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Dear Colleagues,

The following readings are designed to help you think about the challenges presented by difficult or loaded issues in the
composition classroom. The composition classroom can be a politicized space, with students wanting to engage issues that are
important to them and express their perspectives as best they can—that’s what we’re in the classroom to help them to do. The
classroom is not and should not be a site of indoctrination. As teachers, our role is to help students improve, not to judge
whether we approve of their politics: assess the writing, not the opinions. Yet, as the accompanying readings suggest, thatisn’t
always easy.

The readings take up the difficulty from different directions. James Berlin argues that no way of teaching writing is
ideologically innocent, and Maxine Hairston answers that a course that puts the teacher’s politics first shortchanges students’
development as writers; together they frame a debate composition studies has never fully settled. Min-Zhan Lu argues that
conflictis less something to protect students from than the place where much of their learning begins. Richard Miller brings
the problem down to the desk: a student paper describing a violent homophobic attack, and the question of how to respond to
it as writing. Joseph Harris proposes that difference in the classroom can work less like a battle and more like a negotiation.
Karen Kopelson closes the set by treating neutrality not as a teacher’s natural position but as a performance, one that can be
used strategically, especially by teachers whose authority students are already inclined to question. None of them offers a
formula, but together they may help you decide what kind of instructor you want to be when a loaded issue lands.
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