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Abstract

This paper presents a program for a university writing group, ran as a trial in Germany, that
differs from common writing groups by allowing writers a high level of autonomy and choice. To
theoretically frame this writing group model, we draw on the French philosopher Jacques
Ranciére and his presupposition of a radical equality of intelligence. Findings suggest that the
use of these writing groups provide a foundation for students to experience academic writing in
ways that are more playful, creative, and joyful, without feeling inferior and increasing students’
awareness of their own intelligence, capacity and creativity. By coupling grounded analysis with
theoretical reflections, and a set of questions to guide practice, this paper outlines how this
program could be relevant for writing educators, curriculum developers, and other faculties in

higher educational institutions across global contexts.
Infroduction

Imagine a set of students who receive credits for meeting weekly without teachers to improve
their writing. Imagine them creating their own writing tasks, writing diverse texts during their
meetings, reading and discussing them among peers. In short: imagine students working entirely
autonomously, enacting an “equality of intelligence” (see below) with one another and with their
teachers. Although this scenario seems unusual within the hierarchical setting of today’s higher
education institutions, in German speaking countries, a program based on students’ autonomous

writing group work has been successfully developed and implemented at several universities.
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In this paper we introduce an initiative at a German university, which focuses on the creation
of student-led seminars (in the form of autonomous writing groups) within the accredited
undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum. The first author developed a program that has
been running for 14 years, and analyzed its implementation in an extended qualitative research
study (Girgensohn, 2007). She showed that students developed creative and playful ways of
enhancing their writing processes in autonomous writing groups and were able to enhance their
writing competencies. The second author is an educational researcher who focuses on theories
of equality and democracy, and who is interested in “thinking with theory” in qualitative
research (see Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). In reflecting together on the autonomous writing
initiative, we were fascinated by the potential for (re-)thinking writing groups through the lens
of Jacques Ranciére’s work on autonomy, democracy and equality (see Section 2). The broader
goal of this rethinking is to shed light on the presuppositions underlying various writing
programs, and how these presuppositions shape pedagogical practices.

In this paper, we extend Girgensohn’s (2007) previous study, suggesting that the success of
the program is strongly related to its implicit presupposition of an “equality of intelligence.” This
concept draws on Jacques Ranciére’s critical intervention into debates on educational practices
in France in the 1980s (Ranciére, 1991, see also Ranciere, 1999, 2009). “Equality of intelligence”
questions the role of teachers in the classroom in a radical way, where ‘radical’ refers to a
fundamental and political rethinking of traditional roles, affirming a form of democracy which
takes the signifier ‘demos’ seriously, and enacts equality in everyday practices, such as the
design and uptake of curricula. At the same time, creating space for play and playfulness were
intrinsic to the writing program (see Gee, 2004; Davies Turner & Turner, 2015). We understand
“play” here not as a trivializing element, but as an energizing means for “break[ing] through
some of the constrictions that can prevent writers from achieving their best research outputs”
(Badenhorst & Guerin 2016, p. 20).

Although the questioning of teachers’ roles and authority is not new in writing studies, it has
proven difficult to implement changes in writing classrooms towards truly collaborative and
equal learning experiences, in which teachers step away from their traditional roles within
institutions of higher education as creators of writing tasks, moderators of discussions, and
evaluators of students’ texts. Therefore, this paper has two aims: first, we aim to present a
successful initiative for developing a student-led seminar with autonomous writing groups;
second, we aim to read this initiative through the lens of Ranciére’s radically democratic notion
of equality. We present this as a theoretical framework that can aid writing instructors,

curriculum designers, and other faculties across global spaces who wish to develop more
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explicitly autonomous approaches to writing facilitation. Overall, we argue that the value of this
approach to writing group work is that it lays the foundations for supporting writers to write
with self-efficacy and with more awareness of their own intelligence?, creativity and capacity.

To this end, Section 1 briefly summarizes debates on autonomy in the writing classroom and
on writing groups. Section 2 introduces Ranciére’s understanding of equality, and how it relates
to educational practice. Section 3 describes the seminar model in more detail, including
background about students’ writing in higher education in Germany, and presenting the
methodology used for the previous empirical study. Section 4 reflects more explicitly on the
findings, drawing on Ranciére’s work. Finally, in Section 5 concludes by briefly relating our
findings to other forms of writing support, reflecting on the implications for writing educators,
curriculum developers, and faculties in higher education institutions across global contexts, and
suggesting that autonomous writing groups offer one way to enact “equality of intelligence” in

the writing classroom.
Autonomy in the writing classroom and writing groups

Debates on the role of teachers and on more collaborative pedagogical approaches have a long
tradition in writing studies. For example, in the 1920s and 1930s composition classrooms were
expanded to writing labs, created as a way of extending the pedagogical approach of the
laboratory method of instruction in the sciences to composition classrooms. Writing labs were
meant as a place outside the classroom “structured to encourage self-paced learning,
individualized instruction, and collaborative group work” (Murphy, 1996, p. 240, referring to
Sheridan, 1926). Although very soon the misconception of writing centres as places for remedial
writing support for weak writers arose, writing remained a subject that was—and is—open to
innovative pedagogical approaches. Two prominent names linked with such approaches are
Peter Elbow and Kenneth Bruffee, the former as an agent of expressionist writing pedagogies
and the latter as an agent of social constructivist writing pedagogies.

In 1973 Peter Elbow explained why writers should learn “writing without teachers”. In

Elbow’s view:

[The teacher] isn't really listening to you. He [sic] usually isn't in a position where he can
genuinely be affected by your words. He doesn't expect your words actually to make a dent
on him. He doesn't treat your words like real reading. He has to read them as an exercise.
He can't hold himself ready to be affected unless he has an extremely rare, powerful

openness. (Elbow, 1998, p. 127)
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Elbow describes his own experience as a struggling writer, recounting how he gained most in
groups where no-one was a teacher, but everyone was a learner and reacted to his writing
without being in a hierarchical position. He learned from other people who wanted to enhance
their own writing and who were willing to be affected in a powerful and open way. Elbow
concludes that, to develop their own voice, writers should not be disturbed by institutional
constraints represented by teachers.

Another influential advocate for passing the teacher’s authority to the students is Kenneth
Bruffee (e.g. 1984; 1999). His ideas of collaborative learning became groundbreaking especially
for writing centre pedagogies. As a result, we now have peer tutors and writing fellows in
writing centres and often peer review in classrooms in most of the universities in the US (and
many other countries worldwide, as Hughes and Girgensohn [forthcoming] show). In contrast to
Elbow, Bruffee did not reject institutional influences. He sees a necessity for students to grow
into the language of their disciplines and stresses the social character of language. In his opinion,
students should construct knowledge about the use of language within their context, the
university. This construction of knowledge works best among peers, argues Bruffee, because
they start at the same level and have the best understanding of the challenges of this learning
process, whereas teachers are too far from the level of student’s knowledge to be able to
construct it equally with them.

Elbow’s appeal to teach and learn “writing without teachers”, and Bruffee’s advocacy for
collaborative learning, although controversial at the time, became classics and have had a lasting
impact on writing pedagogies. They represent a broad debate in writing pedagogies of the role of
teachers. For example, Janet Emig (1983) introduced the idea of “magical thinking’ which
referred to teachers’ beliefs that students learn how to write because of the teacher’s teaching.
The debate on shifting traditional understandings of the teacher’s (authoritative) role in the
writing classroom evolved to the extent that Xin Liu Gale speaks of “The New Paradigm” to refer
to diverse schools of thought which “share one major assumption: that the traditional way of
teaching is inadequate” (Gale, 1996, p. 12). Although the different schools disagree on the

implications of teacherless writing, overall:

[Clomposition scholars and teachers [...] have come to an almost unanimous consensus
that the teaching of writing cannot be done by the traditional way of lecturing [...] and that
teaching writing has to involve a redistribution of the power that was traditionally solely

the teacher’s in the classroom. (Gale, 1996, p. 27-28)
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Gale’s analysis of the authority of writing teachers leads her to develop the idea of “edifying
teachers”, that is, teachers who “strive to make their authority enabling and constructive rather
than evading its existence” (157). She concludes that teachers should continue to play an
important role in the writing classroom. Not, however, in the traditional way but instead by
showing students “the art of communicating with others, keeping spaces open for new voices
and new wonders” (157-158). Gale’s perspective on the need of teachers in the classroom is
related to her analysis of teachers’ dependence on the institutions in which they work. She
argues that teachers must become aware of the dual role they play as both enablers of critical
thinking and representatives of institutions.

While Gale calls our attention to entrenched institutional power relationships, Anne Ruggles
Gere reminds us to look at composition that takes place outside formal institutions, questioning
the tendency in composition history to overlook writing clubs and writing groups outside of
universities (Gere, 1994). She argues that we need to consider how these groups work because
they often develop what we struggle to cultivate in our classrooms: a passion for writing and, for
example, a “motivation to revise and improve composition skills” (Gere, 1994, p. 78). Those
clubs and groups very often do not have teachers. They develop their own approach to authority,
based on their own experiences. For example, in a guide for setting up writing groups, Pat
Schneider suggests: “If the leader of a group stays safe, there is hierarchy” (2003, p. 191). And
hierarchy, according to Schneider, compromises the members’ safety and feelings of
empowerment.

Gere (1987) refers to writing groups that work together without a teacher who holds the
authority as “autonomous writing groups.” At university, writing groups can never be truly
autonomous, she argues, because a teacher will always represent the institution. She therefore
refers to institutional writing groups as, at most, “semi-autonomous writing groups,” and
expresses doubt that they can enable one of the core experiences which members of
autonomous, that is, teacherless writing groups share: “a sense of empowerment” (Gere 1987, p.
100).

These authors emphasize the constraints placed by institutions on developing autonomous
and collaborative learning-to-write processes. The question that arises here is, can spaces to
evade these constraints be opened if writing takes place outside the usual classroom settings? If
we take up Claire Aitchison and Cally Guerin’s definition of writing groups “as an umbrella
generic term to refer to situations where more than two people come together to work on their

writing in a sustained way, over repeated gatherings, for doing, discussing or sharing their
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writing for agreed purposes” (2014, p. 7, emphasis added), the core activities become doing,
discussing and sharing writing. Sarah Haas (2014) has expanded these three activities into a
complex typology of writing groups, with eleven categories and numerous sub-categories, thus
highlighting the diversity of approaches to writing groups.

Although we agree with Haas that no one writing group will be the same as any other, it is
nevertheless our aim in this paper to suggest that a shared set of (theoretical) presuppositions
lead to writing groups operating (in practice) in certain ways. For example, observing the field of
writing pedagogy in higher education, the in-meeting activities of most writing groups in
university contexts focus on discussing or sharing writing. If they include the doing of writing,
they often use self-directed writing, in which each student writes on their own text with the goal
of getting the writing (on class assignments, dissertations, etc.) done in the motivating company
of other writers. In the initiative that we present here, the main differentiating feature is that the
students themselves create their own writing prompts. Their goal is to generate and collect
diverse writing experiences. The group then reacts in writing to these prompts during their
sessions and immediately share their texts and discuss their experiences. In this sense, they not
only “do, discuss and share” writing, but they also design and shape the writing experience, a
task usually reserved for teachers in positions of formalized/institutionalized authority. We will
analyze the practices of these autonomous writing groups in more detail below (Section 3), after
first outlining the theoretical framework and concepts with which we will read the observations

on how this program unfolded in practice.
Thinking with Theory: Ranciere and the Equality of Intelligence

As hinted above, this paper picks up on an ongoing discussion in educational research on how
empirical research might provide insights into pedagogical practices without reducing the
observable to overly simplistic models, which “tidy up” the “messiness” of social interaction,
teaching and learning (Lather, 2017; Law, 2004; Adams St. Pierre, 2011). A recent intervention
recommends scholars to “think with theory” as a mode of data analysis, that is, to “plug in” data
to theoretical reflections and concepts to find a “language and way of thinking methodologically
and philosophically together” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. vii). The overall goal is to describe
what we observe in our data as complex and multilayered, and to recall that we are observing
eminently political practices. The goal of thinking with theory is also to interrogate the
epistemologies and presuppositions underlying the methodologies as well as the pedagogical

programs and models in the field of writing composition (see, for instance, Masny & Cole, 2009).
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To this end, in this paper we draw on a set of concepts from Ranciére’s work, and “plug in”
data which emerged in previous research by the first author. Our hope is that our reading of
Ranciére can add a fresh perspective on the question of authority, equality and autonomy in
student-teacher relations in composition studies. While we do not mean to imply that the
program we will describe here is the only approach to writing pedagogy which offers a useful
reflection on these issues, we do hope that thinking this concrete example of a successful
program will illustrate the pedagogic possibilities of Ranciere’s work in today’s writing
curricula.

When Ranciere wrote The Ignorant Schoolmaster in France in the late 1980s (Ranciere,
1991), it seemed to many a somewhat bizarre intervention into the educational debates of the
time. The book tells the story of Jacotot; how he taught at the University of Leuven without
speaking Flemish, with students who spoke no French; how he developed an unusual method of
teaching in this particular situation; how he gave his students copies of a bilingual volume of
Fénelon’s Télémaque and had them read, recite and repeat over and over until they had finished
the book; how he was astonished at their ability to write essays in French about the book. The
Ignorant Schoolmaster tells of Jacotot’s unusual teaching method, of his growing conviction that
the teacher need not know more than the student, and of the fate of this method at the hands of
institutional administrations of the time.

What relevance did the story of Joseph Jacotot, a French teacher driven into exile in Flanders
in 1818, have for the daily concerns of teachers in France teaching immigrant children, or for
educationalists trying to understand and counteract how the educational system reproduced
social inequalities? As Kristin Ross writes in her introduction to the English translation, only a
few French reviewers of Ranciere’s book in the late 1980s interpreted it as she invites American
and British readers to read it after the legacies of Reaganism and Thatcherism (or, one could add
today, in the Trump era): “as an essay, or perhaps a fable or parable, that enacts an
extraordinary philosophical meditation on equality” (Ranciére, 1991, p. ix). Indeed, the radical
understanding of equality that Ranciere formulates in this book can be seen as one of the
defining features of his (political) theory which he developed further in later work (see, for
example, Ranciére 1991, 1999, 2007).

We see the following three aspects of Ranciere’s intervention into educational debates as
particularly relevant to writing pedagogy: (i) the current governing presupposition of
intellectual inequality and the role of explanation in enacting this stultifying presupposition, (ii)
the difference between emancipation as transmitting knowledge and emancipation as driving

the will, and (iii) the practical verification of the presupposition of intellectual equality.
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Intellectual (in)equality

It seems almost a common-sense assertion to state that current educational systems across the
globe reproduce social inequalities. A common conclusion drawn by educationalists is thus that
“those who know,” that is, teachers or sociologists, must do something to educate and
emancipate “those who do not know,” that is, students or students’ parents. Ranciere’s strongest
intervention into this self-evident conclusion is to reflect on the logic of the pedagogical
relationship. The very aim to reduce the distance between teacher and student is, he suggests,
what constructs a distance and a hierarchy between the two. The teacher creates lessons
(readings, tasks, assignments) to reduce the gulf between her knowledge and the ignorance of
the student. To do this, she must, however, always remain one step ahead of the student. Why?

The reason is simple, according to Ranciére: in a pedagogical logic, the “ignoramus” (he uses
the word ironically) is not simply someone who does not yet know what the schoolmaster (sic)
knows—she is the one who does not know what she does not know and does not know how to
begin to know it. For his part, the schoolmaster is not only the one who possesses the knowledge
unknown by the allegedly ignorant learner. He is also the one who knows that he knows it; he
knows how to make it an object of knowledge, at what point and in accordance with what
protocol (see Ranciere, 2007, p. 8).

The teacher, in other words, is thought to have the methodological competence to create
structured lessons in accordance with particular curricula. The teacher—or the policy,
curriculum or writing program—decides in what order which content and which competencies
are to be addressed; they decide which learning outcomes are appropriate for this particular
stage in the learning process. This chunking of the learning process into “appropriate” phases of
increasing difficulty, presupposes and recreates a gulf between the-teacher-who-knows and the
student-who-does-not-know. In this logic, the student will in fact never reach the knowledge of
the teacher. The teacher will always remain one step ahead on the ladder of knowledge. The
“pedagogical myth [...] divides intelligence into two. It says that there is an inferior intelligence
and a superior one” (Ranciére, 1991, p. 7). Ranciére’s critique is not, we suggest, quite the same
argument as the more established critique of teacher authority in the classroom. It adds the
performative dimension that even well-intentioned critical educationalists who are trying to
reduce the gulf in power/authority also, by presupposing that this gulf exists (rather than
assuming there is no gulf in power/authority), themselves (inadvertently) recreate something

which counts as an inferior and a superior intelligence.
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In Ranciere’s tale, Jacotot’s experience in Flanders showed him that his students learned
French and could engage with the Télémaque perfectly well without his superior intelligence
explaining to them how the language was structured or what the book was about. He began to
question the necessity of explanation in educational practice. The pedagogical logic assumes that
teachers must explain to students how language, math, academic writing, chemistry, etc. work.
Teachers scaffold students’ learning with their explanations. Jacotot’s new insight was that this
assumption had to be overturned.

Ranciére argues strongly against the expectation that explanation can help to remedy an
apparent incapacity to understand. He questions the very assumption on which this expectation
rests, arguing that the idea of anyone ‘lacking understanding’ is a fiction. Learners do not per se
lack understanding. Instead, teachers who aim to explain require listeners who are addressed as
lacking; a teacher who explains performatively constitutes their student-listener as lacking
understanding. The act of explaining something constructs listeners as people who cannot work
it out by themselves (see Ranciére 1991, p. 6).

No matter how well-meaning the intentions of the explainer, the act of explaining
presupposes that the explainer knows more than the listener. It addresses the student as a
person who is incapable of understanding, as a person who needs the help of the teacher’s
superior intelligence. This in turn has a “stultifying” effect on the student: “What stultifies the
common people is not the lack of instruction, but the belief in the inferiority of their intelligence”
(Ranciére 1991, p. 39). We pick up Ranciére’s work in practice to ask ourselves (as curriculum
designers, policy-makers, or instructors) a set of guiding questions: Am I using the act of
explaining to students? If so, how am I addressing them as I am explaining to them? Is it possible
to explain anything without positioning myself as the “knower” and my listeners as “non-
knowers”? Is this position likely to help or hinder their learning and their feelings of

competence? Are there any alternatives open to me in this situation (rather than explaining)?

Verification

The above description may prompt two questions; first, is Ranciére suggesting that everyone is
capable of doing complex long division in their head or writing A+ assignments? Second, is the
teacher completely redundant in this view of education which avoids explanation? We will
return to the second question below. First, if we presuppose the equality of intelligence (among
teachers, students, etc.) as Ranciére suggests, do we also assume that everyone can, for instance,
achieve the same academic success? Ranciére is quite clear that “everyone is of equal

intelligence” (1991, p. 101). Although there is “inequality in the manifestations of intelligence”,
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there is “no hierarchy of intellectual capacity” and there “aren’t two sorts of minds” (27). The
same intelligence is at work in the child learning her first words as in the illiterate person
learning to read as in the scientist constructing hypotheses: “an intelligence that translates signs
into other signs and proceeds by comparisons and illustrations in order to communicate its
intellectual adventures and understand what another intelligence is endeavouring to
communicate to it” (Ranciére 2009, 10). The child, the illiterate person, the scientist: each
“observes, selects, compares, interprets” (13).

“Verification” is the name Ranciére gives to practices which enact this presupposition of
equality. Verification is at the same time, lived democracy. Rather than seeing equality as a goal
to be achieved, and acting to achieve this goal, what happens if we presuppose the equality of all
living beings now—taking it as our point of departure—and act to verify this presupposition
(see Ranciére, 1991, p. 138)? The revolutionary political actions during the Occupy movement,
the Arab Spring, or the Black Lives Matter protests enacted the presupposition that “yes, we
already can,” rather than “one day we will be able to” (see Citton, 2010, p. 32). Equality is not
“given” by those more knowledgeable or those in power; it is practiced, it is verified (see
Ranciére, 1991, p. 33; Norval, 2009). The equality of intelligence cannot be shown. 1Q tests will
always be able to identify hierarchies. The value of the presupposition lies instead in its effects
in daily (political/educational) practice. Again here, we think with Ranciére about verification to
interrogate our own practices. A guiding question for faculty and other instructors or curriculum
developers could be: are these practices verifying an equality of intelligence (among teachers,

students and other students), in which each of us observes, selects, compares, and interprets?
Knowledge and will

This question recalls the issue above: is the teacher still necessary in this kind of education
which presupposes equality among all, and which negates the need for explanations? In
Ranciére’s story, Jacotot was not dispensable. Ranciére distinguishes between the teacher
transmitting knowledge to students, and the teacher’s driving of the students’ will (1991, p. 68).
The students did learn from Jacotot: he told them to look, to pay attention, to repeat, to imitate,
to translate, to take apart, to put back together again (68). He did not transmit any knowledge to
them, but instead enabled them to engage with the language and content of the Télémaque.

This critique of teaching as knowledge transmission is familiar when one thinks of Rousseau,
Dewey, Freire and critical pedagogy. Progressive educationalists have long rejected the idea of
the learner as tabula rasa and the “banking” model of education, in which the teacher fills the

empty vessel of the learner with knowledge. These have been replaced by concepts of the active
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learner and the student as co-creator of knowledge. For Freire (1993), for instance, a particular
teaching methodology—problem-posing—is implemented by the teacher and helps to lead the
student from a state of oppression to a state of emancipation. For Charles Bingham and Gert
Biesta (2010), the core difference between Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Ranciére’s
Ignorant Schoolmaster lies in the figure of the child: Freire holds onto a psychological concept of
the child which “assumes a developmental telos,” i.e. ideas of how to bring the child from one
position of oppression to another position of emancipation; “this is exactly the sort of telos that
Ranciére is at pains to eschew” (63).

We see far more similarities in the work of Freire and Ranciére than Binghman and Biesta are
willing to concede. The key difference we read is the simplicity and explicitness with which
Ranciére names the presupposition of equality. Freire insists that problem-posing education
“breaks with the vertical patterns characteristic of banking education” (Freire 1970, 1993, p.
61), that teacher and student “become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow” (61),
and that “no one teaches another, nor is anyone self-taught” (61). Nevertheless, individuals
implementing problem-posing education could still assume from Freire’s account that the
teacher (teacher-student) knows more than the students (students-teachers). Our third set of
guiding questions which draw from thinking with Ranciére is thus: what happens to our
pedagogical practice if we check for all our actions; are we really acting on the assumption that
the role of the teacher and/or the curriculum is to drive the students’ will (or in a more recent

formulation: to facilitate and enable students), rather than to pass on knowledge?
Implementing a Program for Autonomous Writing Groups

Before asking how “thinking with” Ranciére’s approach to radical equality in educational
practice can help us analyze and reflect on the autonomous writing groups, in this section, we
first briefly describe the context of writing at universities in Germany. We then turn to a more
detailed account of the writing program as it was developed and implemented at a German

university, and to the initial study of its implementation.
University Writing in Germany

Like many European universities, German universities rarely provide explicit writing support, so
writing skills tend to be “acquired by immersion” (Breuer & Schindler, 2016, p. 94). David Foster
shows that faculty at German universities see themselves as teachers of their subject, not as

writing teachers (Foster, 2002, p. 192). In fact, with no composition classes and with teachers



Canadian Journal for Studies in Discourse and Writing/Rédactologie 90
Volume 28, 2018
http://journals.sfu.ca/cjsdw

not regarding themselves as writing teachers, students have few opportunities to raise their
awareness of writing processes.

One reason for the lack of explicit writing support is the tripartite system of schooling in
Germany, in which students are streamed by ability at a relatively young age. Students who are
seen as capable of going on into higher education attend a selective (academic) school called the
“Gymnasium.” University teachers tend, therefore, to assume that these students are schooled in
argumentative writing. At university, students immediately study within their degree disciplines
and often write extended research papers (approx. 20 pages) according to the rules of the
discipline from the first semester. Macgilchrist and Girgensohn (2011) show how challenging
these research papers can be, given the lack of explicit writing guidance for students. Due to the
preponderance of these extended papers, and the relative lack of short essays or other
introductory genres, our observation is that the distinction between undergraduate and
graduate writing is less marked than it is in other parts of the world, for instance, in North
America. Both undergraduates and graduate students must figure out the implicit rules, norms
and values of their disciplines in a relatively independent manner.

Only recently have universities in Germany started to offer writing support. This support is
generally linked to writing centres, which are also a recent development in Germany
(Macgilchrist & Girgensohn, 2011; Hughes & Girgensohn, forthcoming). Although this
development is striking, and German writing centres are among the fastest growing worldwide
(Scott, 2016, 2017), it remains quite rare for students to have the opportunity to attend writing
classes. The concept of autonomous writing groups that we introduce here must be regarded in
this context. It was developed neither as a part of composition classes nor as an alternative to
composition classes, but as an opportunity for students to explore writing in a context with rare
explicit writing instruction. The program was originally developed in 2003 at the European-
University Viadrina, a public university that was re-opened after the inner-German wall came
down and explicitly aims to foster innovative ways of learning. The absence of a tradition of
writing instruction including a lack of debate among German-speaking scholars about writing
instruction led to an unusual freedom in being able to design this class. Nevertheless, given the
current negotiations around potential future programs and models for the 21st century
(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2015), alongside a sense of urgency among progressive
educators that today’s political context requires us to rethink the role of autonomy, democracy
and equality in pedagogical practice (Giroux, 2017), perhaps now is a particularly ripe time for

exploring this type of program in a range of contexts around the world.
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The autonomous writing initiative: “Let’s Writel!”

The initiative with the title “Let’s Write!” was designed as a seminar, being part of the
curriculum across several degree programs at the Faculty of Cultural Sciences at the European-
University Viadrina. It can be chosen by undergraduate students as well as by graduate students
taking courses for credit. An extended study of this seminar, using a grounded theory approach
based on interviews, group discussions, text analysis and ethnographic observations, published
in 2007 (Girgensohn, 2007, see below), led to the adoption of the program at several other
universities in German speaking countries. In this section, we explain the format of the
initiative’s seminar model.

The seminar offers places for up to 30 students. It starts with a kick-off-weekend outside the
university, where students start to explore writing and choose their writing groups. After this
weekend, the writing groups meet autonomously every week throughout the semester. Students
alternately prepare their group meetings, including designing the writing tasks. At the end of the
semester, the students come together to celebrate their texts in a public reading. Each group
hands in a collection of self-selected texts to get credit for the class, but the texts are not graded.

The kick-off weekend is crucial for the success of the seminar. For three days, the whole
group, together with a teacher, travels to a residential training centre. Students report that it is
key to their learning that their groups form a community. To accomplish this, it is very
important that the groups are self-selected. This choice is only possible because students have
the opportunity to get to know each other during the weekend. Furthermore, it is essential that
the students take responsibility and that they act in a non-hierarchical way. The kick-off-
weekend lays the ground for this by making the participants familiar with the roles they will
play in this seminar (Girgensohn, 2007, p. 144-163).

The role of the teacher in this setting is that of a facilitator who shows the students
opportunities, provides a learning environment, and sets the mood. Therefore, in the beginning,
the teacher gives the students an introduction to the idea and purpose of the seminar, which, in
summary, is:

e to enable students to write regularly;

e to offer encouragement for writing;

e to help students to explore different ways, strategies, and methods of writing;
e to make students aware of their own writing processes;

e toencourage them to share their writing in progress;
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e to give them an audience for their writing;

e to delegate the responsibility of the learning process to the students themselves;

e and to give the teacher the chance to teach up to 30 students effectively, despite the
budget of only 90 minutes a week. (Brauer & Girgensohn, 2012, p. 233)

The teacher, in a brief presentation, also introduces some findings from writing research to
orient students to the background of developing this seminar concept. Thus, students get an idea
of the seminar’s pedagogical approach and how it is based on research findings. However, the
presentation’s primary aim is to share a map of the current landscape, rather than to pass on
knowledge about composition as content to be learned by the students.

The role of the students during the kick-off-weekend is to explore writing and discover their
own preferences and styles. Most of the time is dedicated to offering students intensive writing
experiences. They work with writing tasks that were developed based on research by Hanspeter
Ortner (2000), who argues that writing processes are highly individual and that it is therefore
not possible to provide learners with one successful model for writing well. Drawing on
statements by professional creative writers, Ortner identified ten different strategies that
professional writers use to write their texts. Following a suggestion by Ingrid Béttcher and
Cornelia Czapla (2002), these ten strategies were translated into ten different writing tasks for
the kick-off weekend. For example, writers create a text without planning in advance, or they
should write different parts of a text in a random order, as indicated by rolling dice. The students
choose different tasks and decide how much time they will dedicate to each task. Small groups
come together several times throughout the weekend to discuss their experiences and the texts
they have written.

By meeting in different groups and through the social surroundings, such as cooking together
and sharing rooms and meals, the participants get to know each other quite well. This is an
important precondition for the group-finding process that takes place on the third day of the
weekend. Students reflect on their preferences for the upcoming writing group with regard to
the genres and styles they wish to explore, but also regarding the type of group experience they
wish to have and their personal expectations and anxieties. It is a long and sometimes painful
process for the students to find their partners. For a teacher used to traditional methods, it
might be not easy to stand aside and to avoid “helpful” suggestions.

After the weekend trip, students and teachers maintain these roles. Each group of students

meets once a week. Students take turns as the moderator for a designated week. Moderators
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choose a theme and assignments and explore different ways of staging their writing group
meeting, which always includes writing.

The teacher stays in the background and is available during office hours to discuss students’
plans for the group meetings. After their meeting, the moderators reflect on their ideas and
plans, on the meeting, and on the outcomes in written proceedings (minutes) that they send the
teacher within one week. The teacher acts as an interested reader, sharing thoughts, questions
and ideas on these minutes.

At the end of the semester, all the small groups come together for a shared public reading.
Afterwards, each group hands in a collective portfolio with a selection of texts that were written
during the semester. Although the institution requires formal assessment (grades), the
assessment in this initiative does not focus on the quality of writing. Instead, since students were
requested to be creative and experimental and because their audience was their groups and not
the teacher, grades are based on the involvement of students and on the extent of their
reflections on their proceedings.

The autonomous writing group initiative has now been running for 14 years at the European
University Viadrina, and has been successfully implemented in several other universities. The
following impressions can be summarized:

o Enthusiasm: Most groups remain together as a unit throughout the semester, working
together in a continuously enthusiastic way. The weekly sessions are generally, at least,
three hours long. To meet for such extended periods of time was the participant's’ own
decision. In this time, the groups wrote many texts.

e Awareness: In the groups, a sophisticated awareness of writing processes developed.
Students discussed a range of different strategies, styles and genres. They described this in
the minutes they wrote after each session, and in face-to-face discussions during office
hours. Students adopted the responsibility and authority of managing the weekly sessions.
They explored new ways of running the sessions, and in office hours they asked for new
and different strategies of writing. We (the two authors) have never experienced this
active practice of equal responsibility and authority in “standard” university classes.

e Novelty and Play: Students surprised teachers with the range of novel ideas they
implemented in their writing group work. The genres and issues they thought of, which
had never occurred to the teachers involved, enacted an equality of intelligence which was
inspiring to see. Students wrote poems, stories, speeches, journal articles, soap operas,
criminal stories and fairy tales. They wrote about German-Polish relationships, death,

Christmas, ways of living, love and sex. They wrote in the underground, in a cemetery, in
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bars, hotels and museums. They also gained experiences with writing academic papers,
finding arguments, finding an appropriate style, etc. In one group, students wanted to
practice a form of academic writing and presenting. They wanted to avoid a boring
meeting, however, so they planned a mock conference. They wrote formal invitations to
the other members, calling them Dear Professor X or Dear Doctor Y and asking them to
come in formal dress to the lobby of one of the grandest hotels in Berlin. They sent name-
tags with this invitation, with a logo they created especially for this meeting. On the
designated day, the moderators held a formal speech in the hotel lobby and presented a
list of sub-themes to choose from. These all referred to one central theme: why do young
people have changing relationships; what different names for having sex exist, how are
they used, and what does this mean for our society; what do we know about having sex
with kitchen utensils, etc. Participants had 40 minutes to prepare their papers. They
reported that presentations were held in a serious academic style and they reported
enjoying both the writing and the listening (see Girgensohn, 2006).

e Qutput: Groups were requested to submit a simple folder containing the texts they had
written during the semester. Instead, they handed in beautiful compilations of texts,
compiled and designed with great care. The students reported that this collection was a
souvenir for them, something to remind them of a valuable period of their life.

e Importance: Participants reported that the writing group was home for them; they
compared it to an oasis in the university. It seems that the writing groups meant more to
the students than a regular university class. The writing group work helped them to
express themselves, which led to very close relationships. They felt secure amongst equal
peers and without a teacher immediately judging their development in writing from a

position of superiority or authority.
Autonomous writing groups and the social factor

The development and implementation in the first three semesters of this autonomous writing
group program were accompanied by a study by Girgensohn (2007). The study used a grounded
theory approach, collecting data in iterative procedures. The overall research questions that had
been developed during this process asked: “What, from the perspective of student writers, is
important for the writing group work and the development of writing competences? What
hinders and what supports their development as writers?” (Girgensohn, 2007, p. 127). The
database consists primarily of ten problem-oriented interviews (Witzel, 2000), four group

discussions (Girtler, 2001) and additionally: numerous minutes from writing group sessions
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written by the students; various students’ texts; audio-recorded counseling sessions; field notes
and other documents. Every piece of data used for the study has the permission of the student
writers. For the analysis, Girgensohn followed the procedures of open, axial, and selective coding
supported by extensive memo-writing that Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest. The development
of findings was discussed within a collaborative research group and the data analysis was
managed using the software Maxqda. The research process lasted four years, culminating in a
book published in 2007.

The results show how important it is for the student writers that their groups develop what
one of them called “the social factor.” Participants stressed the need to develop trust and a
feeling of community. This supports other available findings (e.g. Guerin, 2014; Thesen, 2014).
However, as Aitchinson and Guerin (2014, p. 7) state, there is no guarantee that writing groups
will be successful, they can also lead to frustrating experiences for writers.

In the original study of the implementation of the program, Girgensohn (2007) identified the
“social factor” as a central element in the perceived success of the program for students. The
selection of group members played a salient role, as did the self-reliance, and feeling of being on
an equal footing with other participants in their group. In the writing groups that were able to
develop the social factor, writers experienced writing in different functions. Not only as a way to
express knowledge (rhetorical function), but also as a way to bond and communicate
(communicative function); develop personality (personal function); develop ideas (heuristic
function), and experience joy (hedonistic function). The study indicates that it is the very
interplay of these functions which leads student writers to experience writing with less feelings
of inferiority, to develop self-efficacy in writing, and to develop creativity. Overall, it can be said
that this interplay of functions enhances the sustainable development of writing competences.
Thus, a reduction of writing experiences at university to the rhetorical or “transactional
function,” as Britton and others (1975) call it, might be a reason for the problems reported by
many writers, such as anxiety, postponement, and reluctance. Graduate writers especially need
to be able to develop ideas and creativity independently and with self-confidence (Gardner

2008).
Thinking autonomous writing groups with Ranciere

Autonomous writing groups like the initiative presented here seem to be able to lay the
groundwork for just this kind of playful, creative, self-reliant, multi-functional writing which is
experienced as successful and meaningful. However, in reflecting on the program several years

later, and, as noted above, while “thinking with theory,” we realized this groundwork relies on a
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set of presuppositions, which Ranciere help us to elucidate. Drawing on Ranciére’s story of the
teacher Jacotot (see above), we see the writer and writing teachers (or supervisors) interacting
in this writing initiative according to three principles: (1) All participants must take the idea of
autonomy seriously. (2) The teacher must adopt a particular role, driving the will of the
participants. (3) The teacher must presuppose (and thus verify) the equality of intelligence.

First, teacher and students must take the idea of an autonomous writing group seriously. The
teacher does not attempt to pass on knowledge at any stage. As noted above, groups are self-
selected; moderators choose the themes and methods they are interested in exploring.
Participants do not submit their writing output to the teacher for assessment. Students’
practices in planning, organizing and running the weekly sessions place them in equal positions
of authority and responsibility, not only with one another, but also with the “official”
(institutional) teacher-figure.

Second, the role of the teacher changes: she is no longer the one who is responsible for
students’ learning processes. Instead, she drives their will, as evidenced in the facilitating role
she plays in the kick-off weekend. Like Jacotot, she offers them opportunities to experiment with
and reflect on writing processes which, since they have signed up for the class, they cannot
avoid. She offers them resources to prepare the weekly meetings. To assist these preparations,
the teacher makes available, e.g. in the library, a variety of useful books and other materials. The
teacher also suggests methods that groups can try during the semester, like clustering,
freewriting, writing different versions of one text and some forms of peer reviewing.

Third, the teacher acts towards the students on the presupposition of equality of intelligence.
At the kick-off weekend, students explore different strategies themselves. The teacher does not
explain things to them, which would assume a gulf in understanding or intelligence which needs
to be bridged by explanation. The ten tables are set up in advance, and students make their way
around the stations as they see fit. The students write a lot of texts during this time. Texts are
read and discussed in small groups. Again, at no point does the teacher explain their knowledge
to the students. Although they give a brief overview of writing research at the beginning, this
overview is not meant to pass on knowledge, but to present the teacher as a member of the
group, and to tell (narrate to) the students their motivations for designing this very special
seminar form. For the first moment, students begin to talk about how they write. They develop
confidence in their ability to write. As we noted above, according to Ranciere, what “stultifies”
students are, primarily, “the belief in the inferiority of their intelligence” (Ranciere, 1991, p. 39).

This is one belief that the seminar design tries to overcome.
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This third aspect is perhaps the core aspect: Some observers may even say that if a teacher
acts on the presupposition of equality, it is less important which specific methods and
approaches are employed in the class. This freedom from specific methods or pedagogies, makes
the program, in our view, particularly adaptable to different national or institutional contexts.

The core focus is on teachers no longer “explaining;” instead, the emphasis lies in their role in

» o« » o«

“telling,” “narrating,” “eliciting,” and “motivating.” The very supposition on which teachers and
students then enact their social relationships breaks with traditional institutional relations of
superiority and inferiority. This presupposition can be “operationalized” in very different
institutional forms, one of which we have recounted in this paper. This presupposition has the
potential to institute a form of radical equality, which could potentially be transposed across

further sections of contemporary society.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have introduced Ranciére’s notion of equality as a theoretical framework that
can help teachers, and especially writing teachers, to argue for more radical autonomous
approaches for writing facilitation. We outlined a successful initiative, undergirded by a
grounded analysis of practice and reported outcomes, which illustrates how Ranciere’s work can
be intertwined with writing pedagogies by introducing the concept of a student-led seminar
with autonomous writing groups.

The theoretical framework suggests that one central aspect to the organization, teaching, and
learning of the autonomous writing groups is a particular assumption underlying the social
interaction: the presupposition of a radically democratic sense of “active equality” (May, 2008, p.
2). One core assumption of the approach is that “explanation” runs counter to equality. As noted
in the introduction, we are not suggesting that this form of student-led seminar is the only
approach to writing pedagogy which verifies this presupposition of equality. However, we do
hope that this concrete example of verification-in-action serves to illustrate the pedagogic
possibilities of Ranciére’s thought for developing writing curricula in a diversity of institutional
contexts today. We outlined a series of questions which writing instructors, writing centre
managers, other faculty and curriculum developers (across global contexts) may find helpful in
designing and enacting writing programs and classroom practices.

Of course, the autonomous writing group itself might not be enough for students to learn to
perform successful academic discourse or to question entrenched power relations in society. We
are also not suggesting that they should replace other graduate writing group models that focus

more on the sharing of dissertation texts, and giving feedback on one another’s texts. However,
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the autonomous writing groups as presented here can lay the groundwork for students in
institutions of higher education to experience writing with fewer feelings of inferiority and with
more verification and awareness of their own intelligence, capacity, and creativity. The
presuppositions which undergird the program presented here can be explicitly enacted while

developing and/or implementing programs tailored to specific institutions.

Endnotes

1. Correspondence may be addressed to girgensohn@europa-uni.de

2. As the second section in this paper will describe in more detail, we do not refer to
“intelligence” here in the psychological sense of a testable intelligence quotient, nor to theories
of emotional intelligence or multiple intelligences, each of which assume that some individuals
are “more capable” in certain spheres and others are “less capable” Instead, we draw on Jacque
Ranciére’s quite unusual take, in which 1Q scores are only different “manifestations” of
intelligence (Ranciere 1991, p. 27). Intelligence itself, on the other hand, is something we all
share: Each of us “observes, selects, compares, interprets” (Ranciere 2009, p. 13), and each of us,

in this sense, is equally capable of observing, selecting, comparing and interpreting.
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