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Freed, Richard C., and Glenn J. Broadhead.  “Discourse Communities, Sacred Texts, and Institutional Norms.”  College Composition and Communication 38.2 (1987): 154-165.
· Abstract:

In this article, Freed and Broadhead reflect the modern-day terminology of composition, focusing their discussion on discourse communities.  They begin by posing questions about how students in freshman English can learn about discourse communities, and also about the problems inherent in following “sacred texts” slavishly.  They discuss two companies, which they call “Alpha” and “Omega,” engaged in business ventures that are similar, and their own internal discourse communities.  In both of these companies, employees learn quickly to rely on training manuals and existing documents, which become “sacred” to them because they are important models of behavior within the existing community.  The authors end by returning to freshman English class, and suggest that students should learn valuable lessons here about outside discourse communities by being exposed to ethnography.  Only then can they think about preparing themselves for adapting to different communities.  The norms we show are students fall into 1 of 4 categories: cultural, institutional, generic, and situational.
· Quotes:

“Only recently have compositional studies began to investigate communities of writers and readers, though the terminology seems to be changing, to ‘discourse communities’ in order to signal the focus on the written rather than the spoken.”
“…the profession recognizes discourse communities both within and outside of the academy and that the communities themselves variously condition the writing act in ways worth examining.”

“…both overtly and tacitly, these communities establish paradigms that discoursers adhere to, or, often at their risk, depart from… The paradigms reign like prelates and governments reign; they set an agenda and attempt to guarantee its meaning, often rewarding those who do and discouraging those who don’t.  They legislate conduct and behavior, establishing the eminently kosher as well as the unseemly and untoward.”

“To understand these norms, students could take an ethnographic perspective exploring and describing the various ‘cultures’ or communities they inhabit.”

· Questions:

1. What kinds of “sacred texts” do we use in our classes, besides the MLA Handbook?  For instance, in technical writing, John Lannon has been a respected guru for many years.  What are the benefits/drawbacks of looking at a text as “sacred”?

2. How can we help students at the 300 level really understand the norms of the communities they will be entering in accounting, business, etc.?  Should we think more about inviting speakers from industry into our classes?  What other things could we be doing?

3. Freed and Broadhead seem to be using the term “sacred” ironically here.  Can we go too far in teaching students devotion to particular texts?  What texts are sacred to you as English teachers?

