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Evolving Outcomes of the WPA Outcomes Statement 

For years, the teaching of composition has been fraught with the tensions of 

competing modernist and postmodernist goals.  Although the field has theoretically 

incorporated postmodernist views of language and language learning, it is still largely 

informed and shaped by the institutional mission to acculturate students to formal edited 

English and the conventions of academic discourse.  This modernist orientation is 

maintained largely by those outside the field; many students, administrators (as well as 

the general public) still perceive effective writing instruction as decontextual, consisting 

of a set of codifiable “skills” that can be taught and utilized for any writing task.  Such 

“topdown” writing instruction perpetuates a modernist perspective and ignores the 

postmodern disciplinary knowledge created by the field’s theory, research, and practice.    

In 2001, the Writing Program Administrators (WPA) responded to this dated 

modernist perspective with the WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition, a 

document that attempts to accomplish both curricular standardization and recognition of 

the discipline’s knowledge.  Delineating “what students exiting first-year composition 

should know and be able to do,” (Rhodes et al 12), the statement purportedly focuses on 

what should be taught but not how, a tactical decision made by the framers of the 

document to preserve instructors’ rights to comfortably teach from a variety of 

pedagogical and language orientations consistent with the discipline. 
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My thesis explores a topic that has not yet been extensively discussed with regard 

to the Outcomes Statement: while pedagogy and curricula are certainly not the same, 

curricula must perforce shape pedagogy.  My project, then, will rhetorically analyze the 

suggested curriculum of the WPA Outcomes Statement in order to reveal its embedded 

ideology(ies) and pedagogical implications in the hope of contributing to the recent 

discussion surrounding it within the composition community.   

Supporters of the Outcomes Statement claim that it creates a coherent pedagogical 

and curricular foundation for all first-year composition courses.   Kathleen Blake Yancey, 

for instance, agrees that “the statement articulates what composition teachers nationwide 

have learned from practice, research, and theory” (OS).  In her view, this practice, 

research, and theory has produced a new curriculum which iterates “the content of 

composition” as “[g]enre and language and rhetorical situation” (220), in other words, a 

postmodern awareness—an ability to view language not as a neutral vehicle representing 

an external reality but rather as representing “a discursive reality” not “an empirical one” 

(Brodkey xiii).   

  Others, however, are less sanguine about the statement.  Published in 2005, The 

Outcomes Book: Debate and Consensus after the WPA Outcomes Statement included 

critiques of the statement by Peter Elbow and Richard Haswell. Both base their 

arguments on concerns about student development but do so from differing perspectives. 

Elbow criticizes the suggested curriculum for its very inclusion of postmodern rhetorical 

awareness, claiming that students should merely write and not waste time on developing 

a meta-awareness of language and rhetoric for which they are not yet ready.  He writes 

that critical literacy “functions as an impediment to student’s mastering what I would call 
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the prior or foundational competences of finding lots of words that match their felt 

intentions” (180).  In contrast, Haswell supports metacognitive learning but argues that 

the Outcomes Statement, despite its progressive air, still relies on a modernist foundation 

in its attempt to decontextually outline universal outcomes.  Since learning is 

idiosyncratic and uneven, the many complex writing tasks outlined in the Outcomes 

Statement seem virtually impossible to accomplish in one course.  

This idiosyncrasy further problematizes the creation of a standardized “student-

centered” curriculum for U.S. writing classes which are often comprised of diverse 

student populations with various linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  And thus a similar 

debate, whether to practice a modernist acculturative pedagogy or a postmodern 

pedagogy that meta-presents acculturation as socially constructed, rages in the ESL 

community as well.  When examined together, the work of proponents of postmodern 

ESL pedagogies, such as Paul Matsuda and Sarah Benesch and the critiques of Haswell 

and Elbow contradict Yancey’s claim that the Outcomes Statement has resolved “the 

panoply of composition courses and approaches used in various programs”(215).  Their 

research clearly demonstrates that the curriculum suggested by the Outcomes Statement 

contains internal contradictions that render it less theoretically unified than its proponents 

would like.   

If postmodern disciplinary knowledge is indeed the curricular focus of the 

Outcomes Statement, as Yancey claims in the afterword of The Outcomes Book—“[i]n 

calling our students and ourselves to what’s visionary, we created new outcomes for all 

of us” (221)—then postmodern critical pedagogies would be required to enact such a 

curriculum, a position with which many of the document’s framers would disagree. The 
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Outcomes Statement obviously does not resolve the modern/postmodern dilemma and  

may even reinforce the tensions it was designed to ease. My thesis will extend the 

discussion begun in The Outcomes Book with an extensive rhetorical analysis of the 

Outcomes Statement, sorting through its internal contradictions, discussing the 

ideological and pedagogical implications within it, and suggesting possible ways to unify 

its underlying theory. 

In chapter one, I will discuss the conditions surrounding the Outcome Statement’s 

creation, including the modern/postmodern conditions contributing to the theoretical, 

institutional, and political climates of freshman composition today.  In chapters two and 

three, I will rhetorically analyze the document for modernist and postmodernist 

orientations, respectively.  In each chapter, I will analyze various discourse elements of 

the Outcomes Statement, including, but not limited to, organization, content, language, 

and valuing via absence and presence.  Finally, in chapter four, I will discuss the 

pedagogical implications of the WPA Outcomes Statement’s embedded ideology.     

 The afterword of The Outcomes Book suggests that writing instruction is central 

to a liberal education and has “played a central role in the development of students 

intellectually and socially” (221).  Yancey describes a beneficial by-product of creating a 

standardized composition curriculum based upon up-to-date theory and practice: “in 

creating a foundation for students, we created one for programs as well” (221).  Despite 

Yancey’s forward thinking, this “foundation” apparently requires a more unified 

theoretical base, suggesting as Susan Marie Harrington reminds us that “successful 

reform is an ongoing process.  The dialogue must continue”(xix).    
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