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While the traditional approach to instructing composition courses has been an instructor-led form of pedagogy, the transition to a student-based level is now a popular alternative, and they both have their critics. Maxine Hairston’s article, “Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing”, brings up several valid and articulated points concerning the instruction that should exist within composition classrooms, but in discussing scenarios that fall at either end of an extreme spectrum, she fails to mention a multitude of other learning opportunities that exist for the instructor and students. 


Hairston’s ideal composition class is student-centered, with the focus being taken away from the traditional instructor-led lectures. In addition, the class should not be about any one particular topic, such as a certain theme; instead, it should be focused solely on the students learning the task of writing and how they can utilize this to learn, think, and communicate. As Hairston states, “I asserted that we teach writing for its own sake, as a primary intellectual activity that is at the heart of a college education” (697).


Although Hairston states the classes shouldn’t have a set platform, she does support the idea of students learning from one another, more so than from the instructor, from their shared experiences. The hope is that the students will be allowed to speak freely and share their varying cultural and educational experiences, and this will allow them to learn from one another and somehow reflect within their writing. However, an important element in this ideal lies within how the instructor structures the course. According to Hairston, instructors should teach students that everyone enters into the same situation with their own perspective of reality, students should be allowed to write about only what they are interested in, and the instructor should act as a mediator in the course, never as a transmitter of political agenda. 

The idea of an instructor acting as a political agent to support their own interests is one of the main things Hairston is concerned with. Her perspective of the trends in composition teaching is that instructors are only agreeing to teach basic courses with the idea that they can inundate students with their beliefs and values throughout the duration of the semester. Hairston paints those teaching these courses in a very negative and unrealistic light: “My third objection to injecting prescribed political content into a required freshman course is that such action severely limits freedom of expression for both students and instructors” (709). She portrays all instructors as having a single-minded plan that is impervious to the needs of obedient and gullible students, and students will indeed fall into this category, according to Hairston, for they will feel the need to conform to what their instructor thinks. 

Hairston has portrayed two extreme circumstances: that all instructors have trying to change the values of their students, and that all of the students will bring to the classroom a wide range of diversity and be able to share and learn from them. While this may occur in a few classrooms, this is certainly not the normal situation, and there are two major variables that she seems to ignore. 
Students at the freshman level are typically inexperienced in they ways of the world, rather timid and do not enjoy sharing their diversities (at this point they are more concerned with fitting in), and do not know how to be the basis for a college course. The average eighteen-year-old needs to be lead, and not that they would succumb to an instructor’s ideals, but they are typically not prepared to be thrown into a student-centered classroom. Hairston seems to be lacking the understanding that the instructor’s 
voice can also be an added component that will be diversity to the classroom, for many freshman classes are quite homogenous. With the instructor’s guidance, additional outside perspectives can also be incorporated into classroom discussions to give more variety and balance, all of which could be immensely beneficial to students’ knowledge base. 

This point is directly related to the second misconception given by Hairston, that the classroom is nothing more than a place for planting an ideological position. Many instructors do not try to intimidate or sway their students into sharing the same beliefs, but they also want to guide them in a way that a student-centered classroom cannot accomplish. By incorporating their unique perspective, along with any others they bring in to the class discussions, they can enrich the students’ exposure to diversity, and perhaps learn from them as well.
Hairston’s view on the two forms of pedagogy that are occurring in composition classrooms is unexamined and inaccurate. Many students have not experience enough to bring diverse views into a classroom led by them, let alone learn much from it. In addition, the vast majority of instructors do not view the classroom as a place to pawn their beliefs onto unsuspecting students. Instead, the reality is that instructors can bring their perspectives and even beliefs into the classroom, while leading students in a direction to learn diversity as well as writing, enriching everyone’s experience in the process. 

