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Celebrating our Discipline: On the 
Occasion of WPA’s 40th Anniversary

Lori Ostergaard, Jim Nugent, and Jacob Babb

[Archives] are the basis for and validation of the stories we tell our-
selves, the story-telling narratives that give cohesion and meaning 
to individuals, groups, and societies.

—Joan M� Schwartz and Terry Cook,  
“Archives, Records, and Power” (2)

The editors determined to use the newly rigorous journal not 
merely to keep in touch with other administrators, but to define 
and improve an area of composition that was coming to be 
extremely important.

—Robert J� Connors,  
“Journals in Composition” (360)

What does it mean to see, for a moment, CWPA or WPA as a 
middle-aged entity, and to open, through that metaphor, a consid-
eration of the vitality, viability, pace, precaution, maturity, regret, 
vision, and second chances that come with middle age?

—Stephanie Roach,  
“Tools of the Trade” (17)

Compared to other academic organizations and their journals—MLA and 
PMLA, NCTE and College English, CCCC and CCC—CWPA and WPA 
maintain, even in their 40s, the lovely blush of youth (witness this issue’s 
red cover!)� Today WPAs are more confident in the ways we address the 
world of academe, more assured of our value to the university, more knowl-
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edgeable about the types of research that can support our programs, and 
better prepared to fight for our colleagues and our students than we were 
when this journal was still in its infancy� We have matured as a discipline, 
but that maturity has not led to complacency: as we approach middle age, 
we do not take our disciplinary accomplishments for granted� And so, in 
celebration of this journal’s fourth decade, we pause to offer up this collec-
tion of historical works documenting both our journal’s youthful dalliances 
and its inevitable and righteous coming of age�

The contributors to this anniversary issue provide us with new insights 
into our past, offer up reflections from the scholars and editors who have 
shaped this journal over the past four decades, and draw our attention to 
areas for future work and research� When we called for contributions to this 
special issue, we were overwhelmed by the responses both from the new-
est members of our disciplinary community and from scholars who have 
been with this organization since its earliest years� Given the sheer number 
of articles selected for inclusion, we will forego our tradition of summariz-
ing the issue’s contents piece by piece� In this issue most broadly, however, 
readers will find interviews with WPA contributors and editors, as well as 
works documenting the journal’s historical engagement with disciplinary 
activities, including assessment and GTA training� Our contributors have 
provided opportunities for us to acknowledge this journal’s longstanding 
investment in confronting our labor practices; engaging with issues of race, 
gender, and ability/disability; and interrogating our disciplinary assump-
tions� We hope readers will see these pieces as invitations to delve deeper 
into the journal’s archives, and as roadmaps to help guide the way�

Woven through a number of these works are references to WPA’s found-
ing editor, Kenneth Bruffee, including a review of his editorial legacy writ-
ten by Melissa Ianetta� While we were working on this special issue, we 
were saddened to learn of Bruffee’s passing� His editorship established the 
journal as an important instrument in the knowledge-building efforts of 
WPAs� We would like to think that our editorial predecessor would be 
pleased by the historical reflections found in this issue� 

A number of our authors also mention the journal’s original red cover� 
Doug Hesse has contributed a story about the red cover’s symbolic connec-
tion to the Works Progress Administration and the history of organized 
labor in the United States, a legacy of activism that we believe is worth 
commemorating� As we revive the red cover for this one special issue to 
honor the journal’s origins, we find it a happy coincidence that the tradi-
tional gift for the 40th anniversary is the ruby�
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