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ABSTRACT
AN INVESTIGATION OF FIRST-TIME UNIVERSITY

ENGLISH DEPARTMENT TEACHING ASSISTANTS:
CONSIDERATIONS FOR TRAINING PROGRAMS

By

Janet E. Samuelson

This study investigates teaching assistants in American univer-
sity English departments: the origins and history of teaching assist-
ants and the major issues in training programs for them. I also con-
ducted a survey of first-time teaching assistants at five universities
in an attempt to learn more about their backgrounds, their understand-
ing of and attitudes toward writing theory, and their knowledge of
writing pedagogy. Finally, I discussed the profile that emerged of
the teaching assistants in context with the major recommendations for
training programs posited by such theorists as Donald Murray, Janet
Emig, Wallace Douglas, Donald Nemanich, and Richard Gebhardt.

The survey revealed that the prospective teaching assistants had
extensive experiential backgrounds in writing, but their educational
backgrounds in writing were considerably weaker. While they reported
having had little knowledge of specific theorists and theories in
writing and pedagogy, they more closely aligned themselves with the
recent "process-oriented" approach to writing and its teaching than
with the "prescriptive' orientation--perhaps reflecting their experi-

ence as writers which they bring to their newfound role as teachers.



Janet E. Samuelson

From the information reported by the teaching assistants and the
major concerns discussed by the theorists, training programs are an
essential feature of preparing graduate students to teach college-level
writing courses, especially given the concentration of literature in
undergraduate English majors' curricula. Furthermore, comprehensive
and sustained training programs are needed because they offer prospec-
tive college teachers the only training they might receive before
entering the field as professionals. While training programs provide
soon—-to-be teachers an opportunity to explore a rich and complex field,
they are nonetheless flawed because of the short period of time given
to them. In addition, they cannot guarantee effective teaching nor
dictate attitudes toward writing, theory, and pedagogy. Their impor-
tance is, however, not diminished because in training programs, under-
graduates' improved writing is, ultimately, at stake, and that improve-

ment begins with effective college writing teachers.
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Introduction

"A Lyf so short, a craft so long to lerne."

-=Chaucer

The academic community has long questioned the predominant train-
ing its graduate students should have: inherent to the problem is the
extent to which graduate school should emphasize the making of scholars
or the making of teachers. In her chapter on the preparation of col-

lege teachers in Challenges to Graduate Schools, Ann M. Heiss examines

the rationale behind the dichotomy between scholarship and teaching:

Those who plan doctoral programs are faced with the
dilemma of whether to educate scholar-teachers,
teacher-scholars, or both. Usually they start with
the basic question: is any distinction necessary or
desirable at this level? Until quite recently most
planners rejected . . . [the] contention that 'to
discover and to teach are distinct functions and dis-
tinct gifts rarely found in the same person' in favor
of . . . [the] view that research informs teaching.
In either case, most graduate faculties have operated
on the assumption that the process of becoming a re-
searcher requires rigorous exposure to theory and
practice but the art and skill of teaching 'comes
naturally'--or develops gratuitously when she is
educated for research. Thus, the emphasis in most
Ph.D. programs has been heavily weighted in favor of
preparing students to discover knowledge, and only
incidentally if at all on how to impart to others

the nature and value of that knowledge. . . .
Graduate faculties, who are responsible for the edu-
cation of future college teachers, are generally dis-
posed to hold the opinion that an intelligent, 1lib-
erally educated individual who has achieved masteryl
of subject matter is thereby qualified to teach it.

As yet an unresolved issue, Dennis L. Stockdale and Zachary S.
Wochok in 1977 point to graduate programs' concentration on and success

in promoting the training of researchers, much to the neglect of



training prospective college teachers. In "Why Not Train College
Teachers to Teach?" they write, "Recent studies show that universities
generally are credited with doing a good job in training graduate stu-
dents in research, but it is difficult to find someone who will assert
that universities are doing a good job in the training and preparation
of teachers. Indeed, the American college teacher is the only high
level professional person who enters his career with little or no prac-
tice and experience in using the tools of his profession."2

While Stockdale, Wochok, and Heiss in the 1970s address them-
selves to the university community as a whole, critics specializing in
the English curriculum began in the early 1960s to focus their atten-
gion on similar matters and have likewise explored the consequences of
the dilemma as it pertains to the college teaching of writing. In his

1963 Themes, Theories, and Therapy: The Teaching of Writing in College,

for example, Albert R. Kitzhaber maintains that the undergraduate and
graduate English majors' coursework is "almost entirely literary,"3
the result being that '"the young teacher of freshman English is 11l1-
prepared for the job he is asked to do. . . .4 Almost twenty years
since Kitzhaber's observation, other critics continue to note the same
problem when they describe the Bachelor's, Master's, and Doctoral
English preparation in literature as "largely unsuited to the realistic
career needs of the students enrolled in them.5 Hence, the problem
that Kitzhaber described remains a problem in the 1980s, and English
departments are not exempt from the "scholar-teacher" controversy
noted twenty years earlier.

Indeed, the study of literature has been the charge of, and has

consequently preoccupied, university English departments since Harvard



College instituted a literature-based curriculum in the third quarter
of the nineteenth century. Therefore, while skilled in literature and
literary criticism, first-time teachers of college writing courses may
not have had the equivalent training in writing, writing theory, and
pedagogy to what they have had in the more traditional English curricu-
lum. It is assumed, for instance, that teachers of literature are well
skilled in reading and analyzing the genres, and are aware of the prob-
lems one encounters when approaching a text. After all, the education
that afforded them their jobs supposed, if not dictated, their famil-
iarity with such knowledge. If teachers of writing, however, have not
had educational backgrounds and training in writing as they have had in
literature, they may not be thoroughly prepared to teach writing as
well as they might teach literature.

Robert M. Gorrell also has addressed English departments' priori-
ties and the resulting problems caused by them. In "Freshman Composi-
tion," in The College Teaching of English, he points to the belief that

"anyone can teach English . . . since he can speak and write it"6 as

widespread and misleading, if not fallacious. Gorrell supports the no-
tion that first-time teachers of college writing courses may not have
had the experience with the types of writing required of their students
and with sorting through the maze of research concerning writing theory
and pedagdgy. Therein lies the problem for the new teachers, for the
directors of writing programs who supervise the departments' writing
courses, and ultimately for the students enrolled in the writing

courses.



Whether to shift, then, from training scholars to training teach-
ers becomes a vital issue in English departments. New teaching assist-
ants' knowledge of writing, writing theory, and the teaching of writing
is especially significant when one considers the role of these people
inside and outside of the academic community. Teaching assistants and
new faculty, the two groups who comprise the majority of first-time
college writing teachers, are responsible for the instruction of stu-
dents in the introductory writing courses offered by university English
departments. Kitzhaber notes that "although there are exceptions, espe-
cially in smaller colleges, the freshman course is most commonly as-
signed to graduate students who teach part-time while working toward
an advanced degree and to junior faculty newly out of graduate school."7
Apparently, little has changed since Kitzhaber made that observation.
The University of Iowa, for instance, staffs its freshman rhetoric
program with some one hundred twenty teaching assistants;8 at Michigan
State University, the majority of the English department's sophomore-
level writing workshop is taught by teaching assistants. The situa-
tion seems to be similar at other universities with the exception of
some schools (such as the University of Vermont) which recently have
required all full-time faculty to teach a writing course at least
once a year. Furthermore, teaching assistants teach not only the
first, but frequently the last and only formal writing course in which
undergraduates enroll. For many students, then, freshman writing
taught by first-time teachers becomes a first and last chance meeting
with writing instruction during their undergraduate (and sometimes

graduate) degrees. As Gorrell maintains, "From several points of view,



freshman English is the most important work of the English department.
It affects more students and occupies more teachers than any other.
For many students it is the only college level experience with language
or literature. It is, by reputation, at least, basic to success in
other disciplines."9
Gorrell's last point brings up yet another reason to look closely
at the importance of first-time writing teachers' responsibilities to
the department and university community. A resurgence of the call for
students to receive more and better training in writing is currently
being heard at all levels in the schools. The media, as well as
academia itself, have turned their attention to what is happening——or
not happening--in the writing classroom. Writing classes are now the
target for close scrutiny, and the teachers' ability, training, and
acumen are included in the investigation. One only needs to peruse
any of the weekly magazines (starting in recent times with Newsweek's
December 7, 1976 article entitled "Why Johnny Can't Write") or survey
the reports on radio and television newscasts to hear that students
are making films, engaging in rap sessions, and doing anything but
learning the fundamentals and writing in the writing classroom. Cur-
rently, one hears of school systems being sued by students and parents
for graduating illiterates, and of teachers being unable to pass even
the most rudimentary tests in writing and mathematics. Disregarding
the truthfulness of such claims, the point still holds: teachers of
writing are under investigation, if not attack, concerning their abil-
ity to teach America's youth, and as members of the profession, first-
time teachers of writing at the college level are not exempt from such

matters. From this attention to writing--or at least to its teaching—-



one can deduce that the ability to write well is still seen, as

Gorrell notes in 1965, as the foundation for achievement in academia

as well as outside the university community. Evan a Gallup poll taken

in the late 1970s reported that despite the poor reputation English has

as a subject matter, 1500 respondents maintained that English is the

first on a 1list of school subjects they found "most useful in later

life."lO
Since the turn of the century, too, those in the lower levels of

education have considered colleges and universities leaders in what is

taught and the way it is taught--and for an understandable reason: a

desire to best prepare students for what they eventually will have to

know in order to succeed in college. In The ABC's of Literacy,

Stephen N. Judy suggests, not without irony, that in the primary grades,
teachers look to junior high school as the model to follow, and junior
high school teachers look to the curricula of high schools, and the
pattern continues.ll College-level writing and its teaching, then,
become an example or the victim of a ripple effect or reverberation
in academia. In other words, the impact of college writing courses
may be felt well beyond its intended audience.

Finally, an examination of first-time college writing teachers'
knowledge of writing, writing theory, and pedagogy is significant
when one considers the importance of writing they will be instilling
in their students. As many theorists have noted, among them James

Britton, language, and more particularly writing, is a way of "

sym-
bolizing what is in the universe"12 and serves as an "organizing prin-
ciple in our accumulated picture of the experienced world."13 Writing

can help to make us fully cognizant of the world in which we live and



the experiences which shape our lives. Both a skill and a craft, it
has the ability to unite our real and imagined lives; it‘can help to
bridge our conscious and unconscious worlds. As such, any inquiry into
writing and its teaching, expecially in light of the reborn or, more
accurately, ongoing attention now being paid to the "literacy" crisis,
should be of interest to educators at all levels in the schools, in-
cluding those in disciplines other than English.

Indeed, the role of teaching assistants has, and continues to be,
important. Unfortunately and ironically, as Stockdale and Wochok state,
"It appears that most institutions see the teaching assistant as pri-
marily a means of providing undergraduate instruction and giving finan-
cial support for graduate students, not as a means of explicit training
of future college teachers."14 And while teaching assistants are in-
volved in training others to write, their own training as teachers is

no less important: "

. . . the experience of the majority of these
future college teachers as teaching assistants is the sole opportunity
they will have to learn how to teach."15 Thus, any inquiry into teach-
ing assistants and training programs for them involves both their stu-
dents' and their own training.

Despite the inherent difficulties that face first—-time writing
teachers and despite the tremendous responsibility laid before them,
they do have several strengths and advantages which make them excel-
lent candidates for such a first teaching assignment. Many are stu-
dents themselves or are close enough to their days as students to be
acutely aware of the demands placed o; undergraduates; their natural

affinity toward their students can help them to relate to the problems

and frustrations that student writers often experience.



In discussing teaching assistants as teachers of college writing
courses, Dudley Bailey also cites other qualities peculiar to first-

time writing teachers in his remarks on a panel at the Conference on

College Composition and Communication:

"As yet unsophisticated to the

point that they know the general professional contempt for freshman

English, as yet unbelieving that knowledge is worthy of their attention,

as yet unpersuaded of the division of form and content which often

drains the vitality from the instruction of older colleagues—--they

[teaching assistants] come to their task with enthusiasm and faith;

and they often see and readily admit

something of the proper vastness and

student thinking."l6

Or, as Kathryn
twenty-five years later, ". . . what
in rank and experience, the teaching
enthusiasm."17

First-time teachers of college

as pertinent to their instruction
excitement of student life and

Zabelle Derounian points out over
the assistant professor possesses

assistant can match in time and

writing courses, then, are worthy

of investigation for the backgrounds, responsibilities, and skills

they bring to their jobs.

To illuminate the nature of first~time

teachers of college writing courses and the training for their posi-

tions, this study examines three principal areas:

teaching assistants in universities,
English departments; the development
tive college teachers, with specific
teachers; and first-hand information
teachers regarding their educational
their understanding of and attitudes

knowledge of writing pedagogy.

the history of
with special attention paid to

of training programs for prospec-
attention again paid to English
from first-time college writing
and experiential backgrounds,

toward writing theory, and their

To learn about the range of their



backgrounds, I surveyed a group of first-time teaching assistants on
the undergraduate and graduate courses they took in writing, their pub-
lications, their familiarity with the journals and in the memberships
they held in organizations devoted to writing and its teaching, the
conferences they attended where writing and teaching were central fo-
cuses, and their perceptions of themselves as writers. To learn about
their understanding of and attitudes toward writing theory, I asked the
teachers about their ideas concerning the qualities which contribute
to effective non-fiction prose writing and the processes involved in
producing effective writing. I also asked about their beliefs concern-
ing the activities by which one best learns and teaches writing. Fi-
nally, to learn about their knowledge of pedagogy, I asked them about
the extent of their knowledge concerning major theories and theorists
in the teaching of writing, the activities in which they would have
their students participate in a writing class, and their anticipations
as prospective college writing teachers. From these areas of inquiry,
the following question is under investigation: what can be learned
for training programs about first-time teachers' backgrounds as writers,
their attitudes toward writing theory, and knowledge of writing peda-
gogy? In essence, what kind of profile might be drawn of first-time
college writing teachers, and what are the implications for preparatory
programs that might help them, and consequently their students, in
their new role of writing teacher?

Any inquiry into first-time teachers of college writing courses
and training programs for them points not only to the success or fail-

ure of the new college teachers, but the knowledge undergraduates
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acquire and the improvement they make in the course of their studies.

At stake, too, is a new breed of college teachers becoming the superior,
the poor, or the legions of mediocre teachers for their students——in
short, the bearers of the tradition. Combining the stakes of both new
teachers and students, Joyce Carroll emphasizes the ongoing need to
attend to the writing teacher when she states that '"what is necessary
for writing to improve . . . is a change to occur deep within the
writing classroom. And this change must focus first on our greatest

resource—the teacher."18
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Chapter I

Historical Reviews

The Origins of Teaching Assistantships
in American Universities

In order to understand contemporéry teaching assistants and their
role in academia, it is helpful to explore the origins of teaching
assistants in universities, their growing responsibilities and func-
tions in the department, and the degree and kinds of attention given
to their training. In marked contrast to the concern given to the
training of secondary English teachers, the history and function of
university teaching assistants and training programs are not as easy
to ascertain. While the formation of the National Council of Teachers

of English in 1911 and the publication of The English Journal in the

following year attested to secondary English teachers' interest in
and commitment to the need to examine the ways in which the teaching
of English could be improved, other conferences and publications of
conference proceedings continued the discussion, among them the

National Joint Committee on English's Reorganization of English in

Secondary Schools in 1917, An Experience Curriculum in English in

1935, and A Correlated Curriculum in 1936. While these documents

focused mainly on the secondary schools' English curricula and teach-
ing methods, the training of high school teachers was not ignored;
Alfred H. Grommon's "A History of the Preparation of Teachers of

English" describes the training of secondary school teachers during

13
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the early part of the twentieth century. Only letters, records, arti-
cles by major American university professors and presidents, and the
annals on the development of the American college and university pro-
vide information about teaching assistants. Complicating the unearth-
ing of the history of teaching assistants, too, is that little, if any
attention is directly given to teaching assistants (even the origins
and use of the term "teaching assistant" are unclear); rather they are
most frequently discussed in context of the awarding of fellowships
and scholarships, and rarely in the context of their developing role
in the academic community.

As early as the beginning of the eighteenth century, colleges
used tutors who might be considered the first graduate teaching assist-

ants as we conceive of them today. In Frederick Rudolph's The American

College and University, tutors are described as "just out of college,

perhaps with nothing else to do, unlikely to make a career of teaching
but conceivably so, probably interested in earning a few dollars
shortly before going on to theological school or definitely committing
himself to a career. The tutor was a cheap labor device."1 Not un-
like what some teaching assistants now do almost 250 years later, the
position provided them with a rest stop to contemplate and decide on
their career and/or to build their funds before continuing their edu-
cation.

When schools first instituted the tutorship, a marked distinction
was made between professors and tutors; professors "taught a subject"
(such as an area of specialization), and tutors "taught a class" (such

as the graduating class of a school or taking a class through
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different subject areas in the curriculum). In other words, the tutors'
responsibilities were more general than those of professors'. In de-
scribing their teaching responsibilities, Rudolph reports that the tutor
"would have taught . . . both in subjects for which the college had no
professors and in elementary studies for which the college did have
professors."2 By filling the vacant areas of the college curriculum

and being responsible for its beginning or introductory courses, tutors
became an invaluable part of the academic system.

While the use of tutors benefited the colleges financially as'
well as educationally, the students for whom they were responsible
thought otherwise. Iq fact, "tutors seldom lasted long enough to be-
come experienced at anything but dodging stones thrown through their
windows or bottles thrown at their dormitory doors by inappreciative

3 Harvard College was the first school that attempted to

students."
remedy the problem of ridicule and disdain for tutors in 1767 when it
gave tutors a subject to teach; in other words, the tutors' teaching
responsibilities more closely matched those of professors' than before
when they taught in areas in which they were or were not necessarily
fluent. Thus, tutors were brought into the profession as scholars

and instructors whose sights were on professorships whereas before,
and at other schools, tutors filled in for unstaffed courses and did
not necessarily wish to pursue teaching as a career. The shift in
function and responsibility between the first tutors and those who
came decades later or who taught at schools other than Harvard College

is described this way: '"The old tutor was in no sense an organization

man--he was merely passing through. When he changed into an instructor,
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however, and was invited to join in a competitive race for rank, he
found the college had become a bureaucracy . . . he was working his
way up a ladder. One day he might be a professor."4

Even with this change of status, however, tutors were still not
conceived of as junior faculty members or even as apprentices; rather
they were occupying the lowest rung of the academic hierarchy, "a
young man who had given up his rights as a student to become a lackey,
a spy."5 While disliked by their students (as evidenced by their being
the recipients of thrown bottles and stones), they were an economic
necessity to the survival of the colleges; while they might eventually
work their way up to a professorship, they received no help or encour-
agement in doing so. Hence, tutors might best be viewed as the bastard
children of academia, yet children that the system was not willing to
give up. Rudolph sums up the tutor's situation by writing that
"Generally despised by students, exploited or ignored by professors,
he was perhaps an answer to inadequate collegiate financial resources.
But even so, always allowing for those cherished exceptions, he was
one reason that the American college presented such a dreary picture

to its critics."6

In The Development of Harvard University Since the Inauguration

of President Eliot, 1869-1929, Samuel Eliot Morison provides further

information on the later role and function of the tutor in the univer-
sity community when he describes the tutor as occupying until 1914
"the lowest grade of instructor. He might hear recitations on a set
book, or even lecture; tutoring he never did."7 After 1914, however,

. the office was revived for its original function of helping



17

individual students, and for the immediate purpose of preparing them
for the new General Examination at the end of the Senior year."8

Along with the inception of tutorships came the need for fellow-
ships or scholarships--financial inducement for graduate students to
continue their education, populate graduate programs, and serve as
junior faculty in colleges. In fact, the entire system of using tutors
paled in comparison to the attention given to the economics of educa-
tion, so much so that the history of the tutorship gets lost in the
abundant attention given to funding graduate students' educationms.
Thus, while the beginning of the eighteenth century brought into focus
the use of the tutor, it just as clearly, if not more so, cast atten-
tion on fellowships, graduate programs, and departments in colleges
and universities. An intermingling of areas of attention became the
norm, and in talking about one particular area, one also had to intro-
duce into the discussion several others. In short, mutual exclusivity
was impossible.

The story of the Reverend Dean of Derry, Ireland, the later
Bishop George Berkeley, illustrates this situation. 1In 1731, the
Reverend Dean offered to bequeath his Newport, Rhode Island, farm to
Yale College if it was used to support post-baccalaureate students in
Greek and Latin during their studies for the masters degree.9 Because
of the Reverend Dean's gesture to Yale, graduate education and finan-
cial support become linked. Unlike the idea of the tutorship, however,
the interest in the area of education and economics escalated, and was
a major area of concern until the latter part of the nineteenth

century.
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Because of the abusive situations faced by tutors from their
students, professors' attitudes toward their presence on campus, and
the general lack of financial assistance available for American gradu-
ate students, most young men in the early 18008 had to go to Europe to
continue their schooling. Such was the case for George Ticknor, a New
Englander who went to Gottingen, Germany, to pursue his graduate stud-
ies. Upon returning to the United States, Ticknor took a Smith pro-
fessorship in French and Spanish languages and literature as well as

a professorship of belles-lettres at Harvard. More importantly,

Ticknor became a central figure in the corporation, a group formed to
examine the nature of American colleges and serve as an outside panel
to the university president. In line with his interest in American
education-—-or its failings--and because of his European training,

Ticknor proclaimed in 1823 that "Changes must take place in the present

constitution and organization of colleges . . . we must accomodate

(sic) ourselves more to the spirits & wants of the times and country

in which we live."lo

While Ticknor was referring tangentially to
changes in graduate education, its funding, and the role of graduate
students as paraprofessionals, the principal change to which he was
referring was that the college be broken into departments and students
be freed from the proscribed studies of the traditional four classes.
Ticknor supported the idea that students could advance through the
course of their studies as quickly as they wished, and receive their
degrees upon successful completion of departmental examinations. This

system was based on and influenced, in large part, by German gymnasia

and universities. While American colleges and universities became
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"departmentalized" and followed in the footsteps of the German system
of higher education, the faculties in American universities and colleges
such as Harvard were not pleased.11 Still, the need for changes in
graduate education was apparent, and growth was inevitable.

One of the questions still nagging the profession and yet to be
adequately addressed was how to attract students to engage in advanced
study or graduate work. Germane to the history of teaching assistants
is an idea posited by Charles Beck, a German classicist and Tubingen
doctorate. Arriving at Harvard in 1831, he planned a philological
seminary whose function was, in part, to train teachers.12 In fact,
Beck might be considered one of the first people to bring together the
need for financial assistance for graduate students and teacher train-
ing. Beck was acutely aware of the two needs, and in June of 1832
the Corporation "accepted a committee report suggesting that appoint-
ments of graduates to the office of proctor would offer desirable
encouragement and that proficiency in the philological department
might be considered as one recommendation for the post."13 In the
Corporation's backing of the report, one finds the first consideration
given to qualifications for graduate posts, a commitment to graduate
student aid and practical experience for prospective teachers. Such
a program was short-lived because Beck's idea for a seminary soon
died.14 More important to the history and discussion of teaching
assistants, however, a pattern had begun to emerge: while individ-
uals saw the need for financial aid to graduate students and practical
experience for prospective teachers, the schools had yet to act upon

the two areas of concern.
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Beck's set-back, however, did not put an end to the issue of
attracting students for advanced study by offering them financial

assistance. In the popular Five Years in an English University pub-

lished in 1852, Charles A. Bristed pointed to the British system which
provided induceﬁents for students to continue their education. Bristed
noted that in fact the mere competition for fellowships in Britain
promoted growth among the students: "This was a.period during which
new traits of character, mental and moral, appeared; new capabilities
and veins of thought were displayed, and different kinds of knowledge<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>