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This is an exploratory study of reading and writing within a
particular discipline.  It is also an investigation of critical thinking and
an examination of engagement and resistance in using language to learn
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most evident in the areas of research, publication, and presentation, in
the “public” conversations that take place within disciplines.  In history,
a book by Peter Novick (1988) has created an enormous stir, causing
what distinguished historians are calling one of the important debates in
the profession today, by naming and examining in depth a theoretical rift
that has existed for over 100 years, between so-called objectivists and
relativists, or fact people and interpretation people.  In literature,
published work is increasingly marked or named according to the type
of theoretical analysis undertaken.  In our own ways, we are all trying
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ing, and English frequently took shortcuts in writing papers, and at how
these shortcuts often allowed students to avoid the kinds of thinking and
learning activities the assignments were expressly designed to promote.
Walvoord and McCarthy (1990), working with faculty co-authors in
biology, business, history, and psychology, looked in the chapter co-
authored by Breihan, a history professor, at how students could be
helped by explicit, step by step guidelines to deal more effectively with
issues of historical interpretation in their writing.  These are just a few
examples of the body of literature that is helping us to understand how
students summarize and analyze across disciplines and how instructors
might best structure such writing instruction and assignments.

But moving up the abstractive scale, there has been virtually no
work on how students deal with theory.  We do not know how students
attempt to comprehend theoretical material, how theory informs their
broader understanding of subject matter, or what happens when students
try to incorporate theory into their own writing.  This issue of how
students come to grips with theory seems particularly important in light
of the current educational emphasis on developing students’ thinking
skills, since thinking theoretically is a major component of the critical
thinking movement.   McPeck (1990), Meyers (1986), and other critical
thinking advocates argue that thinking skills are best acquired, nurtured,
and developed within a particular discipline, rather than as a set of
generic skills.  McPeck argues that instruction should center on, quoting
Schwab, “...what substantive structures gave rise to a body of knowl-
edge, what the strengths and limits are, and what some of the alternatives
are which give rise to alternative bodies of knowledge.”  Teaching the
assumptions or the conceptual foundations of a discipline helps students
develop a meta-understanding of the important issues and ways of
thinking that hold the discipline together, as well as the ideas that divide
people in the field.  So, the attempt is to help make students more aware
of the discipline as a way of thinking about and making sense of the
world.  History, then, is not just a collection of dates and facts, as most
students conceive it to be, but a theory-based means of understanding
the past and of connecting the past with the present and the future.

In this study I looked at a large lecture class, with about 200
students, Introduction to American History.  I sat in on lectures, did the
readings, and closely examined all course materials such as handouts,
review sheets, and tests.  I also talked with the teacher about the nature
of the class, his goals, and how those goals related to the way he
structured the course.  I looked and listened carefully for mention of
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theory or historical explanation in the class.  That is, I looked for
mention of specific interpretations of history, for the naming or discus-
sion of different approaches or ways of looking at subject matter.  This
was a typical large lecture class for this particular university, and maybe
for universities in general.  It was a textbook example of the “culture of
recitation.”  There were no discussion sections, and no assigned papers,
just two in-class tests in which students were mainly asked to restate
material from the readings and lectures.  Essentially, the teacher just
lectured, and the lectures generally were chronologically organized or
else discussed the professor’s view of the causes of particular events.
The teacher did not model theoretical thinking by contrasting opposing
views.  He did not try to get students to form their own interpretations
or to consider alternative views.  He dealt with events and issues as
events and issues, not trying to place them in a disciplinary context.  As
I said, this was a very typical history class.  It did not at all stress critical
thinking, questioning, reflecting about issues, forming and supporting
one’s own positions, or metacognition (thinking about, locating, and
framing one’s own thought processes and ideas, taking control of one’s
own learning).  Those were not the professor’s goals; his goals were
entirely content related.

So it is within this context of a traditional, content-oriented history
class that I asked students to do some more theoretical reading and
writing, to read, think, and write about some contrasting theories of the
Civil War.  I wanted to see how freshmen at a large midwestern state
university responded to a theoretical task.  These students were not
accustomed to operating at such a conceptual level; their teacher hadn’t
prepared them for this sort of work.  But with the growing emphasis on
theory and with the claims of critical thinking advocates that teaching
contrasting theories or views on a subject helps develop students’
reasoning powers, I thought it would be useful to see just what happens
when students are asked to wrestle with issues of theory.  The students
were all volunteers who were told they would get extra credit.  They
identified themselves as average or good students of history in their
previous courses.  I did not want to work with people who would not be
able to comprehend or write about the reading passage because they
would have to be pretty deeply engaged with some rather abstruse
material in order to complete the tasks I was going to give them.  All of
the students read a passage contrasting the two principal theories of the
causes of the Civil War.  The passage described the theoretical camps
in some detail, naming particular historians and discussing their basic
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orientations.   Some of the students wrote an analytic essay about the
passage, while others wrote a summary.  The two writing prompts were
as follows:

1. Two points of view regarding the causes of the Civil War are
expressed in the reading passage “The Causes of the Civil War.”  Please
explain which point of view you feel is more valid and why.  Be certain
to defend your points with specific evidence and examples from the
reading.

2. Write a summary of the reading passage “The Causes of the
Civil War.”

There was another reading passage, a non-theoretical, chronologi-
cally organized one, that students also read and wrote about, in contrast
to the theoretical one.  But this article focuses on the theoretical task.
Both reading passages were from their textbook, but when I worked
with them the class hadn’t gotten to those sections yet.  Students
composed aloud, saying what they were thinking and doing as they
wrote.  But before they composed aloud, students spent one hour-long
session practicing the technique until they became comfortable doing it.

Before I elaborate on what they did, I will discuss some of the
limitations of the study.  First of all, I used composing aloud, which has
several real limitations.  It turns the writing into a timed task, cutting out
much of the possibility for invention, revision, multiple drafting.  It also
adds another layer of complexity and difficulty to the reading and
writing process.  The method has many strengths too, of course, and I
used it mainly because I wanted to get a close, detailed look at how
students handled the reading and writing tasks.  No other method
provides nearly as much detail as composing aloud.  Also, people who
have compared composing aloud with other methods, like retrospective
interviewing, have found their results to be very similar, so composing
aloud apparently does not greatly distort the composing process, espe-
cially if writers have been trained in the method.  So composing aloud
was the right methodology for me, but it is far from perfect, and I need
to acknowledge that. Another limitation of the study is that I gave
students tasks of my own devising.  I would rather have looked at how
students approached real school tasks.  Unfortunately, I wanted to look
at writing about history, and I could not find any history teachers,
especially in survey classes for non-majors, which I wanted to look at,
who had their students write, let alone write about theory.  Most of the
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teachers I spoke with thought the kind of writing I was talking about
would be valuable, but they were so wedded to the “coverage” model of
getting through the prescribed amount of material that they did not feel
they could do this sort of thing.  However, several have now expressed
an interest in having their students write more and in possibly trying out
some more theoretical kinds of writing—in the past when our history
professors have had students write, it has been mainly book reports; that
seems to be the departmental model.  And a third limitation of the study
is that I had students do a kind of writing that they were not accustomed
to doing—writing about theoretical issues.  So this is not a best-case
scenario where we look at what well-prepared students are capable of
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stances, while other students almost seem to work equally hard to avoid
having to engage in these kinds of thinking activities.  Thus, notions of
engagement and resistance, when applied to the analysis of student
writers’ composing aloud protocols, can shed considerable light on both
the strengths and the difficulties of asking students to read and write
about theory.

I found three basic patterns with the 20 students whom I asked to
compose aloud while writing either a summary or an analysis of the
theoretical passage.  There were students who engaged with the task and
evidenced the kinds of thinking which the task encouraged them to do.
There were students who resisted, consciously or unconsciously, or for
whatever reason didn’t seem to adopt a critical thinking stance.  And
finally, there were students who both engaged and resisted, alternating
between both stances.  What follows are examples of the different types
of engagement and resistance I observed; these examples show some of
the ways students found to manage the difficult task.

The theoretical reading passage discussed the two primary inter-
pretations by American historians of the causes of the Civil War.  One
camp has argued that the war was an inevitable conflict based largely on
economic and political differences, that north and south differed so
fundamentally on key issues that war could not have been avoided.  The
other camp has argued that war could have been avoided if politicians
had acted more responsibly and not been swayed by extremists on both
sides.  I asked students to read and write about the Civil War because I
knew they would have studied it in the past, would have some back-
ground knowledge about it, and would probably have opinions as well.
Of all subjects in American history, it seemed as likely as any to hold
some interest for students.  Ten students summarized the theoretical
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In these two examples, Scott tries to bring in his prior knowledge,
but perhaps due to time constraints he doesn’t take his comparisons far
enough to do him much good on the paper.  He is rather groping around
here, exploring ideas, making tentative connections between points.  In
fact, sensing that these parallels he is making may not be that relevant
to the task, he drops them and starts to consider only the Civil War
material; he not only stops bringing in other historical events as possible
parallels, like the Cold War, he also explicitly stops considering things
he had previously read, seen, and heard about the Civil War, until he is
entirely focused on the reading passage.

A final form of engagement I will discuss involves metacognition,
the self-conscious consideration of thinking processes and management
and monitoring of problem-solving strategies.  This example again
comes from Omar.  Here he tries to keep tightly focused on his plan, not
to go off on tangents, though as we’ve seen above, he is willing to spend
quite a bit of time thinking over his points carefully and reflecting about
them.  The paradox here is that partly because he consciously directs his
own thinking and writing processes, in a sense keeps himself on a tight
leash, he’s able to spend more time than most of the other students
exploring ideas in depth, reflecting and speculating about the subject
matter.

d) Metacognitive monitoring and directing of thinking and writing
processes (Omar)

 I guess I’m supposed to get my information from the reading here.  I’ll
now try to use the specific examples to, to support my thesis by first
showing that what I’m saying is correct and the opposite side is, is not
correct...

Now, seeing that my conclusion is pretty much a restating of my
introduction, I’ll try, when I go through this again, try to give it some kind
of a twist, some kind of thought, I guess, to leave the reader with, maybe
by using an example to show what I’m saying, or by changing the
introduction and leaving the conclusion like it is.

So we see that with each of these strategies of engagement,
students were struggling to orient themselves in a complex body of
material, to find a position of elevation.  Let us look now at some other
students who were given the same task but who approached it very
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under the circumstances the kinds of critical thinking exhibited in the
previous examples.  They formed goals or took stances which allowed
them to simplify complex issues and avoid answering, exploring, and in
many cases even considering difficult questions.  It may be too much to
say that these students were resisting.  They were approaching the task
in the ways they had been taught, ways they had used before in school
writing, and which had been successful for them in the past.  But in each
case I would argue that there is some resistance, explicit or implicit, to
critical thinking, a definite inclination not to mess around with compli-
cated issues.

Types of Resistance
The most widespread form of resistance I saw involved sweeping

complexity under the rug, ignoring it, or dismissing it. Often this
strategy took the form of what I call “The Hermetically Sealed Essay,”
consisting of an assertion, three supporting points, and out.  Writers who
did this seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time on surface
polishing, on correctness, on word choice and things like that.  I include
a short example from Kim.

a) Sweeping complexity under the rug, ignoring it, or dismissing
it.  Writing “The Hermetically Sealed Essay.” (Kim)

     Oh, let’s see.  ‘Other historians...  No, we don’t want to get into that
because I know already I don’t like that side as well.

Here, while reviewing the reading passage, she encounters the
position that she disagrees with, but like a bystander witnessing a
mugging, quickly decides she doesn’t want to get involved and moves
on.  There is a sense in which such a strategy is legitimate, perhaps even
necessary, because Kim obviously cannot deal with every point.  She
has to be focused.  But here, in the interest of focus and support and being
on task, she misses the chance to get into some interesting issues and
ultimately short-circuits her critical thinking.

Another common form of resistance involved allowing one’s
previously held views to dominate the consideration of new ideas.
Certainly background knowledge and personal opinion play a key role
in the assimilation of new ideas and information.  However, sometimes,
as in the following two examples, students let such factors keep them
from even thinking about what might be conflicting material.
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b) Letting previously-held views dominate consideration of new
ideas (Daphne and Martine)

     One thing to be expressed is that the Civil War was caused because of
the conflict over slavery, but later, especially in the 1920’s, people thought
that it was, at least appeared to be, more economic.  And it could have been
avoided if they would have sat down and talked about it, because slavery
was going to be, was already on a decline, on the outs.  So that’s what
people, I don’t think that they, umm, could have stopped the Civil War.  But
I want to work from the readings.  But from what I’ve learned, I’ve just
always believed that it was because of slavery.  And then after reading this,
I still do.  So that’s, that would be my point of the Civil War, as a cause.
(Daphne)

     Okay, I’m having trouble thinking how to start.  I guess my first idea
is to pick a side.  Let’s see?  I can’t do this.  Umm, what I want to say is that
because they had dealt with the war, uh, it was always caused, no, I mean
it has always been told to us as inevitable, like in our history books and
stuff.  That’s the point I’m going to have to take because it’s tradition, I
guess.  (Martine)
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students do not go beyond them.  Critical thinking works against the
commonplaces, engaging the contradictions and subtleties of received
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students are asked to do in both high school and college involves just
such an emphasis on summary and restatement.  And studies of the
thinking processes students employ when doing such writing, that is,
summarizing chronologically-arranged history narratives, reveal very
little of the critical engagement—or resistance—evident when students
write about theory.  Thus, the present study demonstates that asking
students to read and write about theory is one important way of
encouraging reflection, questioning, speculating, metacognition, and
other forms of critical thinking.  But at the same time, the study shows
that many students will work to find ways of avoiding rigorous thought.
Therefore, those of us interested in using theory in our classes need to
be aware of potential resistance to theoretical tasks, and to know that
such resistance might be particularly strong where theory is concerned.
We also need to develop ways of reducing that resistance, making
theory less threatening, and encouraging the kinds of engagement that
move students toward effective critical thinking.

That critical thinking is important has become a commonplace for
a great many educators.  We don’t want students simply to memorize
content.  We believe they should ask tough questions of themselves,
their teachers, and their subject matter.  They should step back and
reflect on what they hear and read.  We want them not just to state their
own views but to rethink, reformulate, and extend them.  These ideas are
almost items of faith.  It’s also a commonplace that current educational
practice does not stress critical thinking sufficiently.  But I would go
even further and ask if, in many situations, students might actually be
penalized for thinking too much and too critically.  Stopping to ruminate
and consider different sides of an issue can gum up the works when, as
is so often the case, the goal is to get through content as crisply and
efficiently as possible.  In this view, an emphasis on critical thinking
would seem to require not just the introduction of a few new activities,
but a radically different educational agenda, one far less focused than
much traditional curriculum on covering a prescribed amount of content
or information.

This study suggests some challenges we face not just in designing
new curricula, but in working with students who resist what for many
will be very complex and unfamiliar acts of thinking.  Having students
“come to grips with theory” is a difficult but potentially very rich way
of helping students go beyond and against the commonplaces.  It is also
an important way of challenging the notion that history, or any disci-
pline, is merely a collection of facts and dates.

Coming to Grips with Theory
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