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Arguing forComplexity:
DiscoveringCommonGround

in theWICClassroom
By Anna Harrell, English GTA

Most college instructors would probably agree
that good argumentativewriting is characterizedby a
clear�but complex�position, a recognition and
understandingof other points of view, valid reasoning,
detailed support, and focusedwriting.Yet too often,
the argumentative essays studentswrite are unbal-
anced and un-nuanced, leaving teachers frustrated,
making the argument seem like themost difficult and
least rewarding formofwriting to teach.But rather
thangivingupon teaching argument,weneed to
reexamine our teaching practices, looking forways to
more fully prepare our students forwriting argument,
discoveringmethods forhelping theminvent and
present complex thought.
Aswewill see, argument ismore complex and

nuanced than defending a thesis; rather, it is away of
engagingcomplexity,ofunderstandingmore fully the
self and the other and theworldwe inhabit. As
Emmel,ReschandTenneyargue in their introduction
to Argument Revisited; Argument Redefined,
argument is best understood as �inquiry,� a process of
moving�parties fromdisagreement tonegotiation, and
if not to accord, then at least toward an understanding
ofwhat their differences are andwhy they exist� (xiv).
Likewise, JohnGage suggests that our task as
teachers is to enable students �to see their intellectual
differences fromothers not as rhetorical occasion for
persuasionby anymeans, but as fruitful ground for
mutual inquiry� (17). Understood as inquiry, argu-
ment is no longer simply about defendingone�s
position, but about reaching an empathic understand-

PRE/VIEWS: INVESTTWOHOURS
IN IMPROVINGYOURWICCOURSE

By Vicki Tolar Burton, WIC Director

Imagine the quality of writing you would like your
students to do. Now recall the writing they actually do.
How can you bridge the gap? On Wednesday, Febru-
ary 14, from 3-5 p.m., you are invited to a workshop
gathering focused on improvingWIC teaching and
learning through an exercise of guided self-assessment.
Using self-reflection, small group discussion, and

goal setting, participants will have an opportunity to
assess teaching and learning in their individualWIC
courses and envision designs for change.
Why take on self-assessment when the Baccalau-

reate Core Committee is conducting a formal review of
WIC this year? The main reason is that while the Bac
Core Review examines syllabi for consistency with
WIC Guidelines, the workshop gives faculty a chance
to consider deeper issues of teaching and learning. So
I invite all interested faculty who teach WIC classes
(and those who use WIC approaches) to gather with
me on February 14 for an afternoon of reflection and
conversation about teaching, learning, and writing.
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Common Ground continued from page 1
ing of the various positions andworld views that
support those positions. Viewed in this light, our task
as instructors is to find the bestmethods for teaching
argument as inquiry; as Iwill attempt to show in this
essay, applying the principles ofRogerian rhetoric can
provide studentswith a richmethodof inventing
arguments that fully engage thecomplexities and
nuances of any issueworth arguing about.
Based on the work of psychologist Carl Rogers,

theRogerian argument calls for a non-confrontational
approach to argument.
Before supporting their
ownpositions on an issue,
students are asked to
listen deeply to the other
side (or sides), summarize
the other position in non-
biased language, and ask
questions of the other side
before asserting their own
position. TheRogerian
argumenthelps students
seek commonground,
encouraging themto
recognize thecomplexity
andvalidityofmultiple
viewpoints. In 1970,
Young, Becker and Pike
introducedRogerian
rhetoric to composition
studies, outlining fourbasic
stages for theRogerian
argument:
1. An introduction to the problem and a demon-
stration that the opponent�s position is under-
stood.

2. A statement of the contexts in which the
opponent�s positionmay be valid.

3.Astatement of thewriter�s position, including
the contexts in which it is valid.
4.Astatement of how the opponent�s position
would benefit if he were to adopt elements of
the writer�s position. If the writer can show that
the positions complement each other, that each
supplies what the other lacks, so much the
better. (283)

Theseprinciples of listeningandunderstandingbefore
asserting seem to proponents ofRogerian rhetoric to

provide awayof reducing �tension and personal
threat, thereby increasing opportunities for under-
standing to thepoint that individualsmaybewilling to
risk changing their positions� (Teich�Introduction�5).
This possibility for change occurs both in the party
traditional rhetoricwould attempt to persuade and in
the one doing the persuasion because empathic
understanding takes place on both sides. It is this
empathic �attitude,� asMaxineHairstonpoints out,
that is central toRogerian rhetoric (376).
As instructors know from readingmany one-

sided student essays,
teachingour students
how to reach an
empathic understand-
ingofopposing
viewpoints can be a
daunting task. Un-
derstanding another�s
position, asCarl
Rogers says,means
�to see the expressed
idea and attitude from
the other person�s
point of view, to
sense how it feels to
him, to achievehis
frameof reference�
(29). Thus, Rogerian
rhetoric encourages
students not only to
understand the
other�s idea or
position, but also the

reasons the other has that idea. AsDougBrent
explains, effective use ofRogerian rhetoricmeans that
students �learnhow to imaginewith empathy and
how to readwith empathy,�whichmeans not only
imagininganother�s point of view,but thinking�care-
fully about howanother person could hold views
different fromone�s own� (78). In otherwords,
Rogerian rhetoric goesbeyond summarizingopposing
positions tounderstandingdifferingworldviews.
Rogers�s rule for this deep listening is: �Eachperson
can speak up for himself only after he has first re-
stated the ideas and feelings� of the other to the first
person�s satisfaction (30). This active listening and
summary not onlymakes the first speaker feel under-
stood, thus openinghim/her up to the possibility of

Rogerian rhetoric, with its emphasis on
empathic listening and understanding in an
attempt to find common ground, provides
some of the best methods we have for
teaching the argument as inquiry in WIC
courses because the principles of Rogerian
rhetoric help our students learn to
understand and value multiple viewpoints.
This essay presents Rogerian rhetoric,
highlighting its emphasis on listening,
understanding and finding common ground,
as well as presenting several informal
activities instructors can use in the
classroom. This article is intended to share
helpful theory and practice with WIC
instructors , encouraging them to use
Rogerian rhetoric as a tool to help their
students write more complex arguments.
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change, but it alsomakes the second speaker revise
his/her original position (Rogers 30). When this
revision occurs, the second speaker has amore
complex viewof the issue at hand.

The purpose of Rogerian rhetoric is not to win an
argument or even to persuade another person to
change, but rather to find commongroundonwhich
both parties can build the best possible solution to the
issue (Coe 95). AsCarl Rogers himself observes, it is
a �perversion�of his thinking to useRogerian prin-
ciples in order towin an argument (Teich �Conversa-
tion� 55). WrittenRogerian rhetoric states the other�s
position near the beginning; asRichardCoe suggests,
Rogerian rhetoricmakes �empathy a prerequisite to
assertion� (88). The emphasis inRogerian argument,
then, ison�mutual communication�andunderstanding,
�and the goal of thewriter becomes one of facilitating
changebystriving formutual understandingand
cooperationwith the audience� (Bator 429). In short,
Rogerian argument seems to emphasize the rhetor and
the audience changing together, throughmutual under-
standingandcommonground.
What strikesme asmost beneficial about the

Rogerian argument is that it requires students to listen
andunderstand first, before beginning to state their
ownposition. It almost seems common sensical that
the best place to begin invention for argumentative
essays is listeningand summarizing, for onlyafter our
students understandwhat is at stake in any given issue
can they have an informedposition on that issue.
Because it calls for empathic understanding,

Rogerian rhetoric seems to addressmost closely the
problemof tunnel vision our students seem tohave in
writing argument.AsLynch,George andCooper
acknowledge, our �students have learned to argue
vigorously andeven angrily, but not think about
alternatives, or listen to each other, or determine how
their positionmay affect others, or see complexities, or
reconsider the position they beganwith, or even to
make connections across a range of possible disagree-

ments� (61). Our task as instructors is to diffuse the
anger, helping them thinkabout alternatives, listen to
each other, understand the effects of their positions,
etc. In short, we need to reverse this trend of
lopsided arguments by taking the blinders off our
students� eyes andhelping themsee the full range of
complexity surroundingany topic. Employing the
principles ofRogerian rhetoric as amethod of
invention (Brent 83) is a promisingway to help our
students gain perspective. In listening to others�
views and striving to understand those views, our
studentswill discoverwhat they have to say; their
ownargumentswill bemore complex andnuanced
because, before stating their ownpositions, theywill
have already recognized someof the complexities
and difficulties of the topic. The goal is not towin an
argument, but rather to reach commonunderstanding
as away of gaining knowledge (Brent 85). It is not
that Rogerian rhetors never state their ownpoint of
view; rather, they state their ownviewafter listening
to and understanding the other�s point of view, thus
attempting to construct amore complete picture and
amore complete knowledge by combining the two
views.
To give our students practice in seeking common

groundand listeningempathically, instructors canuse
a variety of informal activities. One such exercise,
detailedmore fully byDougBrent, is a public, in-
classRogerian discussion. After students have
generated a list of controversial issues, the teacher
chooses one and asks students to identify themselves
with one side or the other. Then two volunteers, one
fromeach side, begin the discussion,with �studentA
stating an argument, studentB restating that argument
in summary form, and studentAagreeing that the
summary is correct or attempting to correct it.�
Once studentAis contentwith the summary, student
B can state his or her position (79). The teacher�s
role in facilitating this discussion is tomake sure that
students are trying to accurately, empathically sum-
marize each other�s views, using non-biased lan-
guage. Brent suggests that students practice
Rogerian discussions face-to-face several times
before theymove on toRogerian discussions of
writers �who are not present� (81).
Private in-classRogerian discussions can follow

the same pattern as the public discussion. After the
teacher assigns students towork in pairs, one student
in each pairwill state his/her position, the other

�The purpose of Rogerian rhetoric is not
to win an argument or even to persuade
another person to change, but rather to
find common ground on which both parties
can build the best possible solution to the
issue.�
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student listeningclosely, thensummarizing theposition
to the first student�s satisfactionbefore statinghis/her
own position. Once each pair has reached some
commonground, theywrite�inbrief�their initial
positions, revisedpositions and commonground
position on a piece of paper. Then, again inwriting,
students individually reflect on theprocess of reaching
commonground, how they felt during the process,
how their position changed through the process, and
howsatisfied they arewith the commonground
position.
After allowing students several attempts to

practice face-to-faceRogerian discussions, the
teacher can shift the focus towritten arguments,
asking students to read a published argument and
summarize thepieceofwriting. DougBrent suggests
having students try to imagine amental portrait of the
writer in an order to understand thewriter�s views,
the person behind the paper (82). Afterwriting a
portrait of the original author and a summary of the
work, studentswould then individuallywrite a letter to
the author, incorporating their empathicunderstanding
of the author and the author�s opinion into the letter,
attempting to discover commongroundwith the
original author. Instructors using journalwriting as an
instructional tool can incorporate this same technique
into journal assignments, asking students towrite a
Rogerian response in their journals.
Defining argument as inquiry requires us to

reassess ourmethods of teaching argumentative
writing. Rather than teaching students how to seize
ground, how towrite a convincing, persuasive paper
that includes other viewsmainly to refute those views,
we need to help our students find commonground
with the people holding those views. Although I�m
sureRogerian rhetoric is not a cure-all for one-sided
arguments, followingRogerianprinciplespromises to
domuch for deepening our ownunderstanding of our
students� views andour students� understanding of
others� views.
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WICGoes Online
What web sites will help students with writing?
What is the latest on documentation of online
sources? How can I convert an existing course to
a WIC course? What projects have been funded
by WIC grants in the past? All these questions and
more are answered on the new WIC website:
www.orst.edu/dept./WIC. The web design was
done by freelance web designer, Stephen
Chovanic, who can be reached at designplane.com.
Readers are invited to send favorite quotations
about writing and suggestions for the web page to
vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu.



BCC toReviewWICCourses
WinterTerm2001

The OSUBaccalaureate Core Program, as
approved by the Faculty Senate, charges the Bacca-
laureateCoreCommitteewith the task of periodically
reviewing approved baccalaureate core courses. The
purpose of the review is to ensure that a course that
currently satisfies a baccalaureate core requirement in
a particular area but was approved some time ago
has evolved over time so that it continues tomeet the
current baccalaureate core criteria for that area.
DuringWinter Term 2001, the Baccalaureate

CoreCommittee (BCC)will be reviewing all courses
that were approved for theWIC area of the bacca-
laureate core before January 1, 1996. There are
approximately one hundred such courses. Material
for the review processwill be sent to each depart-
ment chair. The departmental responses are due
back inAcademicAffairs on January 29, 2001.
One key element of the review is a short (two-

page) assessment describing how the course under
review satisfies the current criteria for aWIC course.
It is expected that departmental chairswill ask faculty
memberswho have taught theWIC course under
review towrite those assessments. Thatmeans that
manyof the readers of this newsletterwill be involved
in the review. If you are asked to helpwith the
reviewand have any questions about the review
materials andwhat is really being asked, please
contact either John Lee (Chair of the 2000-2001
BCC at 737-2003 or john.lee@orst.edu) orVicki
Tolar Burton (WICDirector at 737-3711 or
vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu).
The BCC is aware that the review process will

involve significant faculty timeandeffort. Wehave
tried to design reviewmaterials that are clear and ask
only for informationwe need to complete our task.
We appreciate your efforts in teaching and supporting
theWICprogramandwelcome any comments you
wish to send us.

About Teaching With Writing
Editor: VickiTolarBurton
Assistant Editor: AnnaHarrell
Teaching With Writing is the newsletter of the

Oregon State UniversityWriting Intensive Curriculum
Program. As part of the Baccalaureate Core, all OSU
students are required to take an upper division writing
intensive course in their major.
The content of the WIC courses ranges from

radiation safety (for Nuclear Engineering majors) to golf
courses design (a Horticulture option). While subject
matter differs by department, all WIC courses share
certain commonalities defined by the Faculty Senate:
� Informal, ungraded or minimally gradedwriting is
used as a mode of learning the content material.

� Students are introduced to conventions and
practices of writing in their discipline, and the use of
borrowed information.

� Students complete at least 5000 words of writing, of
which at least 2000 words are in polished, formal
assignments.

� Students are guided through the whole writing
process, receive feedback on drafts, and have
opportunities to revise.

For complete information onWIC guidelines, contact
VickiTolar Burton by email at
Vicki.TolarBurton@orst.edu or consult the OSU
Curricular Procedures Handbook.

EighteenFacultyCompleteWICTraining
TheWICSeminar for faculty during fall term

addressed issues of particular interest to participants,
including the teachingofwriting,designinggood
assignments, and responding to and evaluating student
writing.
The participants attending the Fall 2000WIC

Seminarwere: RichAdams,Agricultural andRe-
sourceEconomics;LynBaker,Mathematics;Michael
Beachley, SpeechCommunications;CindyBower,
BioresourceEngineering;TeenaCarnegie,English;
RickFinnan,ELI; JulieGreen,Art;Michael
Gutherless, EOP;MoHealy,History; Sarah
Henderson, Political Science;KaterHunter-
Zaworski,Civil,Construction, andEnvironmental
Engineering;Alana Jeydel, Political Science,Wayne
Robertson,Center forWriting andLearning; and
SandraWoods,Civil, Construction, andEnvironmen-
talEngineering.
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2001 WIC Department Development
Grants�Request for Proposals

TheWICProgramwill fund from five to fifteenDepartmentDevelopmentGrants this year. Themaxi-
mumaward per grantwill be $2500.00. Requestswhich include options formatching funds are pre-
ferred, and requests for less-than-maximumamountsmay be given preference. Three types of grants are
available, and all three encourage the participation ofWICseminar alums. Departmentswhich involve
WICseminar alums in the proposedgrant activitywill have a competitive advantage for receiving funds,
aswill proposals that involve curriculumplanning for includingwriting throughout themajor. Proposals
are due in theWIC office by February 26, 2001. For an extension, contactVicki Tolar Burton at
vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu.

WICDEPARTMENTDEVELOPMENTGRANTS

These grants are designed to foster the goals ofwriting across the curriculum (WAC), in general, and of
OSU�swriting-intensive curriculum(WIC), in particular. Therefore, the criteriononwhichproposalswill
be evaluated is the extent towhich theproposed activitywill further integratewriting into the curriculum
ofOSU students. Three kinds of grants are available, but applications need not conform to only one
type; feel free to overlap categories if necessary. Though awarded to a department as awhole, the
grants aremeant to particularly benefit those facultywhoare actively involved indiscussions of teaching
withwriting andwho teachWICcourses, possibleWIC courses, or other courses usingwriting activi-
ties. Multiple proposals from the same department are acceptable andwill be reviewed equally; how-
ever, therewill be an attempt to fund asmany departments as possible. Proposals should be two to
three pages in length and should be sent directly to theWICProgramoffice,Waldo 125. Please call
VickiTolarBurton, 7-3711, for additional information anddiscussion.

Stage One Grants�Development within a Department

Purpose: To support facultywithin a departmentwho are interested in developing newcourses and
teachingpractices or inmodifying current courses and teachingpractices to includemore teaching-with-
writing techniques. Preferencemay be given to plans for developing newWICcourses or for trouble-
shooting currentWIC courses.

StageOneproposals should specify the following items:

Activity: Describe the proposed activity (issues to be discussed, problems to be addressed)which the
requested fundswould facilitate. While someactivitiesmayprimarily involve an individual, it is assumed
that therewill also be some level of departmental discussion. For example, fundsmight be used for:
organizingdepartmental retreats,workshops, or discussions; buying faculty release time.

Schedule: Specify the time line anticipated for completing the activity, achieving the results, and submit-
ting a brief report.
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Personnel: Identify participating faculty, particularly theWICseminar alumswhoare involved in the
activity.

Budget: Project how themoneywill be used.

Results: Identify anticipated results in terms of a starting point and an ending point. Where is your
department now in terms ofWIC orWAC, andwhere do you hope it will be at the conclusion of the
funded activity? In otherwords, specify not onlywhat is being built but also the foundation uponwhich
thedepartment is building.

Report: While a brief reportwill be expected, therewill not be a uniformdeadline this year for those
reports. Please set a report deadline in accordancewith the schedule you propose.

StageTwoGrants�Development amongstDepartments

Purpose andActivity: To support cooperativewriting curriculumdevelopment and teaching-with-
writing activities amongst departments and across disciplines. For example, fundsmight be used to
support: mentoringgroups; activities regarding interdisciplinarywriting suchas legalwriting, scientific
writing,writingandenvironmental studies,writingandethics, etc.

StageTwoproposals should specify the activity, schedule, personnel, budget, results, and report
information as described above,making the obvious descriptive adjustments needed to address activity
amongst and between departments and not simplywithin a department.

Stage ThreeGrants�SeekingOutside Funding

Purpose andActivity: To provide seedmoneywhichwill help departments apply formore substantial
funding forWIC/WACactivities fromsources outside theuniversity.

StageThree proposals should identify the schedule, personnel, budget, results, and report not only for
the fund-raising activity supported directly by theWICgrant but also for the activitywhichwould be
supported by the outside funds if the proposed fund-raising is successful.

Attention Faculty in the
College of Science

Because of growing demand for WIC courses in your college,
grant proposals for developing WIC courses in the Life Sciences

will receive special consideration.



WICEVENTS
WINTER 2001

Monday, Jan. 8 Departments receive packets for BaccalaureateCoreCommitteeReviewofWIC
courses approved before 1996.

Friday, Jan. 19 WICPizza Lunch., 12-1 pm,Waldo 121
SoYourWICCourse is BeingReviewed. Information and helpwith the
reviewmaterials. JohnLee, Chair, BaccalaureateCoreCommittee, andVicki
TolarBurton. Email reservations to vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu by10 amon
Friday.

Friday, Jan. 26 WICPizza Lunch, 12-1 pm,Waldo 121
SoYourWICCourse is Being Reviewed, Procrastinators�Version.
Information andhelpwith reviewmaterials. Email reservations to
vicki.tolarburton@orst.eduby 10 amonFriday.

Monday, Jan. 29 DUEDATEFORDEPARTMENTSTOSUBMITMATERIALS FOR
BACCOREREVIEWOFWICCOURSESAPPROVEDBEFORE1996.
Sendmaterials toCurriculumCoordinator,UAP,SnellHall.

Friday, Feb. 2 WICPizza Lunch 12-1,Waldo 121
SoYou�reThinking aboutApplying for aWICGrant. See sample
proposals, discuss your ideaswith theWICDirector. Email reservations to
vicki.tolarburton@orst.eduby 10 amonFriday.

Wednesday, Feb. 14 FacultyWorkshop, 3-5 pm,Waldo 121.
Improve yourWICCourse inTwoHours: ASelf-AssessmentWorkshop.
See Pre/Views columnonpage 1 formore information. Email reservations to
vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu

Monday, Feb. 26 WICGRANTPROPOSALSDUEBY5 PMTOWALDO125.
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Coming Spring Term:
Introductory WIC Seminar for Faculty

FiveWednesdays beginning the thirdweek of Spring term, 3-5 p.m., faculty can learn approaches for
teachingwithwriting and teachingWriting IntensiveCourses. Interested faculty should request that their
department chair send an email nomination to vicki.tolarburton@orst.edu.


