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~ago - after reading Japet .Emig's research report on theicomposing'proi

-fully recorded observation of his two children.

e
4

. kN '
+ . ~

) I m golng to talk today about the. research I ve, been doing .

’ v

for a few years on the compos1ng process of unskilled’ wrlters at the

\‘
& . B

cullege level. lrthought that what I'd llke to present is the design )

- .
;.\

of my study, how I collected my data, the two maaor ways I chose to

-

analyze’ the data and some of the results .that are beginning to emerge
from this analysis. N
A ‘ ¥
. ' -~ N a \

X ' }
I became interested in the composing process’a few years

cess pf 12th graders. It seemed to me that she had h1t upon on an

absolutely crutial 1deaa that ‘we have gocused for so many years on

the finished product without ever knowing howithat product was .'3

created - and 1 immediitelx hnew tha; l wanted to dlscover more’ about

hod‘p;ople - and more particdlafl;’mé own students - compose. . e b
oI knew that if you waht‘to understand how something occurs .

what ‘youlave to do is observe it'in as natural a settlng as poss1ble.
whiile new to researchers 1n Engllsh

" The technique of observ1ng how something emerges and grows/ls not

L

new to researchers in other fields. Binet based his work on the

nature of intelligence by obseérving the development of his own } )
~ . . , '/
daughters for many years. Piaget based the entire theory of his ’;//

’

early work, The Language and:Thought of‘The Child, on the care- /
— 7 ,

More recently, in th&

4

field of language acqu1s1tlon, Roger Brown and Ursula Bellugi (in one

s
v ’

3
study) and ﬁo!}s Bloom (in another)' used small samples stud~§% over
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'therefore the behaviors exhibited and the language employed.in each

»,

- totally different process than that same stugent writing an exam

"in a college situation. )

4 -

a périod of time for the basis of observatidn and theory formation.

~

'

Thus I knew that in order to learn about the process of composing,

I would have to:spend mbny_hours watching students compose. It alsg

’t, ' N , - fa
became .clear to me that the word "writing" refers to many kinds of

(3 L3 L3 L3 . K3 L3 . ° . ‘
activities=~that writing in one setting ‘for one Particular audience may

be different from writing in other settings for other dudiences and
‘ . \__4 -

- N ‘ .

.

context may also differ. % g K

3

'

For example, a ‘student wr%ting‘a journal at home may exhibit a
/ g )

.

in cléssc While'both-of.these are facets of the student's overall

\}

a ~

composing process, my main concern was with understanding how students

'd

/ . o . .
~ particularly underprepared or unskilled students - handle writing

.

.
1 .

" Thus I decided not to look at all possiﬁle writing under -all

possible settings for all.possible readers’ but %ather to control
Ss1b] X . to control
A M di‘

the setting, the audience and the mode._of discourse in’ order to
: r 5 . T C)

‘have the writing situation resemble as closely'as,poGsiblé the

<
a 1 °

actual kinds of writing studens are tequired to do in college. Then

o

having limited ,the broad field of comp051ng to parnkcular kinds of

composing, I could begin to look for characterlstlc petterns ‘that
/ } - ;;' . -
7N

emerge within individual students and amoﬂng the’ grOup of students.

.

I also knew that in order fo get any meanipgful mesults I :;
?
1 ‘4
would have to study the processgiﬁ-ﬂepthf That meanéxchoosing‘ai

. ' 3 I
small sample and doing observation, over time rather tﬁhn‘a large }

I3 I-

sample observed only ‘once or a few times. I chose the\case-study
A . ’ t\ " o .
methQd as the most appropriate and selected 5 students for the stegz;
f:. .. ) ; . _& - .
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all of whom were registered in my basic writing course. I met with each of

-

the five students individually for f£jve one and a half ﬁoup sessions. All

4 -

of the sessions were tape-recorded and took place outside of class time.-
t

. . . . \ )
Of the five sessions, one was an jinterview and four were devotied en-

.

' , .
tirely to-examining the compgsing process. The purpose of the

. , " . P 2 . . . ‘s
interview was to gain an undérstanding of the student's expfrlence with writing,

and the students were interviewed on the following: their memories of writing
L .
instruction, when they first learned to write, their experiences with writing

in and out of school} whetheér they\ever,writg on their Q%p, what their attitude

:\;

toward writing is, how they feel about, being graded on their writing, who in:

their family reads and writes, how they approach a writing task and what their
o @ .

. |

expectations 3re about hritiﬁé. They were also asked to bring in samples of -
4 . \ N

writing donetoutside of class on their own or done in high school and to dé;

-
4

fine a "good writer." - . .

P Y . . h R o
\&{/' ] For the four writing sessions, I provided the students with’ the topics

" what 'reading they were doing and what their class discussions weére aboufn

were/exactly what the-social scienég,ﬁrofessor wo‘ld have asked. the students

and directions for.handliné\the topic. As I mentioned before, all of the ‘ \'
. i .
students were placed into my basic writing course, and as a result all of them . *

. . .
had identical schedules. As part of our basic writing program, English in-

-

structors attend %,content course with their students, and most instruction in ) o
¢ ’ - . co
writing is directly tied to what the students are learning in this course. N

[
) - .

Lo From azzgéding this course, I knew what the students weré‘stgdying,

L]

When I developed the topics I, therefore, based them dn tpe material from .
. ¢ L ’ - ‘ ¢ .
.the social .sciente ¢lass in which the students wege enrolled and these topics ~
- - . * - » I . °
S |

a / ¢
< -
-

Al

4‘ . . _3‘_

1




St : .
R divided topics into the extensive and reflégive modes and during one
\Q\' T session I would ask the stq@gn;s to’ write extensively, which required that
” ’ . ' '
k] - the writer approach, the topic from a cégnitive, conceptual point .of view
- ‘ -

!‘ . /
{by defining or explaining phenomena). During the next session, I would .
ask the students to apprdach the same ‘or similar topic reflexively, s
'Y ‘ .

.in an affective, personalized way(by relating phenomena .to their own

lives) My main concern here was to see whether the mode, extensive or
‘ ) i .

’ reflexive, affected the composing p}ocess. ] ) ' 72‘
L ' : .

~
s

It was clear to the ‘students that they woﬁld hand thig'

* . writing in to me and thus since they had a sense of who they were writing

3

' .for, I controlled the audience and to a great extent, by specifying the

© 'mode of discourse, I was attempting to control the point of view.- or .

the distaggz between the student and the topic he was discussing.. \j

- \

" : . . . 2 A
) The setting was always the same : 1n a soundproof room within

«,-
-

. o ) 2
the college library and all the Sessions were tape-re;lrdgd. I asked all
L] N ‘ ‘;.5 _" ' 7
‘ _of the studéhté';o campoée aloud, to brally express their thoughts - as

a
I3

- they emerged - during«thé‘writing process. -I explained to them that the

[ 3
L

purpose of the study was to examine what went on in their heads during the

’ ' time they were writing and one of the only.ways to determine this was for
. - . ‘ &

@

. them to express whatever they were‘thinking about as they progressed.

- ’ . .
) “ I should say that their success with composing aloud varied

.
[
*

~ .

* - one studeqtiwas able to do it perfectly - he‘woﬁld stop, comqent in the .

) middle of a sentenge about what he was- thinking, return to read the direc-

H

.tions, return to his writing, .compose a few words, chanpg his idea, won- .

-t . . . . 4

. der about spelling or punctuation and then continue writing. .-

. . . . .

i . . .( - ‘...b . o Ll
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’ The other students werg.not as adept and some would whisper, others ‘

. <

would read quietly what they had written after it was on the paper and occa- ,

. ~

o sionally Some wrote silently. Whenever it seemed ‘that composing dloud was in- )

terfering wiﬁp the aétuga writing or that.the student wa5-unable to both write ,

.
+

. .and compose aloud, I did not insist on the oral behavior but rather watched -

<
.

“ as the student wrdte's;lently.~ ° T, . RN

. . There was also one other variable included in-the_designigf this
¢ » R ' ‘{ ’ » T ’ - “ 2
study. 1In 1969, Robert Zoellner took 'up the entire issue of the January

Coliege English ‘with what he called talk — yrite b&dagogy based;on operant

- ~ |
‘ . - y .« - . 3 . . .«
congitlonlng techniques of the behavioral sciencesi: Zoellner's main point

‘ La . N . ¢ .
- was that when teachers tell students to think before they write, they are

being vague and . simplistic, that we should not focus on thoughttgnocesseé

Q which are mysterious but on verbal‘uttergnces wh}ch a?e "concrete, diséerniT N

. ble and empi;ically éccessible.“ In’otherzwqrds, weﬁshouid'direct studen;s

' { . .

? to talk énd'thgn wgite réiher than to think and tLen write. He h&pothesizeg

that ﬁhrough the act of éalking, s;udents wouid.release}ideas for the paper.
Thus in Sessions 1 and 2, I gave no directions to tﬁé stgdéhts éthér fhan

specifying the topic, modé of discourse a;htthe overall c;mposing algud @é- ‘
havior. Ifaﬁhey werg‘goiné to do any form of prewritigg, whether itlwas talk-

ing, making an outline, thinking for a few minutes, it would be of theﬁr own

. ,
.
~

initjaéive. In Sessions 4 & 5, however,.I dirqbtéd,the students to talk out

[N .

their ideas before writing,qin other words to engage in a kind of prewriting L

activity in whicb they would attempt<toa2£3ily plan their éhswgr before any

-

< ' + .
* writing took place. . R ' (

e -
b ]

. .
: . " 0 \ ~
:
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Qﬁﬁg Thﬁs,\ambng the questions I was interested in wege the-following: ' ' )
:t,i‘fg{“ ., ' 4 e . . ' . L ) . -v . . P
e 1. Do individual students exhibit characteristic composing processes? po*
m(‘s‘é ; ! * a ., - A . . . - . . . *
o ' these processes vary. according to the mode of expression? Do certain
2% . . . ‘ ¢
. ."é’ N ( ' ’ ~ * )
-;gg, stages of the compasing process relate specifically to reflexive or wex—
;" ) . ) ’ . ! « .
iy tensive writing? Do students exhibit preferences for a partioular mosii’~L .

C ’ LY ' .
T Are stuflents more fluent in one mode or -another?
. .

2. What behaviors are exhibited during the gomposing'précess? Ar¢ there - .

- N v

as many backwards movements as there are forward movements? Are there
. * ' N ’ L]

N " ‘more? less? Do the unskllled wrlters in this sbudy spend tlme prewrltlng
v.l‘.‘.

3

if not directed? At what point does hesltatlén-or s11ence appear in the

. ¢
- process? What is the pace.9f writing_in individual students? Does dlgected,

B

ha - . S

9ra1 pl nning affect the composing process in any way? Are ?here any

.)\

\ .
observahle differences in the compos1ng process as a result of talk1ng° i

How do revision.and reformulation proceed? What behaviors are discernible

v, hd

~

in moving from first to subsequent drafts? At what point do aesthetlc or

- t . .
. styllstlc changeg.or transformlng/embeddlng changes occur, if «at aléffnigr. .

'

& .
* what p01nt and in what ways ig compos1ng concluded° L

I am sure you’ll agree th&t all.of'these questions are interesting - and
g .
that the design I've described so-far séems reasonable and Ebntrolled Well

-
. -

£

what do yourdo, how do you translate hours of observation and tape 'into a co- ‘i °

IH
=

.

herent system that attempts to answer the questlons‘I ve posed? It seemed to’

- ¢ .

. me that thdre were two ways to proceed: -

1.) by looking at 'the actual behaviors exhibited by students during writing -
- S ) 2.) :
in other words, examining the process diréctly;andAby analyzing the written — .

\

products - in othe# words, inferring from the words on the page how the

"gﬁ ideas developed.

} 1-':4 0 - - - -

o R . - * Id
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A . .

I did this dual analysis on all of the four writiqg sessions for each‘ofg

-
”

z

¢ : s ¢ : B ¢ b ¥
the five students. At each point I beq§me increasingly aware that process and '

- S c N . . 4
product ‘exist in an interactive way and that in order .to construct an accurd&e

- . ]

picture of the compdsing process, one needs to take both into(accpunt. .
- v . T . . . -

It is by now estanished that writing is’ not always a étraighifdeard,
. W .
linear process in which one word and one thought garefully and clirofologically .

follow another - but rather - & process-that’is recursive, that circles back:
- < . o

» .
v - . -

itself and that ofteh moves ferward only after it has moved baék. it seemed )

‘ ! >

. , X .
. to me if I was really going to describe; the process rather than talk around it,

®
*

on

hd N . - . * N
»* I would have - to find some way to indicate these movements. A narrative that ?‘- ‘
‘. 4 » . .,
’ ¢ - .
described, first the student did this, then he did this, clearly seemed in- ~

. . .

“adequate‘and the amount 6f time taken to describe what he did would be greatér

- N ‘
thaq.the amount of time invested in writing. Seconde, within a narrative ~

. .
’ !

- .
4 o > .

there wolld be no Way ta view how edch, discrete behavior affected the process
. * . LI . N - s - .. . R

: : el . .
as a-whole. - - - . g . ot

What I did was to develop a chart which indicates, on one page, the be-

. N N
nRE - ¢ i ! -
. : ; . -

hav1o§s, the sequence, and the mpvements that occurred during a partlcular com- .

s - g .

posing session. The.charts are structqrg} -~ in other words they do not explain

what a student wrote but ratherﬁgoﬁ he wrote it - and to me that i€ exactly what

the composing process is,— a picture of how someone wrote, what movements occurred -
& . A . - . N ’
. } f“r , :
-'from the sbeginking tg the~end of the process.’ ‘ .
- ¢ e T . » :
- . - ~ :
- * . ‘ _7_ ) ' '
. . - ( o
r
L]
s’ . ° .
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b . - ;.. . . “ . B
3 . o .
» I have provided you with cHarts of four.sessions which make it ppssible~ ‘
‘ to see what the writer was doing at all points of the writing process. I think
. o ‘ ; N
: . . s . . e . IR . /
. you can.begin' to see that if you have four of these oh oné student, "you cdh\\_/ .
, L . 1
. . . Y
ifmediately determine whether there are any consistent pattermns or whether . “ K
N during each session the behpkiors vary. You can see how much time is invested
- . " . ) . ) . .-, ) .. - .
‘in prewriting, how long it takes-to writé -each sentence, what .behaviors occurred
. : ’ s R
- “or s o , N ‘h . AT “
-1 - - within the writing of éach septence and what behaviors aré exhibited between sen- )
. [ -~ N \) . : hd < . .
tences. Haxplaln"on-boa;dr. ] < .-
- Y . . 3 o
. . . , ¥ . .
- I found that these’ structural} charts were important (in’'a ‘number of ways:
) 1. they provide an over@igw'of the entire session on one Eag&
. ~ 2. they ’indicate the importén; behavioral movements without being
Ve . ! r ‘
f N ancédotal (they are not éontent oriented but structural) -
!‘ [ . . , ” . . ' '. ‘:K"‘. . - ' .. -~
P \ 3. fryom them, patterns pithin a student's composing process can be ‘.
; ‘ " determined. < ) ' : 3\ - . ' L.
| R .o ) ) - - o
! . 4. from these patterns, ‘similarities. and differences among a group ,
! .e\ - - . ) af ¥ : . !
; . of students can be determined. ) ' . - . N
§ -~ . ) .
2 : Thus the. firsg way I analyzed my data.was to construct these chértsu
. . N . o 1 . ) ~
L From them I could begin to see whether students wrote differently in the refibx—
- . » . * S e
’ * ive and extensive modes, how much time was invested in prewriping and in’ R . ¥
f . - - SRS B 8
' . o . s * . »
? .w;itin%y at what points and where editing took place, when students remained
L Y - ) b - ) ) I. * s . "_’_;"_/
t at the word level and when they wrote consistently at thie sentence level.
» . L \ W . . ) :
R However, as important as I'felt all of this was. - I also .felt it only ! . N
..produced one side of the picture - that as important as the behavioral acts are ¢ y\
. \ \ . e M
< . . A . Y
’ * - the actual development of ideas\on the page - the way the content .develops is
b 'o . , ’ V - ’ ,’.— . - " v «
equally. important. , . s
~ ¢ N . N o
. ‘ Thus having-éompietéd the structural charts, I began to look at : .
' " . LI ’ . - ‘.
."; * . N / ¢ ) \\
“ ® ' o 0 ) o . v ! .
Lt . ¢ -8 \ . . K -
g ‘ ‘ | ‘ '
s - . . . ‘ 1 U . ‘f ..t .
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1 , . . DR . . . 1, ;-- “l— . ,«\ .
the sErategies used by'stﬁdents to hanﬂie the topids given to them, the level

+ . .

of language they .employed, and the distance between themselves. and the tdpic. Y\ .
N . t . . \ 4 P . ‘

- ¥’ . , . .
I was not so much cdncerned with correctness. as I yas with the way one thought: !
o " . [ . K . . ~ . 7

s - ‘s ¢ L. LNt [ Tl s . e T L )
led to another on the page. As James Britton hag‘sald, one'can infer sométhing ’
. . . » ‘ .

. -

abouE the process from the product'itselfxana‘thu§ ft s@e@ed to me that ﬁgom the .o

seqtience 9f sentencegeone tould draw in@etehges’about how the studenq‘s thinking. . ol
* . . . ¥ . . “ “ - - . 5

L was also proceeding. - i - L. - .

4 N . -
-_— S N - N
-~ .

v . »

I’ ‘\/-' L In this analysis I was most concerned with the ways students chose to * "--

B
S

. ’ - . - R . Lo,
. . answer %he questions, how concrete or "absfract they were,'wpether their defini- - 3
“ 3 - » \-' - ‘. . M . . 4 »
. tions were consistent, whether their papers were'Wogical or exhibited flaWs in .
- L : i .

g
” - . - T g

. logic,s what kinds of‘generaligation; they appiied to phenqmepak how ﬁ?rs9nal
v - ; S .
thei; ianéua?e was énd'éo what dééf;g they eihibite@ flexibibiéy.and tentaﬂé;epg§§. .
- As i.saih b?;pre, it seemed to me that boéh-analyéés.are‘imp;rt?nt - :
" that the behaviors_exhibi :d tell us.§§£ slgden;; p?ocgéd and prévide us with
.informgtioh ae have never established %efoé; (we.haQe'never‘rgéily kno%n what
) » © - s . .

. .

v > .
. the pace is for a particular writer - or how many backwards movements are

A N
* @ o ) . . f ;
_?_ necessary beforeAmove forward takes place) but that without looking at the pro-
c ) .

“ : -~ ’ e
duct, wexgiszonly providing half of the picture - that writing is a deliﬁfate
& . .. R

)

LY N - .
and though&ful act and that hen one constructs a picture of a student as a
.- . »

\\i) . .writer, he or she must also consf@eﬁ that student as® a tHinker.
? " Y In the few minutes rem&ining to me I would like to providg you with. .
1

, some of the mobre revealing results and some of the insigﬁts that have come to me

o . -
- /\ .
during this.study, & v : l : )
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' T I have decided to divide the results into two categozies: what
.o the%evstddents,QO_and what they don't do. A <t . ~ ?
’ ) . Al . " ¢ . . h -
) - =" PFirst of all, I will argue_w}th anyone who §ays tpatkhpskilled ) i
. writers aré beginning writers. They may nQt be'competent according to . )
‘ . .l " . : - : ’ ‘
. . R - N . 11 . P . .
criteria we -establish, but' they are by no means beginners. They éﬁhibit , . -3
* . S N

» ~
-
. Ay

] Pl * .
consistent behavioral patterns through 411 of the writing sessions. They",
. A ) N K

have rituals that get them started, particular strategies to keep them

*
»

going. It can be said that some of the%r“approaches are only half-formed,

’ ‘ - T ) ’
hut however incomplete, these students arg‘not‘starting from the

\ v *
L] .
A &
. - . - B '

beginﬁing.
.-. A/—\ . . - 4 ) \' b .
i Secondly, all of the studepts in the study exhibit stylistic and'*

syntécﬁic concerns. Editing occurs fhroughout the, process - often it
) ' (£} - AN ‘. »
T occurs to such an extent that it inhibits tﬁe process - and concerhs range

1
-

. from .grammdr and puncEQQtién to woxrd choice and development ,of ideas.

-
~

-
> .

. Thyrdly, the majority of the students are more fluent in the
e u BN . °. .,

-

reflexive mogde. They produce more-words; with greater ease and geﬂeral%y

*

- -

'i’n less tigfe in the reflexive mode. . Often their own experience serve$ as “ v
A

v 4 N . ( _— S ’ iy
the starting'pqﬁnt er'generalizations. When the process is reversed and

[

Pl 0 . ¢
they are required to diécuss concepts outside of their own experience, .
. -~
. . ¢ -
. ~ . . . N . . . . » ° °
- writing is much sower and many mare logical inconsistericies appear. . ! .
i . N ' . - I - [3 . 3y
A S . Ldoking at what Snskilled:writers don't do is often‘more revealing °
N J . i) , * : . P .
about their composing process than what they do. o -
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- " First of all, very little plannlng or prewr1t1ng occurs. Often . \
5 ‘ ‘ . . \
the first draft serves as a rough outline from which’ other drafts are de- B \
A) ~ ]
& - » T o A

veloped but any sense of having a,. conscious plan or any articulated pre- .

writing strategy is lacﬁing. Even when studénts talk out their ideas be- - ,

: D > ‘ '.' ! . g 0'. .‘ N
fore writing, the movement from talking to writing 1s<%brupt and there seems .
. I B . .

to be little.sense of any link between, talking and writing: To most of thei
. N 3 N N . hd . -
students, talking comes easily; writipg Ihvo;ves choices on syntactic,

3

. iy . : i
semantic and lexical levels .and talking offers very lit'tle means of solving

, problems when, these choices must be made on paper.

R34
Secondly,,there 1s very 11ttle sense of aud1ence.

-

Each of the

]
. students makesassnmptionS'that the reader shares or understands the con-

«

text being written about and a restricted code is often employed.‘ Thus the

'

students Wlll often wrlte, ”they treat uirpoorly" w1thout exp11c1t1y indi-

catlng who the pronouns refer to suggestlng a, narrow frame- oﬁ reference.‘

h \

&
Thirdly, when questloned about thelr wr1t1ng or about why

they changed | one word to another, ‘the students Were able to.ﬂlsquss the f‘
1 T ¥ ",«, ) ‘.!‘.. .

content of what they wrote but not to explaln their- stylistlc changes.

b

Thus they could discuss thelr 1deas'but they cuuld not see the wr1t1ng

. ®
-

as-a whole, as a'd1scourse whlch could be‘dlscussed in and of 1f§§Tf ) >

.

Where the study has brougHt me so far is t@ say that wr1t1ng L
R

1s a developmental process - that there is a cont1nuum upon whlch wr1t1ng )
T FEAN .

and the apility to grow as a wr@ter is based} Howeyér~we‘are>just_
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beginning td see what elements comprise the composing process and how

these elemente differ for different writers at different times. We ..

are also beginning to see étiieast somé of the broad outlines that.

N 4 . ' -
- L 3 *

separate one stage along the writing'Coﬁtinuum from another.
- . - . ' . . ‘ A ‘
What I have seen thus fér'is that there’ is' pardllel movement

from the word to the sentence levVel, from one's own experience to

¥

" the world at largej,and from a reetricted audience to a broad; general

N

pne. Students who have reached college without the basic skills: that

once were a guarantee for success in college exist at different points
A

- [

along this continuum. ‘They exhibit def@nite patterns and have cer-

-
-

' téih strategies and approaches, but they have not yet internalized

. \ 2]
distance between themselves and their writtlen products.
2 -ane ;

'the looks of a good finished product.

-

all of the rules that would make them skilled writefs nor haxe they
learned how to judge their'writing\objectivély - to set up an aesthetic

. o
However by

looﬁing'longer and closer at how theee students compose, we are b
. r .

increasing our understanding of the ehtire writing process, we are

gettlng a more detalled plcture of what the wr1t1ng contlnuum looks

llke and we are begznnlng to see where‘these students fit along thls

continuum. ~

-

~In the past we've often based our teaching of good’ ;“!ﬁng on_
s - b, « N ¥ e’
It seems to ‘me. with research

.. y \

on the compgsing process, we're attempting to make the fit between

product and process .tignhter. With more serlous and sustalned efforts

!
in this area, we will be able _to articulate a teéching pedagogg ‘based

¢ s

not on the behavioral sciences or an aftér-the fact analysis of

products but on the demonstrated, observable way students actually
B . - Ay N

grow as writers. ‘.
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