How Miller lays out her argument—

Pages 61-62

What is practical?

Seems to be about getting things done, no?

The “instrumental” aspect of discourse. The potential for getting things done. And seems to invite a “handbook” or “how-to” approach.

High and Low

High

Potential for getting things done (theoretical)

Concerned with maintaining the life of the community

Miller relates it to Greek life—citizens were concerned with the “high” stuff and the good of the community

Low 

How-to approach

Not interested in theory, anti-theoretical even--

Rough and tumble approach--

Greek life – non-citizens had to be concerned with the everyday, bread and butter stuff

Technical writing is from the “world of work” commerce production and from the beginning was associated with the “low” side of this equation

“In a world in which it is more dishonorable to own slaves than it is to work for a living we might question whether this association should prevail” (62).

Problems 62-66

Where should the norms of “good writing” in technical writing be located?  From academic knowledge or from nonacademic practices?  

Much of the research done is by looking at rhetorical practices in business, industry and science believing that research and knowledge about nonacademic practices is necessary to define the goals of nonacademic writing.  The concern is that we need to understand the professional side if we are to prepare students for successful careers as professional writers.

But Miller finds this approach problematic. Why?  

She says that the research done in business, industry, and science is good and then adds a big BUT.

“Technical writing teachers and curriculum planners should take seriously the problem of how to think about practice” (64).

Meta-practice?

In other words—the theory.  Thinking about how practice works—what practices are helpful to writers and which are harmful.  

Often an unrealistic or idealized version of how technical writing works is presented.  A model is presented that’s not really helpful.  And doesn’t question whether the workplace is something we should just accept on its own terms—as it is.  

Read from 64 (yellow) to this quote:

“Being useful is not necessarily good, according to these Marxist critics, but little in the discourse of technical writing allows for the conclusion or explores its consequences.  Because the Marxist critique features practical activity as a central concept, it raises questions that are particularly germane to technical writing, questions about whose interests a practice serves and how we decide whose interests should be served” (64).

Should we be teaching—without questioning it—the writing of bureaucrats and technicians?  Is being useful, necessarily good?  Ethical dimensions here?  Whose interests does the practical serve?  Should we question that?

Obviously Miller thinks we should.  She then goes into the history of 19th Century higher ed when the Land Grant Universities came into being. http://www.iastate.edu/welcome/cartoon/cartoon.html
The land grants were about utility but also about studying utility—improving utility.  Growing more and better wheat and lentils and potatoes and the like. But land grants have a history and a responsibility to think about what their emphasis on more and better does for society.  Is more always better?  What are the consequences of pouring chemicals all over the earth and over people in order to grow more?  The long term questions about what happens when “utility” is our only goal are what Miller is talking about.  

http://www.strategicplan.wsu.edu/
So does WSU’s mission statement leave room for both the utilitarian side of practical as well as the theoretical.  How so?  

On to Miller

Much of our discourse about professional programs is

“infected by the assumptions that what is common practice is useful and what is useful is good.  The good that is sought is the good of an existing industry or profession, with existing structures and functions.  For the most part, these are tied to private interests, and to the extent that educational programs are based on these existing nonacademic practices, they perpetuate and strength those private interests—they do indeed make their faculties and their students ‘more responsive tools.’  Their goal is to make “student more valuable to industry” (67).

Miller is objecting to this utility only version of the practical and pushes for a version of nonacademic writing that is theorized as well as utilitarian.  

Pages 68-69

Aristotle introduces something called “techne” which is  “a productive state that is truly reasoned”  Miller says it requires both “knowing-how and knowing-that; techne is both applicable and conceptualized.  

Aristotle also introduces “phronesis” which is translated as “prudence” and Aristotle says that prudence makes a person “capable of action in the sphere of human goods”  (good here as in good of the community, not things)  

(I like the translation of phronesis as “wisdom” rather than prudence, but it works either way.)

Miller is arguing that teaching nonacademic writing in the university should be informed by both techne and phronesis—the knowing-how and knowing-that informed by prudence

Miller says that we should understand “practical rhetoric as a matter of conduct rather than of production, as a matter of arguing in a prudent way toward the good of the community rather than of constructing texts”  

We need to know about practice, but not just be a receptacle for it.  The academy itself has practices that include “observation, conceptualization, and instruction” and those practices create their own kind of knowledge—knowledge that should be part of technical writing.  

In other words, Miller wants a nonacademic writing or technical writing to be taught so that it promotes competence and a critical awareness of the implications of competence and she wants to supplement critical awareness with prudential judgment--the ability and willingness to take socially responsible action.  

Lester Faigley

Now this is backwards, no?  Reading Faigley and talking about him after Miller?  Chronologically out of order.  How would these two react to each other?  Let’s see if we can figure that out?

You were asked to outline all three of the perspectives that Faigley presents and I assume that you can understand them—at least basically 

Textual—looking at texts professionals produce and extrapolating from them rules

(Faigley says this is dominant and it was when he was writing—still very strong today)

Individual—looking at processes that professionals go through and extrapolating from them “effective processes” so that rookies and ineffective writers can be taught those processes. (This isn’t as popular today, but still has some advocates) 

Social—researchers in this vein “study how individual acts of communication define, organize, and maintain social groups.  They view written texts not as detached object possessing meaning on their own, but as links in communicative chains, with their meaning emerging from their relationships to previous texts and the present context” (50).  In this view, researchers much consider social roles, group purposes, communal organization, ideology, and theories of culture.  

In the social perspective writing is “a social act that takes place in a structure of authority, changes constantly as society changes, has consequences in the economic and political realms, and shapes the writer as much as it is shaped by the writer,” 

Faigley’s social perspective is built on the idea of discourse communities—the key notion in this idea is that “within a language community, people acquire specialized kinds of discourse competence that enable them to participate in specialized group.  Members know what is worth communicating, how it can be communicated, what other member of the community are like to know and believe to be true about certain subjects, how other members can be persuaded, and so on” (52). 

Faigley believes that a “text is written in orientation to previous texts of the same kind and on the same subjects; it inevitably grows out of some concrete situation; and it inevitably provokes some response, even it is simply discarded.  In short, the essence of a text—any text—is inextricably tied up in chains of communication and not in linguistic forms on the page or in the minds of individual writers” (53-54).  

Research from this perspective, therefore would 

1. explore discourse communities—how they are fluid and multiple; how they overlap and change; how the interactions of the discourse community is organized by its interactions and the texts it produces

2. explore how individuals in the discourse community learn the beliefs and expectations of the community

3. explore how individuals can influence and change the community’s beliefs and expectations

4. explore how individuals learn to read and make meaning of text in a particular community

5. explore the contexts in which texts are written and how texts have meaning, not as stand-alone artifacts, but as interactions between writers and readers

6. explore the composing process, examine the complete text, follow the completed text looking at how it is disseminated, who has access to it, who reads it and who doesn’t, what is read, and what actions people take upon reading it, and how it influences subsequent texts.  The whole social process.

Faigley boils these down to three general questions:

1. What is the social relationship of writer and readers, and how does the text function in this social relationship?

2. How dos this kind of text change over time?

3. How does the perspective of the observer define and limit the observation of this text?   

Exercise 1:

Imagine how Faigley and Miller would approach the scenario on p. 70.   Write a brief statement using Miller’s approach, then do the same for Faigley.  Use quotes to support your beliefs about what their approaches would be.  

Exercise 2:  

Now imagine that Faigley and Miller are working together to approach this scenario.  Would the run into conflicts?  If so, what would they be?  On what ideas would they agree?  Write a brief statement that would believe the two of them could support.

