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Introduction:
M. Elizabeth Wallace

We may not have Polanyi’ sblessing on what weare up to heretoday. Oneof our panelists, Sam Watson, told astory
yesterday about Polanyi’ scomplaint when visiting an American university: “ Y ou areall discussing my thoughtsand
my books-- that’ swrong; you should be looking at, talking about, other things, focusing on other thingsyou want to
explore.”

Whilel understand Polanyi’ scomplaint--inasense, thegreatest compliment wecan pay hiswork istoreturnwith new
energy and commitment to our individual explorations, our callings--often | amstruck with how much my studentsneed
to confront Polanyi’ sideas before they are even able to truly look at or talk about or focus on other things.

Their confused ideas about what knowledge isand how they know things--and why they know things--prevent their
seeing and knowing, result in paralysis or fruitless, directionless activity. For instance, my own reading of Polanyi
helped meto seeclearly for thefirst timeessential contrasts between ThomasHardy and D. H. Lawrence, the authors
| focused onin my doctoral dissertation. Hardy, who wasboth impressed and depressed by Darwin’ sfindingsand by
thedictates of positivist theories of knowledgeinthelate 19th century, created acharacter in Judethe Obscurewhose
life'sambition wasto attend Oxford University and whoselife' stragedy was hisinability to get in. Inan attempt to
convince usthat Jude’ stragedy was aloss for al humanity aswell, Hardy has Jude lament near the end of the book
that therewasonly onething hewould havebeenabletodowell inhislife-- “1 could accumul ateideasand impart them
to others’ (Part VI--Ch. 10, 317).

Lawrence, in a sense rewriting Jude, allows the heroine of The Rainbow, Ursula, to attend university, eager to hear
“the echo of learning pulsing back to the source of the mystery” (Ch. XV, 404). But eventually disillusioned with
academia, finding only mechanistic views of life and thought from her professors, Ursula Brangwen leaves the
university and sets out to “create a new knowledge of Eternity in the flux of Time” (Ch. XV1, 456).

The contrast between Hardy and L awrence’ s theories of knowledge-- how knowledge is discovered and/or created
and transmitted--became essential to my understanding of the differences between these two writers, aswell astheir
profound affinities. And | could never have seen that aspect of their work without Polanyi’ s achievement behind me.

How could ascientist, first amedical doctor in hisnative Hungary, then professor of physical chemistry at University
of Manchester in England, finally aphil osopher of science, help meseethework of ThomasHardy andD. H. Lawrence



asif for thefirst time? By constructing an alternative ideal of knowledge, arguing that science would long ago have
destroyed itself if it indeed proceeded by the strict, detached, objective, impersonal, explicit rules we assumed it
proceeded by. His goa in Personal Knowledge (reference hereafter abbreviated as PK), his magjor work (first
published in 1958), was to examine closely how scientists actually worked and to show that

into every act of knowing thereentersapassi onate contribution of theperson knowingwhatisbeing
known, andthat thiscoefficientisno mereimperfectionbut avital component of hisknowledge. (PK
Xiv)

Without it, all knowledge would be impossible.

His painstaking and compelling examination of the bodily roots of al knowing, of apprenticeship and
temporary submission to amaster (or mistress), of al knowing asaskill, of the necessity of indwelling and passion
and commitment, of the tacit knowing that underlies and supports al explicit knowledge, of the relations between
thought and speech, tradition and discovery, doubt and belief, the sciences and the humanities--all strengthen, rather
than shake, our confidenceintheablity of scientists--indeed, scholarsin any discipline--to competently test and verify
their insights, to state them precisely, and to persuade their colleagues of the truth of those insights and their bearing
onredity.

Yet, in saying that, | realize that my reading of Polanyi has redefined all these words--words like “test,”
“verify,” “precision,” “ colleagues,” “truth,” “reality.” Forinstance,inPolanyi’ sworld,amindismorereal thanastone
becauseit is capable of revealing itself in more surprising and unpredictable ways.

| suspect that our four panelists today will shortly be convincing proof of that Polanyian insight as they
contemplatethewaysPolanyi’ sthought hasinfluenced their teaching, influencesPolanyi himself woul d not havebeen
ableto predict.

Peter Elbow

It'satreat to talk about Polanyi. | read Polanyi along time ago, in the early seventies. | knew then that it
made a big dent on me, but | let it fade. Looking back on it recently, I'm indeed embarrassed at how deeply | had
internalized and perhaps not credited histhinking.

| wanttolook at several quotations, threeimportant themesin Polanyi, and talk about how they relateto some
of my practicesin teaching.

(1) On page 71 of Personal Knowledge Polanyi writes:

If everywhere it is the inarticulate which has the last word, unspoken and yet decisive, then a
corresponding abridgement of the status of spoken truth itself is inevitable. The ideal of an
impersonally detached truth would have to be reinterpreted, to allow for the inherently personal
character of the act by which truth is declared.



I’'mfocusing here on theword “inarticulate.” Thefamousword in Polanyi’ swork, of course, is“tacit” (cf.
TheTacit Dimension), but | loveitthat healsoinsistsontheword “inarticulate.” | feel ofteninarticul ate, and Polanyi
is getting at the fact that what we can say rests on afoundation of what we can’t say. Hetalksat length in Chapters
4and 5 of Personal Knowledgeabout the paradox that what humans achieve through language actually restson aroot
ability that we share with animals and infants--the root ability to simply match asign or symbol with an experience.
Polanyi’ sthought here connectswith what Eugene Gendlin and SondraPerl talk about inexploring “felt sense.” They
point out that if | say something and then you ask me, “Isthat what you really meant to say?’ (or if | ask myself that
guestionafter writing apassage), theinterestingfactisthat | cangiveananswer. | can sensewhether thesewordsmatch
something. This obvious experience has profound implications. What isthe source of that answer? How isit that |
can know whether these words are right?

Asteachers of writing, we often run into students who say, “1 know what | want to say but | just can’t find
thewords.” Weoftenreply, “If youcan'tsay it, youdon'tknowit.” It'sahandy thingto say to students. ButI’mmore
and moreinterestedinthat naughty sentence--" | know what | want to say but | can’tfindthewords.” Polanyi isinviting
ustotakeit seriously. Perhapsit’ susedinanaughty way sometimes, but it’ simportant toremember the Pol anyi dictum
that we know more than we can say. Once| start taking that seriously, alot of thingsfollow.

Tobepersonal, | foundthat | couldn’t functionwell, especially in an academicworld, tothe extent that | took
serioudly thefirst dictum: “If you can't say it, if you can’t put it into words, you don’'t know it.” That dictum simply
knocked me out asafunctioning personintheacademy. Asl’vegradually begunto function better, I’ verealized that
it comesfrom being willing to dignify and take serioudly thefecundity of theinarticulate, to trust that my grunting and
my fishing around areinfact getting at something. Only when| dothat, both for myself and for my students, do| sense
I’m getting progress.

Polanyi wants us to honor and develop and dignify the inarticulate. Gendlin and Perl have developed a
teaching practicethat trains peoplewhen they put out wordsto stop for aminute and say, “Wait, isthat what | wanted
tosay?’ EugeneGendlin’ swork, focusing onthebodily dimensionsof that question (which of coursefitsPolanyi too),
suggests for writers areflective routine like the following: “ Pause for amoment. Y ou just said or wrote something.
What’ syour felt sense of what you'retrying to get at? Do these words match it or not match it? And wherein your
body do you experiencethisfelt sense?’ Thispractice helpsusmovecloser to what wewant to say. Andwecanlearn
tobebetter atit. Oneof thecharacteristicsof peoplewhowritebadly isthat they sail al ongwritingwithout ever stopping
to ask, “Wait aminute, what am | really trying to get at?’ Such writers never practice articulating the felt sense.

A related teaching practice isfreewriting, writing out of inarticulateness, writing when you don’t yet know
what you want to say and trusting it--plunging into the unknown. The practice of freewriting follows from this
Polanyian insight about the priority and fecundity of the inarticulate.

Reading out loud--whether it's a text we've written or something we' re studying--has become another
important part of my teaching. | want to call reading out loud “araid on theinarticulate.” It’san enormous source
of wisdom. | oftensay, “ L et’ sstoptalking about thetext for awhile, let’ sjust readit outloud.” Newinsightandwisdom
comefromtheindwelling inthetext. In short, we know more than we can say. Going with that insight carriesmea
long way.



(2) Another theme. On page 59 of Personal Knowledge, Polanyi writes:

Wepour ourselvesout into [ our tool s| and assimilatethem aspartsof our own existence. Weaccept
them existentially by dwellinginthem. . . .. Our subsidiary awareness of tools and probes can be
regarded now asthe act of making them form apart of our own body. Theway we use ahammer
or ablind man uses his stick, showsin fact that in both cases we shift outwards the points at which
we make contact with the things that we observe as objects outside ourselves.

We put our focus outward to the end of the cane or the end of the hammer. Polanyi continues:

Whilewerely on atool or aprobe, these are not handled as external objects. We may test the tool
for itseffectivenessor the probefor itssuitability, e.g. in discovering the hidden detail s of acavity,
but the tool and the probe can never liein thefield of these operations; they remain necessarily on
our side of it, forming part of ourselves, the operating persons.

Then hemakes one moreturninto the next paragraph: “Hammersand probes can bereplaced by intellectual
tools.” Thatis, weusewordsand language astoolsinthesameway. | takethe hammer, | takethe cane, andinasense
| pour my body out into theend of thething so | don’t feel like ' m touching the hammer or the cane but rather the nail
or the street. | do the same self-pouring into language. This seems a potent, pregnant theme in Polanyi; I’ m struck
inretrospect withhow much| got fromitand how itinformswhat | do. Againthesamesimpleteaching practicesgrow
fromit.

*Reading out loud: pouring yourself into the text, pausing for awhile before talking, not putting so much
emphasis on analysis, but making the text part of yourself.

*Freewriting: pouring yourself into the act of writing, indwelling in the tool.

eInvisible writing: turning off the computer screen and writing when you can’t even see your words.

Polanyi observes that if we think too much about the words while we're reading, we lose the meaning.
Similarly, if | think about writing as|’mwriting, | can nolonger focus onthe meaning. Freewritingisan exercisein
not focusing on the writing act itself. Invisible writing, which Sheridan Blau recommends, forces you to put your
attention on your meaning and not on the writing.

I’'vehad asenseinthelast year, as| moved out of anadministrativejobintoafull-timeteachingjob, of pouring
myself moreinto my teaching. Somehow | just wanted and needed to take it more seriously. Asl’ve done that and
tried to figure out what it is I’ ve been doing, | have a sense that I’ ve been putting myself into it more, being in the
classroom more, being more present there. 1t salittle scary; and it's made me realize why | hadn’t been doing that
so much before. I'mtalking metaphorically here, necessarily, but it doesfeel like some kind of pouring of one' s self
into the activity.

(3) Very quickly, let mejust call attention to athird theme.

A child could never learn to speak if it assumed that the words which are used in its hearing are
meaningless; or evenif it assumed that five out of tenwords so used aremeaningless. Andsimilarly
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no one can become a scientist unless he presumes that the scientific doctrine and method are
fundamentally sound and that their ultimate premises can be unquestioningly accepted. We have
here an instance of the process described epigrammatically by the Christian Church Fathersinthe
words: fides quaerensintellectum, faith in search of understanding. | believein order that | may
understand. (Science, Faith and Society 45)

The Polanyian phrase is “fiduciary transaction,” which suggests the act of belief that’'s necessary, that
underliesany act of knowing. | citePolanyi inmy “Doubting and Believing” essay (Embracing Contraries253-300),
but | see now that merely citing him doesn’t do justice to the degree to which | had simply internalized his point and
was essentially borrowingit. Andthe“fiduciary transaction” iscentral to my teaching. When | writeand when | try
to help my students write, the necessary thing isthe act of trusting it, the act of believing it. Freewriting isan act of
believing that meaning will come.

Further, aform of feedback that’ suseful isto ask readerstobelievewhat you’ vewritten. Wethink of feedback
as criticism, but often when | put out atext | want to say to somebody (and | encourage my students to do thistoo),
“Don’tgivemeany criticismyet, pretend that everything I’ vewrittenistruehereand bemy ally, seeit better, giveme
more evidence, helpmeout.” And of course, reading out loud isan act of believing thetext. How can | read thistext
(thisquestionisespecially useful inreadingahardtext) in suchaway that it makessense? Simply tryingtoget different
studentsin aclassroom to read the text so it makes senseisan act of having toindwell or believe in the text and take
it serioudly.

L ouise Wetherbee Phelps

Thisis my battered copy of Personal Knowledge, and when | was asked to speak here | really had to think
very hard about how Polanyi hasinfluenced my teaching because histhought hascompl etely disappearedintomy tacit
knowledge. | don't think very much about it analytically--1 just useit. | looked in the book and found that the date
| had writteninitwhen | got it was 1976, which | think meansthat it was Sam Watson who introduced meto it at the
seminar wherel first met Sam. 1’ m not aPolanyi scholar, but Polanyi ispart of my personal tacit tradition of seminal
thinkers. | wasfortunate enough to construct recently in my basement some library stacks, and one of those shelves
isreservedfor thepeoplethat | gotothemost often. They’ renot putinany content category. They’ rejust peoplewhose
work | need, oftenwhen |’ mwriting, usually to recover something sodeeply internalizedthat I’ m not surewherel read
it. That'swhere my copy of Personal Knowledgeis. | think Polanyi would approve.

I’m not presently teaching undergraduates and haven’t been for acouple of years because I’ ve been trying
to create awriting program at Syracuse. |’ ve been doing curriculum devel opment, working with othersto design a
four-year sequence of writing courses, and teaching the teachers of the writing program, who went through an abrupt
and difficult transition from what had been to anew program. Thisfall I’ ve been teaching a class of new teaching
assistants and trying to help teachersin the program build a sense of intellectual community.
| looked at our curriculum documents, my own writings about the program, the things we’ ve been doing in what we
call the“writingstudios,” eventhethingswe' rearguing about, and | found | couldtrace Polanyi’ sideasand, evenmore
deeply, hisethics. Even though Polanyi was not directly cited in most of these documents and papers, | often found
that | had cited people who drew on hiswork. Let me give some examples of how heturned up in three of the things
we' ve been doing:
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(1) teaching writing as a skill to undergraduates,
(2) teaching teaching as a skill to graduate students,
(3) building intellectual community in awriting program.

| don’twant to sentimentalize hisinfluence--areal danger intalking about theinfluencesof profoundthinkers
onafieldaseclecticasours--so | will try to point out how using Polanyi’ sideasin each of theseareasentailsproblems.
Polanyi doesnot offer pat answersto these problems, althoughin some casesthey areconflictsor tensionsthat hisown
work dealswith thematically.

(1) Thefirst exampleisthenotion of skill. Thewriting studios are organized around theidea of writing as
atool. Wethink of ourselvesasteaching an activity, asinan art studio. Weneed aconcept of skill; but eachtimeyou
usetheword, everyone objects because they associateit with the debased idea of askill asmechanicsandrules. I've
been arguing that we need to reclaim the notion of skill for writing, and | just finished writing a paper called “When
‘Basic Skills' Are Really Basic and Really Skilled.” (Inthat paper | cited someone else, but when | went back and
looked, infact that person--JeromeBruner--had cited Polanyi.) | decidedtotakehead-onthepolitical pressureat many
universitiesto teach basic skillsand say, “ Sure, weteach basic skillsand here’ swhat that meansand it doesn’t mean
something reductive.” | drew on Bruner’ s Polanyian concept of skill, which connectsto theideaof toolsthat extend
themind. | related language as a personal skill to a set of practices or classroom activities by which it is taught and
learned in use.

Oneof my concernsin the essay washow to talk to new teachers about what we' redoing; we' retrying to get
them to teach inventively and critically from the day they walk in the door. Many are teaching assistantsin masters
programsand are only there ayear or two; we' re asking alot when we have them start by inventing asyllabus asthey
come in. What could | tell them that would help them? | named ten basic “skills,” by which | meant kinds of
instrumental knowledge that we teach, ways of doing thingswith your mind and with language. For each, to makeit
concreteand teachable, | listed specific studio practices--activitieswe engage studentsin that represent the objective
correlate of the skill and that are therefore ways of learning intellectual skills by doing them. From this perspective,
reading and writingandtalk all became skill sbecausethey wereinstrumental to other intell ectual and social purposes.

But here are some of the problemswe discovered in thinking thisway. First, sincewe also thematizein our
studios the idea of critical thought (we call it “reflection”), there’ s a tension between the tacit skill--grammar, for
instance--that you use as an instrument for some other purpose and the emphasis on reflection, trying to make what
is normally tacit focal, trying to become self-conscious about what is highly unspecifiable, in order to gain better
control over it. We are concerned about destructive analysis. When does it become right to move into formal
statements about skillsthat are strongest when they’ releft tacit? Whenisit right to stay with theintuitive? And how
do you get back once you' ve gone out there and made the informal formal, the inarticul ate articulate? How do you
get back to using language like an instrument?

Another problem isthe wholeissue of critical thinking, which isinterpreted by most students and teachers
asthe exercise of doubt. But Polanyi says that the tacit is a-critical and that learning a skill requires submission to
authority (PK 264,53). How compatible is this with teaching critical thinking? There is a conflict in the teachers
betweentheir desiretoteachin aFreirean mode of empowerment, encouraging acritical attitudetoward authority, and
their recognition of students’ need for the authoritative tradition that makestacit learning possible. Polanyi writes,

11



“The society which wantsto preserveafund of personal knowledge must submit to tradition” (PK 53), andin essence
awriting program is asociety that is trying to communicate a teaching tradition.

Evenwhenyou doredefine“skill,” another problemisthat skillsor waysof doing thingsaredevaluedinthe
academy infavor of explicitformalizedknowledge. Andteachers, especially graduate students, constantly leantoward
teaching writing asan object, ascontent. Each one of thewriting studios hasatopic or topics of inquiry, but the point
isnot thetopic but the processof inquiry asskilled activity. Thereisconstant slippagefromteachinginquiry asaskill,
anactivity, toteaching the content being studied asformal knowledge. Thereisongoing debateinthewriting program
about what'’ s studio-like and what’ s not, and somehow it circles around this conflict in values.

Skillsare subject to critique because they don’t haveintrinsic values, but can be put to any use. Thisis the
samecritiquemadeby Plato of ancient rhetoric--that becauseit’ sinstrumental by itsvery nature, rhetoric doesn’t have
content and doesn’t havevalues. E. D. Hirsch makesthe samecriticism of composition for teaching skills, or process,
independent of acultural heritage, amoral content. Another form of the critique flips the first one around and says
that the problemisthat writing skillsareimbued with values. Thisisthe cultura critiquethat says skillsasweteach
themareideol ogical andwearenaiveor dishonest intreating themasinstrumentsfor students’ freely chosen purposes.
Again, there are no easy answers, although Polanyi’ s thought certainly refutes the claim that instrumental kinds of
knowledge (like rhetoric or skills) are necessarily amoral.

(2) The second major area of my work that Polanyi has influenced is teaching new teachersto teach. The
theme of the whole writing program--for teachers as well as students-—-is “reflective practice,” a phrase taken from
Donald Schén’'s Educating the Reflective Practitioner. When I’ m teaching the teachers to teach, all the problems |
just mentionedthat occur with thestudentsoccur again at thelevel of theteachers. Schoncallsthatthe® hall of mirrors,”
awonderful image for that constant repetition or replication of problemsthat the teachers havein the problems that
the students have and vice versa.

Schén draws on Polanyi when he describesteaching as an unspecifiable art best understood by reflectionin
action and by dial ogue between students and teachers. In my class of new TA's, | encountered strong resistance to
the idea that teaching is an unspecifiable art. Like their students, they wanted specification, formalization, rules,
syllabus, structure, and answers. Paradoxically, sometimesthe strongest resi stance comesfrom the same peoplewho
object totalking and reflecting about writing becausethey fear it will destroy their own or thestudents’ ability towrite.
(Many of these TA’s are creative writers.) So there’s aparadox there in their own thinking.

They alsoresist theideathat belief or apprenticeship or submission to authority are necessary to learn how
toteach. They say that thisrelationship to atradition putsthemin an uncritical position. They don’t want to take up
new ideas and try them out, including the broad concepts or tradition of the program they are asked to teach within,
because they are being taught in their graduate classes that doubt is the highest intellectual value. | again have no
answers, but | do want to mention that in desperation | resorted to Peter Elbow’ sessay on systematic doubting and
believing in Embracing Contraries when they didn’t understand or “believe’ the Polanyi | gavethemto read. That
did help some. | also wrote a“correspondence” to them saying, “Please read Donald Schén’s book asif you were
putting on adiving suit. You'reinthewater, and you haveto haveadiving suit on. You can’t goinwithout adiving
suit, although you can change diving suits|ater if you want to; but you’ ve got to put adiving suit on. Pleasejust put
thisone on for alittlewhile.” And that helped alittle, too.
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(3)Polanyi hasinfluenced athird major areaof my work: The creation of intellectual community. We're
trying to create intellectual community among our teachers so that they can create intellectual community among
students. But acommunity hasturned out to beavery difficult thing to forge among disparate peoplewith different
goalsanddifferent reasonsfor beingthere. Teachingthestudioshastobelearned by participating and systematically
believing in aparticular teaching, learning, inquiring community. It requiresradical change, the creation of anew
social architecture: you haveto build atradition together since the old oneis bankrupt and no oneisready to accept
anew framework at face value. Y ou have to inspire commitment.

In this process | found myself often relying on Polanyi’ s concept of conviviality (see PK 217). He used
it primarily to describe the international scientific community and its continuous network of scientists mutually
relying on one ancther for feedback and appraisal, but we are certainly trying to create the same sense of collegial
interdependence locally in our writing program. We want to build a network in which we can depend on both the
criticism and the support of our colleagues, depend on acombination of belief and doubt. Somewayswe' re doing
it include team teaching, collaborativelearning, shared projects of inquiry, anin-house journal, frequent lettersor
“correspondences’ to one another, working paperson curriculum, and coordinating groupswhereteachersmeet to
create their own agendas and talk about teaching.

Finally, | wantto stressthat ascrucia asPolanyi’ sconceptshavebeento my teaching, hisethicshavebeen
even more important. Personal knowledge as he defines it does have amora dimension our discipline needs, an
acknowledgment of the claim of truth onusasinquirers, affirming reality onthe one hand and taking responsibility
for action on the other.

Sam Watson

Long ago | realized two things as ateacher of composition. One, | realized that some of the attitudes that

students exhibit and that | found most frustrating camefrom me. | want themto beinventive, | want themto think
reflectively, and wouldn't it be niceiif | didn’t haveto? The attitudes that are most problematic are ones that they
pick up from us and from the structures within which we and they work. And indeed when the structure or the way
things are said contradict what is said, students go with the tacit message rather than the explicit one. That's
powerfully trueand it’ stheway we operatein theworld and wewould have al been killed off long agoif wedidn’t
dothat. But that was aturning point, an important insight for me.
Another wasrealizing that asateacher of writing, oneof thethings| wanted to dowassurvive. Andthatitwasquite
possibleto teach writing in such away that onewould not survive. Sol quite brashly and from that moment on set
up my courses so that | learned things. | tell students at the outset, “I' m hereto learn some stuff. Andif youlearn
thingstoo, that’sall right with me. But I’'m heretolearn.” Frankly, | don't think it hurts studentsto see ateacher
trying to learn something.

Some activities absorb tremendous energies and some create energies. Polanyi said thisabout intellectual
positions: some destroy energies and some create them. He saw us embroiled in a philosophical world view that
sapped energies, and he articulated an aternate vision which would enable usto create energies.

Since finishing my dissertation (“Michael Polanyi and the Recovery of Rhetoric”) in 1973, | haven't been ableto
get away from Polanyi. Many of my teaching practicesarecolored by Polanyi’ svision. Underlying all my teaching
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isthe desire to help peopl e establish access to the tacit, to what' s beneath, to the subsidiary, to our embodied sense
and knowledge, to our sense of ourselves as persons and as knowing agents. Such access enablesinsight, discovery,
and growth--bothinstitutionally and personally--and my desireto hel p establish such accesstothetacit playsitself out
in my experience in three contexts.

Oneiswriting projects. The National Writing Project may well be our nation’ s most successful program for
the professional development of teachers. It’san embodiment of Polanyi’ sideas although not intentionally founded
onthem. | hear Jim Gray, NWPfounder and director, sayingtimeand again, “ Teachersknow things! TeachersK NOW
things!” Thewriting project isnot adeficit model; it does not assume teachers are empty vesselsto befilled or that
they are misinformed beings to be “fixed.” It is a bottom-up model: it brings teachers together to tap the often
unarticulated knowledgethat they bring fromtheir classroomsand their ownwriting. Teachersgeneratetremendous
energy by accrediting themselves and each other as knowers, tapping into wells of tacit knowledge.

Inthefall of 1987, | brought together 71 teachersfrom the Southeast for two days of professional writing. Out of that
writing project weekend came abook--Writing in Trust: A Tapestry of Teachers' Voices (Southeastern Educational
Improvement Laboratory, 1989)--to which 60 of those teachers contributed. The book tells stories of educational
transformations in themselves, their students, their schools, and their communities. Something about both the
informality and theintentionality of the setting enabled them to write, even though they kept asking me, “ Sam, what
doyouwant ustowrite? How do youwant ustowriteit?’ Soundfamiliar? | kept saying to them, “We have met our
audience, anditisus.” Wediscovered wehad thingstowritewhenweheard oursel ves speak with each other; wewere
able to articulate to ourselves and make accessible to othersinsights and questions we hadn’t known we had. Real
strength and energy isgiveninthat kind of informal, yet intentional andintensivecollaboration. | canunderstand what
I’'m saying when | talk with someone | trust. | cometo hear it sometimesfor thefirst time.

Thesecond contextinwhich| try tofoster aPolanyian appreciation of thetacit istheuniversity, the placewherel work,
UNC Charlotte. Isthe university asafe place for writing? Ismine? Isyours? For thewriting of our colleagues, for
ourselves, for our students? Too often students and faculty are afraid to write, and little wonder. Writingisgrist for
evaluation rather than response; abstracted critical standardsareimagined which perhapsnotext measuresuptointhe
end and which, moreimportantly, thwart promising beginnings. One of our UNC Charl otte philosopherssumsup the
shift in orientation we' re working for: “we are giving ourselves permission to begin beforewe arefinished.” | want
to see the university become aplacethat’s safe for writing. And | think that’ [l mean a place that’s safe for learning,
too.

Four years ago, our university began requiring two “writing-intensive” courses for graduation; providing
these courses is now a formally articulated goal for UNCC. But whether, and how, this goal is reached will be
determined largely by the kinds of informal talk among faculty that goes on behind closed office doors, in lounges,
and over beer. We'retrying to help our university become aplace whereinformal talk and contact feedsinto, rather
than contradicts, achievement of the formalized, publicly articulated goals of the institution.

Tothat endwe veheldten 3-day faculty writing retreatssofar fromwhich somefaculty havereturned saying,
“Thishas changed my lifeand I’ ve begun to writefor thefirst timeever.” We've had occasional faculty seminarsby
guest consultants such as Nancy Martin, Paul Ricoeur, Louise Phelps, Janet Emig, and Peter Elbow. We've had
semester-length faculty writing groups. In 1989 webegan astudent writing contest, offeringanawardfor thebest essay
about a student’ swriting experiences. We will publish this set of essays annually for distribution to faculty so they
can learn from students’ experiences with writing. We have also published What' s Happening with Writing at UNC
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Charlotte?, a booklet in which professors describe how they incorporate writing into their courses. All of these
deliberately unobtrusiveeffortsaim, first, to shift theclimateof institutional opinionabout student writing andtherole
it can play in instruction and, second, to enable professorsto seek each other out as resources, tapping a knowledge
we too seldom realize we have.

And finally, what kinds of influence does Polanyi have on me in the third context | want to talk about--my writing
courses? |'vealready confessed that | want to survive those coursesand I’ ve set them up so | can learn within them.
Twothingsl traceback to Polanyi aremy concernwithwriting-to-learn and my practiceof exchanging personal letters
with students about each submitted paper.

My studentscometo mea most never having usedtheir writing (or never having been awarethat they areusing
their writing) to extend their understanding. Thereisnoway | can preachtheminto that orientation. Believeme, I’ve
tried. Didn't work. But | wanted them to experience that, so onething | do, beginning at the middle of term, isask
them to shift the nature of their daily journal so that from then on they’ re doing afew minutes of writing every day to
extend their understanding of the materialsin some other course. Frequently they are surprised by what comes out of
that writing-to- learn, surprised inwaysthat | can’t predict and that | can never insist on ahead of time. But realizing
how writing can hel p them think, remember, and understand, how writing can lead to discovery, how writing can be
useful to thewriter, always contributes to their growth aswriters.

Sincel believethey needto reflect on thewriting they’ re doing, all responsesin my classestake the form of
correspondencebetweenthestudent and me. A paper isalwaysaccompaniedby a“ Dear Samletter” --Dear Sam, here's
how | went about writing it, here’ swhat | seegoing oninit. The student isn’t expected to be self-critical but to pose
guestionsand suggest what the heart of the paper isand especially to remark on any surprisesthat cameinthewriting.
My responseisa“Dear Janeletter,” aletter back to that student. Atthevery least it givesthe advantage, which seems
to me a necessary thing for writing, of writing to somebody, of having areal audience out there.
Sometimesit’shard to convince studentsthat | am that, that | want to be areal audienceand these arereal letters. But
| started doing it from utterly selfish motives, just becauseit’ s so deadly to write comments on student papersandit’s
somuchmorefuntowriteletters. My aimisthat wewill carry on asemester-length conversation, inwriting, centered
on that student’ swriting.

Our letter exchanges model some easily forgotten truths about writing--that it existsin asocial context and
thatitisaddressed to someone(s). Intheletters, weareattendingfromwhat’ sbeneath, articul ating someof thecontexts,
constraints, processes, and potentialsthat never get completely articulated in afinal text. Thus one freshman writes
me:

| really don’t plan what I’m going to say. Somehow my stories are better when | do this. Do you
understand what | mean? It’s sort of like freewriting a paper. Do you think thisis an acceptable
method?

Without thisstudent’ sl etter, thefine question she poseswoul d not be accessibleto meor perhapsevento her.
And Polanyi helpsmesay to her that sheisonto something important about writing: the spontaneity and discovery she
describes are necessary dynamics for any writing which might make a difference.

An older student, Perri Sherrill, wrote the following as part of an end-of-course reflection on her work:
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Just four months ago | thought there was one way to write: theright way. | used aformula, got good
grades, and didn’t get much of anything out of thewriting | did for school assignments. In the past
threemonthsthat hasall changed. I’ vebeentryingtofigureout at exactly what point thisgreat change
in my attitude took place. It was starting to emerge at midterm. | can see that when | reread my
coursebook letter to you. Think of that--1 can see something in retrospect. . . .

| really think that theassignment of revising apaper iswhat opened my eyestowhat canhappenwith
anideaor one piece or product. | said beforethat I’d never revised afinished paper in my entire
life. 1 dwaysdid my revisionswithin the paragraph. | would not go on to the next until each one
wasperfectin my eyes. Theform and thewordsmay havebeen“right,” but | wasalwaysfrustrated
withtheformality of my writing, and | am surethat the content showed how narrow my focusalways
was. | would never change direction from the three points | had mentioned in my introductory
paragraph. Inthefirst letter | wrotetoyou, | saidthat | didn’t feel like | could ever really freewrite.
| am still practicing that skill, but | see what you were talking about when you replied that ideally
writing has to be acombination of structure and free- writing. If | start with freewriting about my
ideasin general, then | have an abundance of material to choosefromwhen | start writing the actual
piece.

[Inmy writing for thissemester] | find glimpsesof my personality, |earning styles, and phil osophies
laid out in an amazing amount of order. | usetheword “amazing” because | wasgenuinely amazed
at how organized thisdig ointed seriesof thoughtsandwriting samplesappearsinmy journal entries
and inthewriting assignmentswith the accompanying letters. What pullsit together for mearethe
composing observationsand letters. [Inan education course,] | just finished writing aunit plan, and
| wrote my way into understanding what | wanted the unit to do. When | think about it, | wouldn’t
have considered aunit plan “real” writing before now. What's even more amazing isthe fact this
unit is one of the best pieces of work I’ve ever turned in. (No, | haven't gotten the professor’s
response yet, but I’'m sure he must feel the same way--we students know these things.)

| don’t know that Michael Polanyi’ s namewas ever mentioned in Perri’ sclass. But her reflection standsas
an accurate gloss on histhought. In retrospect she sees order which was not apparent at the time; what reveals and
indeed constitutes that order are her reflections, the actions of her own mind at work, matters which usualy lie,
properly, beneath focal attention.

Polanyi helped melearntheimportance of attending from what’ sbeneath. Inwriting projects, | seethat kind
of attending energizing teachersand transforming classrooms. Inmy own university, | seeit crucially complementing
theinstitution’ svisible structuresand announced goals. Andin my writing classes, Polanyi’ sthought encouragesme
to become alearner with my studentswhilethey articul ate some of what lies beneath their finished textsand begin to
use writing to extend their understanding and make discoveries of their own.
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Janet Emig

Intoevery act of knowing thereentersapassi onate contribution of the personknowingwhat isbeing
known. (PK xiv)

What isthis nonsense? A person? personal ? passion? commitment? | mean, do we really want this? We
want commitment to what? Do we want commitment to learning, generically? Do we want commitment to the
assignment? Tousasaninstructor? Tothecurriculum? To the department? To atheory? | mean, isit possiblewe
might even want commitment to the student’ s own mind?

Here's Polanyi talking about belief:

| believethat thefunction of philosophicreflection consistsinbringingtolight, and affirmingasmy
own, the beliefsimplied in such of my thoughts and practicesas | believe to bevalid; that | must
aim at discovering what | truly believe in and at formulating the convictions which | find myself
holding; that | must conquer my self-doubt, so as to retain a firm hold on this programme of
self-identification. (PK 267)

WEell, how dowefindthat asaprogram, perhapsasadirective, to oursel vesasteachersof reading and writing?
Dowebelieveit for ourselves? Isit possiblethat we even believeit for our students? Their own program? Divorced
from our agenda? Divorced from our directives? Divorced from our assignments?

What an unfashionablefigure Polanyi isinthisassemblage, an MLA Convention. What anunchic groupwe
are, those of usin thisroom. And all of usin such aproblematic field. And such reactionary concepts. What draws
us? What draws all these anachronisms together? What does Polanyi believe?

He believesin belief. He believes in the intellectual necessity of belief. As others have pointed out, he
believesthat we know more than we cantell. Hebelievesin connoisseurship. He believesthat passion isanecessity
for learning, that we can't learn unlesswe' re passionate. He espouses conviviality and arguesthat knowingissocial,
friendly, not confrontational. He' scomfortablewith paradox, withtension, that neither movesinto simple-mindedness
nor into some kind of fascism.

Connoisseurship is one of the major conceptsin Chapters 4 and 5 of Personal Knowledge. What isit, first
of al, asPolanyi talksabout it?--aprof ound, unspecifiabl eexpertisegained by |ong experienceandintel ligent striving
whileimmersed in aparticular discipline. | hopeweliketo think of ourselvesasactual or potential connoisseurs, but
are we comfortable with thinking about ourselves as possible models? That means that we as teachers are not only
giversof assignments, we arewriters. And what do we do in colleges and universities where we receive thirty-page
memos telling usthat writing does not exist? And what do we do when those of usin writing research say, as Lucy
Calkinshasbeen saying lately, that teachers of writing to young children do not need towrite? I’ m making somekind
of equation herebetween being aconnoi sseur and beingamodel . Writingteacherswhodon’ t writethemselvesperhaps
contributeto thefact that much teaching of writingisamost asystematic reversal of what, in Polanyi’ sterms, should
be focal and what should be subsidiary. We focus on the hammer, considering itsweight and heft, and don’t notice
all these students who are smashing their thumbs.
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Polanyi makes another point | find enchanting--to have a problem isto have made a discovery. Not just to solvea
problem, to have a problem.

To see a problem is a definite addition to knowledge, as much as it isto see atree, or to see a
mathematical proof--or ajoke. Itisasurmisewhich canbetrue or false, depending on whether the
hidden possihilities of which it assumes the existence do actually exist or not. To recognise a
problem which can be solved and isworth solving isin fact adiscovery initsownright. (PK 120)

In some of therecent work on developmental psychol ogy among adolescents, there’ sastage above problem
solving--the stage of problem creation. I1t’ smoreinteresting, it smore complex, it' sprobably far more sophisticated.
Finally, Polanyi happensto believein the ethical dimensions of what we do--of reading and writing, of dealing with
students, of attempting to create communities. With Teilhard de Chardin, he believesin the existence of anoosphere:

Hereisthepoint at whichthetheory of evolutionfinally burststhroughtheboundsof natural science
and becomesentirely an affirmation of man’ sultimateaims. For the emergent noosphereiswholly
determined asthat whichwebelievetobetrueandright; itistheexternal poleof our commitments,
the service of whichis our freedom. (PK 404)

| love uttering these old-fashioned words. Polanyi goesonto defineafree society as*“afellowship fostering
truth and respecting theright.” And then he endswith this sentence, which should give usall comfort: “It comprises
everything in which we may be totally mistaken” (PK 404).
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