Critical pedagogy
informs Composition I course content and design in that by critically analyzing popular
culture, students are challenged to consider the forces that shape the identity of an
American citizen—class, race, gender, democracy, justice, and community; however, the
requirement of “difference,” Grande explains, motivates many Native Americans to
embrace the essentialist theorists’ view that Native identity encapsulate a narrow
definition that is unique and unchanging and based on a “set of characteristics” that
distinguish Natives from what she calls “whitestream”—the typical white American
(346). The essentialist theory of identity is problematic for Native Americans, too,

because it perpetuates a fixed and homogenized misrepresentation of Native American
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peoples and defines the Native American identity in contrast to white identity even when
contrasts are insignificant or non-existent.

Over 500 federally recognized tribes thrive on reservations across the United
States. Each of these tribes operates under sovereign tribal governments who sustain a
treaty relationship with the U.S. federal government. Under these treaties, each tribe
operates within its own culture, language, and governing systems. They rely on the
treaty agreements for economic stability, and they must maintain a fixed cultural identity
to set themselves apart from other Americans. If a tribe’s culture and language is
indistinguishable from mainstream culture, the tribe’s sovereignty, treaty rights, and
federal recognition are threatened (Grande 348-49).

Native scholars like Scott Richard Lyons and Vine Deloria Jr. stand in the space
between their own tribal, traditional cultures and white America. Lyons shares in his
essay “In Vine Veritas,” his insecurities as a Native American scholar living in white
suburbia. To Native people he perceived as more Indigenous than himself, such as
renowned Native intellectual Deloria, Lyons fears he is not “Indian enough” (61-2). His
father was Native; his mother was white. Living in suburban America, his pale skin and
short haircut distanced him even further from what many perceive as “Indian,” even
people in his own tribe (61). He writes,

Perhaps it’s fair to speak of history, as Deloria often did, which for
centuries described Natives as savages, warriors, and heathen — then later
as drunkards, welfare cheats, and gang bangers — but never intellectuals;

a history that turned Indians into what Audre Lorde called capitalism’s
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“surplus people” — meaning “excess” or “waste” . . . . the dominant
historical message to Indians has been this: you are not smart. (Lyons 62)

Historically, Native people were “too Indian,” evidenced in Pratt’s speech and
U.S. government policy, which championed “Kill the Indian, Save the Man.” This
campaign fueled government policies that forced parents to send their children to Indian
boarding schools where educators, priests, and nuns “killed” the Indian. Federal agents
picked up students from their homes and sent to them to Indian-designated boarding
schools at the age of five. Most of these children remained at school until they were 18.
In the years between, teachers and nuns physically and emotionally punished students
for speaking their languages or practicing their cultures. They went to school with other
children from other tribes across the country, and some did not see or visit their families
during their twelve to thirteen years of schooling. This approach to teaching Native
children emerged from a Peace Commission in 1867, and rather than officially sanction
genocide, the Commission called for “cultural, and specifically linguistic, genocide” to
deal with the “Indian problem,” or “language differences that led to misunderstandings”
(Reyhner and Eder 41). In contemporary society, Lyons finds himself wondering if he is
“Indian enough,” because he does not live on the reservation, speak the language of his
people, or “remember what real poverty is like” (63).

Like his ancestors, who graduated from boarding school, he feels disconnected
from both his ancestry and his whitestream life. He also exemplifies the man from the
“Allegory of the Cave” who leaves what he knows, learns new ways of thinking and
seeing the world, and then is faced with the consequences of returning home. In Lyon’s

case, and in the case of many Native scholars, the idea of returning home is more
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metaphorical than physical, because their zuyas do not always support a return home.
When he measures himself against Indian identities on his reservation and in mainstream
America, Lyons recognizes that his identification as a Native intellectual does not exist
in the national or tribal narratives. Early boarding school educational systems trained
Indian youth to pursue agricultural and domestic lines of work. Young men were
encouraged to enter the military and taught to obey (Mails 224-225). Educators, priests,
nuns, and dorm matrons raised the children as problems to be fixed. The children were
not considered intellectually capable of pursuing academic careers. Lyons’s identity as a
Native scholar in English challenges other notions of Native identities, and he admits to
feeling insecure and maybe even guilty about who he is as a Native intellectual. When
non-Native students in a composition course read works by Native scholars and practice
relating to them without identifying them as “other,” but still recognizing them as
equals, they might become skeptical of stereotypes of what it means to be Indian.

Since the critical and essentialist theories are problematic for Native Americans
politically, socially, and personally, Grande argues that “many marginalized groups”
seek “culturally relevant curriculum” so that they “ensure inclusion in the democratic
imaginary,” but Native American “scholars and educators” want to “disrupt and impede
absorption into that democracy and continue the struggle to remain distinctive, tribal,
and sovereign peoples” (356). Grande cites Ojibwe scholar May Hermes, who asks not
“What is the role of culture in knowledge acquisition,” but “What is the role of the
school as a site of cultural production” (Grande 355)?

Mainstream culture naturally forms the basis of instruction for most courses

taught at SDSU, including Composition I, which uses the text Reading Popular Culture.
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While the academic articles in the anthology are written by diverse academics, these
academics represent the whitestream that Grande identifies. Diverse topics about
culturally relevant issues does not necessarily equal diverse representation of non-White
perspectives. Even efforts to create multicultural curriculum fall short of adequately
representing diverse cultural perspectives because it often appears in the form of content
about non-White people and how they are represented. Instead, essays by Native and
other non-white scholars should be included for their perspectives about culturally
relevant topics and not only about the way they are represented by white-dominated
popular culture. For example, King writes about the power of stories through an
Indigenous perspective more than he writes an essay about Indigenous identity, even
though he addresses identity in his essay. He also serves as an intellectual scholar who
when read by students, helps to normalize Native people as intellectuals.

While Native American numbers are minimal when placed as a percentage of
the overall population of the U.S., their presence in the plains states is prominent and
essential to intellectual, political, and social issues and decisions in the Northern Plains.
What often happens currently, is that Native scholars and issues that Native people deem
significant for everyone are relegated to American Indian studies departments, Native
American literature courses, or Indigenous community colleges simply because they are
a minority voice. When | think of this tendency, | am reminded of Thoreau in his essay
published in the pamphlet, “On the Duty of Civil Disobedience,”

But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than
the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and

provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does
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it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to
be on the alert to point out its faults, and do better than it would have
them? (12)
While Thoreau addresses the morality of government’s Mexican-American war tax and
slavery in this essay, I think of these same questions as I campaign for SDSU’s English
department and other freshmen composition courses in South Dakota to adopt the
philosophy of its “wise minority,” the Dakota/Lakota/Nakota indigenous Nations of
South Dakota.

Some people may argue that whatever a small minority culture within the U.S.
might have to offer is good for them, but not for everyone. Another criticism is that if
people not born into that culture use an aspect of it to shape their study or practice, they
risk being accused of and found guilty of cultural appropriation. In either case, the
Mitakuye Oyasin philosophy and its influence on the composition class could benefit
everyone and improve writing and reading instruction. To relegate it to the sidelines or
wrap it up and protect it from those who might make it perverse is to reject the value of
improving what we do, or to horde it and risk losing it to history.

An instructor asked to teach using a Native philosophy may meet with concerns
of appropriation. Yet we learn the philosophy of others — Kant, Derrida, Lacan,
Aristotle, Plato, Butler, Harris, Bartholomae — and we teach new teachers theories
informed by these philosophies without serious complaint. Inherent in the texts of
Harris, Bartholomae and Butler — theorists and educators who influence how we teach
composition at SDSU — is the idea that truth is relative to one’s level of knowledge and

understanding. The curriculum is formulated around a cultural studies model, and we are
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taught to inspire students to find points of contention, take a position, and refute counter
arguments in critical discussions and essays. Most instructors do not explicitly explain to
students this pedagogical approach. Instead, they practice the approach through their
choice of content, order of presentation, types of assignments, methods of instruction,
and language of instruction. That design is already laid out in an approved template with

approved goals.

Pedagogical Design

In Chapter Three, | provide more specific details about how to integrate the
Indigenous approach into this composition course by first focusing on the texts used to
teach the course. RPC, which, as | have already discussed, includes a variety of essays
by scholars and authors from a variety of disciplines. These authors write about the
representation of intellect, democracy, capitalism, gender, race, class, technology, and
education in popular culture. Popular culture includes both fiction and nonfiction media,
and when analyzing it, the reader or viewer searches for the “truth” of what is
represented. The students learn to ask questions that the essays also pose, both explicitly
and implicitly, that may help them get at that truth or those truths. RPC incorporates a
variety of academic voices that demonstrate what critical analysis looks and sounds like
on paper. The essays collected essays are positioned so that students can see how they
respond to each other not only based on their subject matter but based on their literal
references each other’s arguments. By choosing essays from authors who quote each

other or mention each other in their essays, RPC demonstrates that the authors are
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engaged in conversation with one another—they are engaged in academic discourse
about representation in popular culture.

Despite the diversity of academic discipline representations in RPC, the text
lacks cultural diversity. Based on the biographical information provided in RPC about
the authors and a Google search of each author, I identified of the sixty-three authors in
RPC, thirty-eight white males, seventeen white females, one Japanese female, one
Jewish female, one Black female, one Native American female, and four females whose
race could not be determined via any biographical information or pictures. I confirmed
that at least fifty of the authors are over the age of fifty and/or are deceased. Most of the
essays were originally published in the 1990s and early 2000s, a few were published
after 2010 and a few published between 1940 and 1990. Finally, several narratives are
published from the nineteenth century and Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” was published
during the Greek Classical period.

At issue here is that the text predominantly consists of authors and scholars
whose work, while still significant in today’s cultural climate, is for most incoming
freshmen outdated. Students do not understand the cultural references or allusions
because for them, the references are a part of a past with which they are unfamiliar. |
found no confirmation of any essays written by Black, Native, Asian, or Hispanic males.
Most of the essays or narratives by people who identify as a minority in America are
about their minority status in relation to the subject matter. Given the number of
minority scholars in our country, I think we could do better to balance representation of

different scholars and communities in our content selections for Composition I.
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RPC alleviates the instructor’s need to locate reading materials that serve as
examples of critical academic essays, conversations in academic discourse, and sources
students can cite in their own essays as they join the academic conversations. Many of
the graduate students will teach the same essays and prompts they use the first semester
they teach, and their repeated use of the same reading materials makes sense. It saves
time. Instructors become familiar with the texts and the more they teach them, the easier
they become to teach. If they feel so inclined, they may swap one prompt for another, or
one essay for another, but for the most part, every student at SDSU writes an ad
analysis, a paper about technology or education, and a paper about representation or ant-
intellectualism. Instructors can also easily check the accuracy of quotes and discover
instances of plagiarism more readily. If the instructors know the essays from which
students will collect information, and all students pull from two or three of four or five
essays in a unit, then the instructor does not need to read or search through forty to fifty
different essays to verify accuracy or check for plagiarism. Finally, the collection
ensures students are read essays written by well-respected scholars and authors. These
essays exemplify effective arguments and uses of rhetorical devices and provide
students with content that contributes to the ethos of their own writing.

To address the difficulty many students have reading some of the essays or
narratives in RPC, Michael Keller and his colleague Professor Nathan Serfling advise
new instructors to teach easier essays in the first unit and more difficult ones later. The
longer the essay, the more difficult it seems to be for students. The older the essay or
narrative, the more difficult it seems to be for students. Both professors suggest

anticipating what students will need to know before they read the essay and prepping
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them for the texts that will likely most challenge students. So even though students
struggle with many of these essays, Keller anticipated this challenge and created plans to
help instructors address it. This point is significant when we think about incorporating
narratives and essays that may be unfamiliar to students because they are from the Oceti
Sakowin traditions. Pedagogical approaches are already in place to help students
understand what they do not already know or have experience with, and some of these
approaches will be effective even if some of the essays currently used are replaced with
essays by and/or about Native people.

While the RPC collection is strategically and for the most part effectively
compiled, it unfortunately lacks the diversity and timeliness to address the needs of
students in 2022. | think students would benefit from a collection of essays that are more
current—published after 2015, about similar cultural issues and by a more diverse group
of scholars. Many Native American intellectuals and activists use popular media
sources to promote their ideas, movements, etc. in addition to publishing scholarly
articles about concepts that do not focus on Native identity and representation
specifically. Instead, they write through a Native perspective. Articles by and about
Native people in relation to the many subjects the composition course already includes
on its smorgasbord of prompts could be incorporated into the curriculum and would
stand as a way to create a narrative that Native American scholars are actively engaged
in academic conversations. Additionally, each unit should seek to provide articles
written by scholars of other cultural backgrounds and ages. From the perspective of
mitakuye oyasin, all my relations does not only include Native people or White people,

but people of any cultural background. Wisdom comes from understanding others and
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figuring out the relationship that one has with others. Philosophically, the concept of all
my relations includes more than Native and White perspectives. The perspectives of
other Americans who may be Black, Asian, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, or transgender are
also important.

The other texts used in the class, St. Martin’s Handbook (SMH) and They Say/I
Say (TSIS), are effective tools that help the instructor teach students the elements of
writing. SMH focuses on common grammatical errors, discusses the ways students
might and should define and approach academic arguments, outlines how to create
arguments, identify faulty arguments, develop sentences, paragraphs, and essays for
different purposes, and conduct research. Despite the text’s comprehensive and
predominantly useful presentation of how to write academically, it uses language—
which Lunsford indicates is very important in her chapter “Words Matter!”—that
engages difference in a way that positions the writer on one side and opponents on
another with the common ground in the middle. TSIS in its title alone engages the binary
thinking as well, and | will address how Graff and Birkenstein, throughout the text,
argues that they are not encouraging only two sides of an issue in a debate, but
simplifying the presentation of ideas as they might be positioned by a student on paper
using the templates they present. The kind of language and the positioning of ideas in

these texts supports the binary thinking that I think should be dismantled.
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CHAPTER 1
CURRENT THEORETICAL INFLUENCES

Theories that shape South Dakota State University’s Composition | grapple with
how best to introduce students to the academic writing community. Instructors learn to
think of these communities through discussions of commonplaces in their Teaching
College Composition seminar or training sessions. According to composition theorist
David Bartholomae, students learn different commonplaces as they grow up in their
respective communities. Their interactions at home, school, and in social situations each
present a different commonplace, and the phrases, idioms, jargon, allusions, and other
modes of communication constitute the way students use and understand language.
Others describe these modes of communication as codes that represent meaning. James
Berlin describes them as “cultural codes, social semiotics that work themselves out in
shaping consciousness in our students and ourselves” (124). Students learn how different
communities use different codes, which develop into commonplaces, to signify meaning
and they subsequently shape their consciousness—the way they think about themselves
and others. Understanding commonplaces creates the foundation upon which the
composition course develops a writing community where students learn the academic
commonplace.

Within and across commonplaces, people engage in discourses. A discourse is
written or spoken communication and an “an academic discourse community,”
concludes Joseph Harris in his book A Teaching Subject: Composition Since 1966, is a
group of people who gather and share their ideas more through their written work than

in a physically shared space. The people in an academic writing community share “an
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affinity of beliefs and purposes, consensus,” and their “physical nearness” is replaced by
“like-mindedness” (Harris 138). So, the academic writing community then shares a
consciousness. When writers engage in discourse, the discourse consists of its own
“clusters of allusions and references its members share” (Harris 137). These clusters, or
codes, might be unique to different discourses but the academic codes in Composition |
are codes used across different discourses and in multiple academic commonplaces. This
universal academic commonplace is important for Composition | students to learn
because it creates a web that allows them to communicate on a basic level in the
multiple discourses they will enter through their academic studies. The students are
required to take the course. They will enter diverse disciplines in the university. The
texts for students and the verbal style sheet used in the English department outline the
codes students might use in whichever discipline or discourses they enter after taking
Composition 1.

In his discussion of community and its relationship to writing pedagogy, Harris
explains that the academic commu