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Jennie Nelson 

Reading Classrooms as Text: 
Exploring Student Writers' 
Interpretive Practices 

Communication occurs within situations and .., to be in a 
situation is already to be in possession of (or to be possessed 
by) a structure of assumptions, of practices understood to be 
relevant in relation to purposes and goals that are already in 
place. 

-Stanley Fish (318) 

Being literate about classrooms means being able to read 
classrooms as text. 

-Lyn Corno (29) 

escribing students as newcomers or out- 
siders who need to be initiated into the 
academic discourse community has be- 

come a commonplace in discussions of writing across the disciplines. The 
purpose of this article is to critically examine this commonplace. Specifi- 
cally, I argue that while many students may be unfamiliar with the special- 
ized conventions of different disciplines, an image of our students as 
uninitiated outsiders fails to recognize that students are already long- 
standing members of the culture of school and are highly literate about 
how classrooms work. This image fails to account for the powerful legacy 
of school experiences that students bring with them every time they step 
into the classroom and undertake a writing assignment. That is, as Stanley 
Fish reminds us, our students are already in possession of (or more often 
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than not, possessed by) a set of assumptions, or interpretive practices, that 
shape their approaches as readers and writers. While it may sometimes be 
useful to see ourselves as insiders who can help initiate our students into 
the worlds of academic discourse, I believe that we may at the same time 
need to be initiated into our students' world, to position ourselves as 
outsiders to our students' interpretive practices in order to explore the 
structure of assumptions that guides students' choices when they write.' 

Researchers interested in the impact of the culture of school on student 
learning argue: "Although students are shown the tools of many academic 
cultures in the course of a school career, the pervasive cultures they 
observe, in which they participate, and which some enter quite effectively 
are the cultures of school life itself. These cultures can be unintentionally 
antithetical to useful domain learning" (Brown, Collins, and Duguid 34). 
As members of the culture of school, students learn the routines of school 
work, including lectures, seat work, tests, homework. They learn accept- 
able patterns of behavior, such as when and how to ask questions, and 
what kinds of responses are expected in class discussions. However, in 
learning how to be successful members of the culture of school, students 
develop interpretive practices and approaches that may undermine the 
goals of disciplinary writing and learning. For example, in a naturalistic 
study of student writing in four disciplines, Walvoord and McCarthy found 
that student writers most commonly adopted the role of the "text proces- 
sor" in which they focused "centrally on processing texts in some way 
(summarizing ... reviewing) rather than addressing the issues and solving 
the problems outlined in the assignment" (9). Linda Flower and her 
colleagues found similar patterns in their extensive study of college stu- 
dents' strategies for completing an open-ended "reading-to-write" assign- 
ment. Many students automatically invoked their standard approach and 
relied on the well-learned habits of summarization and recitation, reading 
and writing habits that reflect a legacy of schooling in which "accuracy of 
learning and routine recitals" are favored over reasoned exploration, 
analysis, and thoughtful interpretation (Flower et al. 183). These students' 
approaches are a product of the culture of school in which students learn 
early on that "it is the final product . .. that will be evaluated, not the steps 
one has taken to arrive at this product" Marshall 155). 

According to educational researcher, Lyn Corno, successful students 
learn to "read classrooms as text" (29), invoking knowledge about how 
classrooms work to help them determine how to approach particular 
assignments. The writing assignments in a classroom are just one element 
of this larger "text" that students must interpret and define for themselves. 
Studies of students writing across the disciplines confirm the importance 
of classroom literacy, of being able to read classrooms as text, in shaping 
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students' responses to writing assignments. For example, a college student 
in McCarthy's study offered the following advice for incoming freshmen 
about writing for their college courses: "I'd tell them first you've got to 
figure out what your teachers want. And then you've got to give it to them 
if you're gonna' get the grade" (233). Another student in a collaborative 
study of language use across the curriculum argued that "the crucial part 
of learning in any classroom is digging up what the professor expects" 
(Anderson et al. 25). As these straightforward comments reveal, students 
who are successful members of the culture of school learn how to read 
classrooms as text. In a very real sense, such students are the true insiders, 
able to read the often implicit clues that reveal what really counts and what 
can be ignored in completing a particular assignment. And too often 
teachers are the naive outsiders, unable or unwilling to read classrooms 
in the same way students do and, thus, unable to anticipate how stu- 
dents might interpret assignments in surprising and sometimes counter- 
productive ways. 

This metaphor of reading classrooms as text is useful because it helps us 
understand that the goals of classroom literacy, of "knowing how to do 
school," as Anne Dyson puts it, may often conflict with the goals of 
academic literacy, of learning how to write as a member of a particular 
community or discipline. This metaphor also reminds us that students are 
already insiders, long-standing members of the culture of school who may 
be "possessed by" certain assumptions about how to approach school 
writing assignments. As students interpret the writing assignments they 
encounter in classes across the disciplines, "they must integrate the new 
ways of thinking and writing they are being asked to learn with the already 
familiar discourses that they bring with them" (Walvoord and McCarthy 
21). These crossroads where students negotiate between old and new 
discourses can be fruitful sites for investigation, revealing how assignments 
and student writing can take unexpected turns or derail altogether. 

My aim in the following discussion of four case studies is to illustrate 
how students respond to certain features of assignments and classroom 
environments as they set about interpreting and completing their work, 
focusing in particular on how students negotiate unfamiliar, often innova- 
tive writing tasks.2 In attempting to understand the factors that influence 
students' interpretations of their writing assignments, I have found it 
useful to ask the following questions: Where did each student assign the 
most authority for defining the task-for example, to the textbook, to the 
teacher's instructions, to themselves? What features of the classroom set- 
tings did students appear to focus on in deciding who or what had author- 
ity over their choices as writers? 
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The following story illustrates how students draw from a number of 
resources as they interpret their assignments, and how teachers, through 
written assignments, grading practices, comments in class and on papers, 
create the rhetorical situations, the "classroom texts," that students read 
and interpret. Below are excerpts from a process log in which Kate, a 
college freshman, describes all of the work she did on the following 
assignment for an undergraduate history class: 

Please answer the following question with a logical and thorough argument. 
Your response should be between 600 and 800 words in length and should 
be more than a concrete assessment of the reading. Ideally, I would like you 
to capture the true sense of the era and the actual feelings of the characters. 
To accomplish this task, you may have to combine the "facts" of the reading 
with the less tangible tools of intuition, imagination, and inference. Good 
luck. Were the citizens of Concord "reluctant revolutionaries" on the eve of 
the Revolution? 

While this first writing assignment was designed to underscore the roles 
of "intuition, imagination, and inference" in addressing historical ques- 
tions, Kate reveals in her logs that she found it difficult to reconcile the 
need to cite "facts" from the textbook with the requirement to include 

imagination and her own opinion. 

September 14: I started out with my opinion and then drifted into fact. The 

assignment asks for feelings and imagination so I thought all I had to do was 
write my opinion of some of the events that took place. I had trouble with 
the fact that the assignment was X many words. I was worried about the 

requirement and when I rewrote I tried to be as wordy as possible. 

I also noticed that I was more concerned with just getting done than how 

good it was. We meet with the Writing Fellow Friday [students were required 
to meet with a peer tutor to discuss drafts], and he'll probably tear it apart 
anyway. It was only a rough draft. I was glad to have to do it because it got 
me started earlier than the night before it was due. We don't even get a grade 
or anything from the Writing Fellow, so maybe the worse it is, the more 
criticism and better ideas I'll get and the better my final paper will be. 

September 20: I honestly dreaded going to see my Writing Fellow ... but was 

pleasantly surprised. I got a lot out of it. I went over my paper following the 
numbered comments he wrote. I went back through the book to spots I found 
to support my statements and added things here and there to make the 

support stronger. I'm starting to like what I'm writing but still think it needs 
work. 
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September 25: I had someone read my paper before I proofread it one last time. 
She said it was very good which made me happy. She really didn't give any 
specific criticisms, which I was looking for, but her overall opinion was good 
enough. It renewed my confidence in the paper. 

I've worked surprisingly hard on this paper and I hope the teacher appreciates 
it when he reads and grades it. At least I know that I did my best. 

A few days later, Kate received her paper back with the following written 
evaluation: "No Grade!!! This essay is often confusing, unclear, and some- 
times just downright wrong. Come see me." Her teacher informed her after 
class that he felt that she had serious problems with academic writing and 
was referring her to the tutoring center for help. Needless to say, Kate was 

surprised and upset to learn that her paper had failed to meet her teacher's 

expectations. In an effort to understand where she had gone wrong, she 

reported that she compared her paper with another student's which re- 
ceived an A and explained that "I wrote my paper from a familiar view- 

point while my friend wrote hers like a textbook-that's the only 
difference I see." Kate's introductory paragraph does reveal a familiar, 
matter-of-fact tone: 

On the eve of the start of any major battle, it is safe to say both sides are most 

likely reluctant-even if they weren't previously. Face it. They have a right 
to be. Doing battle and coming out on top of a force that a group used to be 
a part of is not always a sure thing. No matter how enthusiastic the colonists 
were as the cry against "taxation without representation" circulated, it is hard 
to believe they weren't wary of moving into a situation in which demise is 

possible. Certainly they were reluctant! 

In response to this opening paragraph, Kate's teacher wrote "Huh?" in the 

margin, underlined certain informal phrases he found inappropriate, and 

explained that "being queasy about a fight is not the ideal answer." While 
Kate believed that her primary mistake in writing her paper was using an 
informal tone, her teacher's comments reveal that he was not satisfied with 
her initial analysis, either. Below Kate reveals that with the help of a 

writing tutor, she was able to revise her paper and regain some of her 
confidence as a writer. 

October 7: I took my paper to the tutor Monday night after I realized it needed 
work. My teacher wanted a formal paper and that's where I went wrong. I 
also got confused about how to add imagination so I started with it and then 
drifted into formalities in the end. The tutor said I was right. She was great. 
She didn't make me feel stupid like my teacher did. I took her advice and 
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after revising it, took it back to be double-checked (I was paranoid). I'm afraid 
to say this, but I like this paper too. 

Kate's revised introduction strikes a more formal tone and focuses imme- 

diately on the special circumstances the Concordians faced, a topic that 
Kate had raised later in her first unsuccessful draft, when she "drifted into 
formalities at the end": 

The reluctance on the part of the Concordians kept them from early partici- 
pation in the conflict between Britain and the colonies known as the Ameri- 
can Revolution. During the stages leading up to the revolution, Concord fell 
silent. The Concordians felt that if the other colonies wanted to know what 

they thought, they would ask for it. No one asked about their views on the 
new decrees of Parliament, though, and no one from Concord offered an 

opinion. They were not outraged by the actions of Britain. It took a great deal 
for them to become concerned in imperial matters. Local matters were more 

important and, besides, they did not want to ruin relations between them- 
selves and the British. The Concordians seemed a reluctant minority of the 
colonist communities who anxiously awaited a revolt. 

Kate received a B on her revised paper and received high grades on the 
rest of the papers for this course. 

Because her teacher did not offer any specific advice about how to use 
imagination or intuition to interpret historical events, or how to weave 
them into an essay, Kate was left on her own to decide how to approach 
this task, and obviously she made the wrong decisions: she interpreted the 
assignment as an invitation to include her own opinions and to write an 
informal essay. After comparing her paper to other students' and discussing 
her understanding of her teacher's comments with the writing tutor, Kate 
very consciously summarizes her revised understanding of her teacher's 
expectations: "He wants us to [provide] a logical outline ... use examples 
from the reading... and sound like a textbook-that's all he expects." 
While Kate was able to revise her interpretation of this assignment and 
produce successful papers during the rest of the course, she reported that 
she was unwilling to take risks or expend much effort on subsequent 
assignments. In her final interview with me at the end of the semester, she 
explained that she was "torn between wanting to do my best and wanting 
to meet standards which aren't very challenging.... [The teacher] just 
puts a number/grade and 'good' on papers-he doesn't put much into 
comments. More comments would mean that he put a lot of time in. If he 
doesn't, why should I?" 

Kate's struggle to interpret this ambiguous writing assignment is worth 
examining in detail, for it illustrates how students who are literate about 
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how classrooms work draw upon many special features of classroom 
settings in order to determine what counts in completing a particular 
assignment for a particular teacher. In an extensive review of educational 
research, Walter Doyle explains that "academic work is transformed fun- 
damentally when it is placed in the complex social system of the class- 
room" (185). Doyle describes several reasons for this transformation, 
which include the social nature of school work, the powerful role of 
accountability or grades, the ambiguity and risk involved in completing 
most academic work, and the coping strategies students develop in re- 
sponse to the uncertainty and risk of academic work. Kate responds to and 
relies upon many of these features as she works in good faith to interpret 
her assignment. For example, she takes advantage of the social nature of 
school work, relying on more successful fellow students and the writing 
tutor to help her evaluate and revise her initial response to her writing 
assignment. She also relies on the history of the class itself, using the 
feedback she and other students received on the first assignment to refine 
her notion of how to write subsequent papers. 

Kate's case' illustrates that one of the most important features of aca- 
demic work is that it takes place in a highly evaluative climate in which 
grades are exchanged for performance. As a result, accountability-in the 
form of the answers and processes students are actually rewarded for-be- 
comes the driving force behind how students respond to school assign- 
ments. In other words, the products a teacher actually accepts and rewards 
define the real tasks in the classroom. We see the importance of account- 
ability in Kate's decision to expend little effort on her first draft; she 
explains: "We don't even get a grade or anything from the writing tutor 
who is going to see it, so maybe the worse it is, the more criticism and 
better ideas I'll get and the better my final paper will be." Obviously, 
accountability is also the driving force behind Kate's decision to revise her 
initial paper. 

Besides the pressure of accountability and grades, students face prob- 
lems of ambiguity and risk in completing assignments. Writing assignments 
pose particular problems because students must interpret them and formu- 
late approaches on their own, a task that can prove troublesome, as Kate's 
story reveals. Doyle points out that students attempt to manage the ambi- 
guity and risk of academic tasks by focusing on the products they are 
required to produce instead of on the intellectual processes they are being 
asked to engage in and by inventing coping strategies that allow them to 
circumvent the demands of particular assignments. In other words, stu- 
dents find shortcuts for producing acceptable papers. Kate's concern with 
the explicit length requirement for her paper and her goal to "be as wordy 
as possible" reveal her preoccupation with the final product. Her decision 
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to turn in a weak rough draft to her tutor can also be seen as a coping 
strategy; by offering limited or provisional responses to assignments, stu- 
dents can elicit more specific information about what their teachers are 
looking for. 

The features of school settings Kate draws upon are an integral part of 
students' classroom literacy practices, allowing them to size up assignments 
and determine how and what to write. By relying on her knowledge of 
classroom literacy, Kate decided that what counted in completing this 
particular assignment was citing facts from the textbook, not using "intui- 
tion, imagination, and inference" to address an historical question. She 
also decided that in subsequent assignments her teacher was looking for 
logic, examples from the assigned reading, and a detached, academic 
voice-expectations that she didn't find very challenging. 

While Kate appears to make a conscious (and perhaps cost effective) 
decision to limit her goals for writing in this class, the following two 
students' stories suggest that some students' interpretive practices may not 
be open to the same kind of critical reflection and revision. As Corno points 
out, "classroom literacy may not always be knowledge that is used produc- 
tively" (42). In some situations, students' interpretive practices may lead 
them to automatically short-circuit the writing and learning that assign- 
ments are designed to promote. For example, the professor of a freshman 
level sociology course I studied put a great deal of thought into the writing 
assignments for her course, believing that writing was "a way of learning, 
of integrating ideas and experiences." Each assignment required students 
to conduct fieldwork and to collect and analyze data using the theories and 
concepts presented in the class. She provided teaching assistants with a 
detailed description of the requirements for each writing assignment, in- 
cluding the structure and kinds of information papers should include, and 
several teaching assistants used these descriptions to generate a detailed list 
of paper guidelines which they handed out to students in their course 
sections. These seven-step guidelines for conducting and writing a report 
of fieldwork turned out to play an important role in determining how the 
case-study students interpreted and approached the assignment. 

Two students told me how they used the detailed assignment guidelines 
as a sort of recipe book which allowed them to assemble the key ingredi- 
ents of an acceptable paper at the last minute without engaging in the 
research activities the assignment required. Art explained that on the night 
before the paper was due, "I started writing everything from the top of my 
head. I said that I had interviewed the coach and interacted with my 
teammates but really didn't. I used the assignment sheet to compose the 
paper-read through each step and tried to answer it." Debra, who was 
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enrolled in a different section of the course, describes using a similar 
approach: 

I followed the paper guidelines and filled in my ideas from there. As I began 
writing, I started to get a better sense of what sort of data and conclusions 
were expected. So I manufactured quotes and attributed one person's opinion 
to a group. Of course, I wasn't about to admit this, so I claimed to have 
interviewed a broad group of people. 

While Art and Debra found the recipe book approach satisfactory, Brian, 
another case-study student in the class who devoted several days to con- 
ducting fieldwork and writing up his findings, described feeling con- 
strained and frustrated -by the assignment guidelines: "This might seem 
helpful at first (having a specific outline to follow), but it seems like more 
of a nuisance now. I don't like being so restricted in my writing, being 
forced into a set of steps. It seems as if we're being graded on how well we 
can follow directions, not how we think on our own." After turning in his 
field report, Brian told me that he was dissatisfied with it and that he 
should have started with a different hypothesis, one that "fit the steps" on 
the assignment sheet, and doctored his data to fit this hypothesis. Ironi- 
cally, while Brian tried not to allow the assignment guidelines to coopt his 
own research and thinking, he regretted not deferring more completely to 
their authority and taking Art's and Debra's less risky, fill-in-the-blank 
approach. 

Students like Art and Debra are familiar to most of us; they epitomize 
one college student's claim that "the good student psychs the course out to 
get more output for less input" (Anderson et al. 24). Certainly, the goals of 
classroom literacy-"figuring out what your teachers want" and "psyching 
a course out"-complicate teachers' efforts to promote academic literacy, 
to help students learn to think and write as authoritative members of 
particular academic communities. However, it's useful to look for the logic 
behind these case-study students' approaches, to understand the interpre- 
tive practices that led to their short-circuiting of this assignment and to 
Brian's regrets about his own good faith efforts. 

These three students appear to be possessed by a set of assumptions that 
shaped their responses to this assignment; they each read the assignment 
in the same narrow way, viewing the guidelines as a blueprint for the final 
product and assuming that what mattered most was how closely they 
followed the blueprint, not how they engaged with the tools of social 
science research. Treating writing assignments like fill-in-the-blank exer- 
cises appears to be a common interpretive strategy; Walvoord and 
McCarthy also found that the students they observed interpreted written 
assignment sheets "narrowly and literally as recipes or as rulebooks" (234). 
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Similarly, Applebee's national study of writing instruction in a variety of 
high school subject areas found that the most common essay writing "task 
for the students was one of repeating information that had already been 
organized by the teacher or textbook, rather than of extending and inte- 
grating new learning for themselves" (3). By providing students with an 
overly prescribed set of guidelines for writing their papers, the instructors 
in this course may have unwittingly encouraged students to rely on these 
limited interpretive practices and to focus their attention on the final 
product, not on the processes they were being to asked to engage in. The 
detailed assignment sheet became the authoritative text for these students, 
overriding the teachers' instructions and preempting students' own work. 

In addition, Art and Debra's limited approaches were successful: Art 
received 75 out of 100 possible points for his paper, an average grade, and 
because his teacher's written comments at the end of his paper, suggesting 
additional data collection and analysis, were not tied to any required 
revision, Art decided to ignore them. In fact, Art reported that he contin- 
ued to wait until the last minute to write his papers and continued to 
subvert assignments by manufacturing data for his field reports. Debra 
admitted that by fabricating her data she had subverted the goals of the 
assignment but explained that her paper was "close enough to the truth to 
get a good grade"; she received a B+, while Brian, her classmate who 
actually conducted field research, received a B. If the products a teacher 
actually accepts and rewards define the real tasks in a classroom, then the 
real task in the sociology class, as the case-study students saw it, was to 
manufacture reports of fieldwork that conformed to the rubric laid out in 
the assignment guidelines. 

There will always be students who intentionally use their knowledge of 
how classrooms work to pysch out and short-circuit assignments; however, 
what's at issue with students like Art, Debra, and Brian is whether or not 
their interpretive practices are open to critical reflection and serve to 
broaden or limit their choices as learners and writers. If invoked automat- 
ically and uncritically, the limited assumptions that shaped these students' 
interpretations can shut down students' options and subvert the larger 
curricular goals for assigning writing. However, as Ackerman points out, 
while "the legacy of schooling provides our students with paths into and 
out of academic writing situations ... students also have the instincts to 
question a legacy of schooling and especially the procedures this legacy 
gives them to address a writing assignment" (qtd. in Flower et al. 189). The 
following case study reveals how "reading a classroom as text" can lead to 
critical reflection and revision of a writer's interpretations, and to question- 
ing a legacy of school reading and writing practices. 
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This case study explores one student's response to a research paper 
assignment, one of the most common writing assignments students en- 
counter across the curriculum. Helen was enrolled in a freshman English 
class called "Reading Texts," a literature class in which students were asked 
to "study texts as culturally produced and reading as a culturally-acquired 
process." During the course, students were required to analyze and de- 
scribe their reactions to different literary texts in several written "response 
statements" and to write two more formal papers, including the research 
paper. Nearly six weeks before the research papers were due, Helen's 
professor handed out a description of the assignment which included the 
following general guidelines: "This assignment will give you the opportu- 
nity to investigate the repertoire of Victorian texts and to use this informa- 
tion to interpret one or more of them. . . . Remember that a research paper 
is an argument. It is NOT a report of FACTS, but a careful marshaling of 
the judgments, opinions, and ideas of others to support your own posi- 
tion." In addition to following these guidelines, students were also required 
to turn in a written proposal four weeks before the final paper was due in 
which they identified the topic of their research, the argument they ex- 
pected to make, the work(s) they would interpret, and the secondary 
sources they had read. 

Helen reported that she borrowed a book on life in Victorian England 
from her aunt shortly after receiving her research paper assignment and 
that she planned to use this book to "get some background on the Victorian 
Period" before she tried to choose a literary text to analyze. A few days 
later, she spoke with a classmate about his plans for the research paper 
assignment and wrote to me that "I was very confused. He, my classmate, 
had a totally different idea of the assignment." During the next class 
meeting, Helen asked her professor to explain the assignment again and 
described what she learned: 

I think I have a better understanding of the [paper's] goal. We are to propose 
and support an argument that is somewhat new. This argument must deal 
with the Victorian Era. First, though, I need to choose a topic and create an 
argument dealing with the topic. 

After spending several hours in the library and discussing her interest in 
women in the Victorian era with friends, she narrowed her focus to an 
examination of Thomas Hardy's poem "Ruined Maid" and explained that 
she "decided to try to present an argument about the woman he has 
portrayed." Her written proposal states: "I have researched the actual lives 
of prostitutes in the Victorian era and circumstances surrounding their 
'fall'. Based on my initial research, Thomas Hardy has created a very true 
portrait of prostitutes and hopefully this paper will show how." 
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Even though Helen was making clear progress on her research paper, 
she reported that she and her classmates continued to struggle to under- 
stand their professor's expectations for this assignment. After she and her 
classmates spent thirty minutes one day talking about their topics and 
"trying to decide what [the teacher] wanted for these papers," Helen 
described her refined understanding of the assignment: "I think [the pro- 
fessor] wants us to use others' arguments to develop our own. So, in a 
sense this isn't a research paper (i.e. telling what's already been said like in 
high school) but rather an argument that requires research." Once Helen 
was able to articulate how this assignment differed from her previous 
experiences with the research paper, she returned to the library with 
renewed energy and, after spending several hours researching, reading, 
and taking notes, she decided to revise her initial argument that "Hardy 
shows reality" in his poem, explaining "I think [Hardy] may be showing 
what the public believes to be reality." She presents her new argument 
clearly in her finished paper's concluding lines: 

Thomas Hardy has exposed this underworld of girls outcast from their fami- 
lies and condemned by society, but he does not accurately portray their total 
degradation. If Melia had replied "One's pretty lifeless when ruined" instead 
of "One's pretty lively," Hardy would not only have exposed the seamier side 
of Victorian England, but he would have captured the lives of Victorian 
prostitutes. 

By asking questions, conferring with classmates, and trying to understand 
the source of her confusion over this assignment, Helen broadened her 
interpretation of this writing task and her options as a writer. 

Each of these case-study students' stories offers a view of students as 
insiders, actively invoking their knowledge of how classrooms work and 
engaging in a variety of interpretations which influence how they define 
and approach their writing assignments. Each story also reveals how 
students' responses to assignments can take unexpected turns or derail 
altogether. After sizing up her teacher's expectations, Kate somewhat 
cynically chose to limit her goals and commitment to writing in her history 
class, and Art and Debra appeared to derail their assignment without so 
much as a backward glance. Helen's reading of her classroom context and 
assignment led her to approach her assignment with a sense of authority 
and commitment that appeared to be missing in the other students' ap- 
proaches. While divergent interpretations of assignments are inevitable, 
given the range of experiences and resources students bring with them, 
there appear to be key features in each of the "classroom texts" that these 
students responded to, features that led them to interpret their options as 
writers in different ways. 
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Kate's assignment for her history class asked students to address an 
historical question using imagination and inference as well as "facts" from 
the textbook, no doubt a new and unfamiliar task for most students. When 
Kate's good faith effort to fulfill the assignment failed, she opted for the 
familiar "text-processor" approach, deferring to the authority of the text- 
book by basing her response on a careful summary of the assigned reading. 
Walvoord and McCarthy argue that when students define their writing in 
this sort of way, as a "text-processor-to-a-teacher-checking-textbook- 
knowledge" (67), they may choose this route as a fall-back approach 
because they lack necessary information about the assigned topic or the 
kind of writing they are being asked to do. Given that most students are 
used to viewing history as a set of facts to be memorized, it's not surprising 
that Kate found the requirement to incorporate imagination and intuition 
into her response puzzling and risky. 

But while Kate may have deferred to the authority of the textbook in 
response to her first writing assignment because she was unsuccessful in 
her attempts to deal with an unfamiliar task, her overall decision to forsake 
her own goals for writing was based on her reading of the pedagogies 
surrounding the assignment that signaled to Kate that a particular kind of 
performance was expected. Although her teacher's initial written assign- 
ment appeared to invite original thinking and a less formal approach, her 
teacher's comments and grading practices, as Kate interpreted them, sent 
a different message, a message that led Kate to forsake her own perhaps 
more challenging goals for writing in order to meet what she perceived to 
be her teacher's limited expectations. Kate's retreat to the safety of writ- 
ing "like a textbook" and her skepticism about her teacher's commitment 
to student writing are a result of her "reading" of certain implicit cues. 
When Kate's teacher returned her first essay and told her to see a tutor in 
the writing center for help, she complained in her writing log about his 
cryptic comments on her paper: "He circled and underlined things, but I 
don't know what's wrong." When she compared her paper with other 
students' she reported that her teacher "wrote 'this is a bunch of B. S.' on 
some people's papers but they still got B's." Kate's assessment of her 
teacher's commenting and grading practices at the end of the semester 
reveals how she has used these incidents to justify her own lack of 
commitment: "He doesn't put much into comments. More comments 
would mean that he put a lot of time in If he doesn't, why should I?" 
During an interview at the beginning of the semester, Kate's teacher told 
me that he valued writing as a way to introduce students to the intellectual 
activities of his discipline, to help students to learn to "think like historians" 
in his class, but he did not realize that through his comments, grading 
practices, and interactions with students, he led at least one student to 
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believe that he didn't care about student writing or the quality of students' 
ideas. 

It would be a mistake to view Kate's story simply as an indictment of 
ineffective teaching. Kate's confusion and cynical assessment of the work 
she was being asked to do in this class underscore the importance of 
viewing writing assignments through our students' eyes and seeing them 
as only a small part of the larger "classroom text" that our students 
interpret. While the actual "text" of the history assignment appeared to call 
for an innovative response, the teacher's comments and grading practices 
served as a more powerful "subtext" that undermined his goals for this 
assignment. Kate's story reveals that teachers may often unwittingly sabo- 
tage their own writing assignments because they are less adept than 
students at reading and anticipating the consequences of the "subtexts" 
operating in their classrooms. 

Kate's decision to limit her commitment to writing in this class appeared 
to be based on a close and reflective reading of the larger classroom 
context, while Art and Debra's decisions about their writing assignment 
appeared to be preemptive and automatic; the detailed assignment guide- 
lines became the unquestioned, overriding authority in their decisions 
about what and how to write. In their examination of classroom learning 
and motivation, Lyn Corno and Ellen Mandinach describe how teachers 
may unwittingly short-circuit their own assignments by providing "ad- 
vance organizers and other support materials where problem-solving, or- 
ganizing, elaborating are done for students" (98). Because "students do not 
have to determine important information and monitor work themselves in 
these instances . . . such instruction leaves an implicit message that class- 
room learning is rote or associational" (98). The detailed assignment guide- 
lines for writing a report of fieldwork, as the students interpreted them, did 
serve as advance organizers and as rubrics for the kinds of data and 
conclusions reports were expected to include. Brian's complaint that "it 
seems as if we're being graded on how well we can follow directions, not 
how we think on our own" reveals that students viewed the detailed 
guidelines as the preemptive authority in determining what and how they 
should write, limiting their options as writers and short-circuiting the 
learning the assignment was intended to promote. Because students seem 
predisposed to view assignment guidelines as blueprints for the finished 
product, teachers must find ways to strike a balance between providing 
students with valuable information about the ways of thinking and writing 
in different disciplines and preempting student learning and engagement 
by providing overly explicit instructions. In the sociology class, the issue 
may have been timing; the explicit guidelines may have short-circuited the 
assignment because students received them too early in the process of 
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conducting research for a field report, before they had formulated research 
questions, collected data, considered rival hypotheses, and grappled with 
all the messy uncertainty and discovery that such research involves. Once 
students had something to say, the explicit guidelines could have helped 
them to present their findings in the appropriate form. 

Unlike Art and Debra, who didn't appear to question their initial inter- 
pretations of their writing tasks, Helen examined her own interpretive 
practices and openly questioned a legacy of schooling, specifically the 
legacy that defines a research paper as "telling what's already been said." 
Once she gained some critical distance from her earlier conceptions about 
writing research papers, she seemed to approach her topic with more 
authority as well, rejecting her initial thesis and offering a more complex 
interpretation of Hardy's poem. In Helen's case, we see a student writing 
with a sense of authority and commitment, critically reflecting on and 
broadening her options as a writer, unlike Kate, who after going through 
largely the same complex interpretive process, ended up choosing to limit 
her goals for writing in her history class. Both students' teachers valued 
writing as a way to promote active learning and introduce students to the 
intellectual issues and activities in their fields, but Helen's instructor did 
several things that helped her to take authority for her writing and to 
develop her own ideas while at the same time using the new concepts and 
approaches presented in class. The research paper assignment itself en- 
couraged student ownership because it left room for students to take an 
active role in determining their papers' content and form. By requiring 
students to turn in a proposal and annotated bibliography several weeks 
before final papers were due, Helen's teacher was able to give students' 
early guidance and feedback as they defined their approaches and devel- 
oped their arguments. In addition, Helen's teacher encouraged students to 
discuss their interpretations of assignments openly and acknowledged that 
they might need to evaluate their competing notions about how research 
papers should be written. No doubt, Helen's ability to reflect critically and 
expand on her previous research writing experiences was fostered by 
her teacher's semester-long focus on exploring reading as a socially- 
constructed, interpretive act. 

In addition to presenting and managing the assignment itself in helpful 
ways, Helen's teacher relied on teaching methods that foster student en- 
gagement and authority, specifically techniques that Martin Nystrand and 
Adam Gamoran describe as "authentic questions" and "high-level evalu- 
ation." Helen's teacher asked open-ended, authentic questions during class 
discussion and on written assignments, often reading students' informal 
responses to assigned readings aloud and using them as a springboard for 
further questions. According to Nystrand and Gamoran, high-level evalu- 
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ation occurs when the teacher is not the sole authority in the classroom 
but assumes that students might have something of interest to share, and 
incorporates students' contributions into class lessons. In her log entries to 
me, Helen described how she was able to use her research not only to 
reevaluate and revise her initial reading of Hardy's poem, but to contribute 
valuable insights to class discussion: 

Just a side note-we viewed the movie The French Lieutenant's Woman last 

night and afterwards we held a discussion of Victorian ideals. I was able to 
contribute a lot of information to discussion based on my research . .. most 
importantly the idea of women being morally superior but weaker by nature. 

This opportunity to share her knowledge about women's roles in Victorian 
England came while Helen was finishing her research paper draft, and she 
reported that this discussion allowed her to clarify and add to the points 
she was making in her paper. Through his written assignment and social 
interactions with students, Helen's teacher encouraged her to interpret her 
writing task broadly, to take authority for her writing and learning. 

The pedagogical lessons that can be drawn from these students' stories 
probably come as no surprise to writing teachers who already know that 
assignments must be crafted and presented with care and that thoughtful 
evaluation can be used to refine and extend students' learning and writing. 
What is new, I believe, is the detailed vision these case studies provide of 
students as savvy insiders, actively interpreting their options as writers as 
they read the often implicit clues that signal what a teacher expects and 
values in student writing. 

By providing an insider's view of the actual work that goes on beyond 
classroom boundaries over extended periods of time as students define and 
complete writing assignments, this kind of research helps to complicate our 
understanding of student writers and the problems they face. For example, 
each of these students' teachers intended to use writing to promote active 
learning and to introduce students to the issues and intellectual activities 
of their particular disciplinary community. And each of these writing 
assignments presented students with tasks that were unfamiliar to them: 
using imagination as a tool in building an historical interpretation; plan- 
ning, carrying out, and presenting field research in sociology; using re- 
search to support and extend an original literary analysis. In each case, 
students struggled (some more vigorously than others) to integrate the 
new ways of thinking and writing they were being asked to engage in with 
the familiar interpretive approaches they brought with them. The results 
of these students' struggles to interpret their assignments determined 
whether or not they actually engaged in the kinds of writing and learning 
the assignments were intended to promote. Ironically, it appears that it is 
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precisely at those points where teachers are asking students to take on 
innovative tasks, to extend their ways of thinking and writing, that the 
potential for student confusion and retrenchment is greatest. In some 
cases, the teaching strategies intended to support students' efforts actually 
sabotaged the writing assignments, encouraging students to approach as- 
signments in counter-productive ways. The explicit assignment guidelines 
in sociology, intended to introduce students to the conventions of writing 
a field report, instead preempted students' work and served as templates 
for fabricated research. 

This finding underscores the value of exploring students' interpretive 
practices, of understanding how the set of assumptions about school writ- 
ing that students invoke each time they undertake a writing assignment 
complicates our best efforts and most innovative assignments. It also un- 
derscores the importance of finding ways to make students' interpretive 
practices a part of the classroom discussion about writing assignments. For 
example, I have shared Helen's story about how she struggled to define her 
research paper assignment with my own composition students and found 
that this discussion leads students to articulate and question their own 
initial interpretations of similar assignments.3 

By recognizing that students are insiders with a legacy of school reading 
and writing experiences that shapes their interpretations of writing assign- 
ments, we can also help students take more authority for their decisions as 
writers, to see how the act of interpreting an assignment involves negoti- 
ating among competing authorities: the authority of the textbook or the 
assignment guidelines, the authority of previous school writing experi- 
ences, the authority of their own developing goals and ideas. Helen's story 
demonstrates how, after openly rejecting her earlier notions about the 
research paper, she was able to use the assignment to discover and support 
her own interpretation, to give precedence to her own ideas. Of course, as 
Kate's story suggests, there may be situations where deferring to the 
textbook or some other authority is the best strategy, but by openly laying 
out these choices and discussing their costs and benefits, students might 
begin to at least question a legacy of schooling that has taught them to 
abdicate rather than assume authority for their decisions as writers and 
learners. 

In addition to complicating our understanding of the problems student 
writers face as they tackle writing assignments across the disciplines, these 
case studies help to complicate our practice of viewing students as uniniti- 
ated outsiders. Clearly, in one sense, these case study students are newcom- 
ers who need to be initiated into the various discourses of the academic 
community, to learn what it means to write as an historian or a sociologist 
or a literary critic. As Bartholomae argues, our students' success depends 
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on their ability to "appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized dis- 
course" (135). In another sense, however, these case study students are 
insiders, already in possession of (or possessed by) a structure of assump- 
tions about school writing that shapes how they interpret and respond to 
writing assignments. As both insiders and outsiders, our students' success 
depends not so much on their ability to appropriate a particular discourse 
as on their ability to recognize and negotiate among the old and new ways 
of thinking and writing they are being asked to engage in. 
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Notes 

1. I don't mean to deny the power of this 
image, for it acknowledges that reading and 
writing are socially-constructed activities, 
and, as Joseph Harris points out, "it offers 
us a way of talking about why many of our 
students fail to think and write as we would 
like them to without having to suggest that 
they are somehow slow or inept because 
they do not. Instead, one can argue that the 
problem is less one of intelligence than so- 
cialization, that such students are simply un- 
used to the peculiar demands of academic 
discourse" (16). 

2. In order to explore the interpretive 
practices that guide students' choices when 
they write, I have used a case-study ap- 
proach, conducting interviews with teachers 
and students and collecting process logs, 
notes, drafts, and graded papers from over 
thirty students across the curriculum. Obvi- 
ously, the interpretive practices that stu- 

dents invoke are shaped by a number of in- 
fluences in addition to the culture of school. 
Other researchers have conducted valuable 
studies examining how gender (see Flynn, 
Haswell and Haswell, Peterson), class and 
culture (see Heath, Hull and Rose, Rose) 
may shape literate behavior. My discussion 
is not meant to offer a comprehensive pic- 
ture of student writers' interpretive prac- 
tices but rather to suggest features that 
should be considered when exploring the 
"structure of assumptions" that inform stu- 
dents' approaches to academic writing. Each 
of the students described in this essay gave 
me written permission to quote their work 
and understood that I would use pseudo- 
nyms in place of their real names. 

3. See Flower et al., Kirsch, Nelson, and 
Penrose for related research on the impact 
of task interpretation on student writing. 
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