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Miss Groby taught me English composition thirty years age. It
wasn't what prose said that interested Miss Groby; it was the -vay
prose said it. The shape of a sentence crucified on 2 blackboard
{parsed, she called it) brought.a light to her eye. She hunted for
Tople Sentences the way little girls hunt ‘for white violets in
springtime, : -
) James Thurber
. My World und Welcome To It
-

In recalling his tumn-of-the-century composition teacher, Thurber
reminds us as well of the traditional writing class, The single-

minded school teacher preserving literary culture and etiguette in
the aame of good writing. Young ladies and gentlemen heeding

stylistic precepts, selecting correct words and punctuaticn, mim-

_ icking gracious prose. Grammar study, of, course, or “diill,” the
foundation of rigorous language training sirice the Middle Ages.

. Many of us were taught in this way, and often taught well, we °

-~ would Jike to think, In fact, today’s perceived crisis in literacy
tends to evoke nostalgia and a call for “back to basics.” But-the
clashing—and somewhat dated—metaphors of Thurber’s portrait
reveal something wrong, For while our teachers were hunting
down topic sentences and cmcifying their shapes on the black-
board, they often failed ‘to wonder how sentences were first
shaped in their students’ minds. That, presumably, was left to the
muse’s inspirition, or lack thereof.

Miss Groby’s methods were pdrt of a milieu that is passing,
going the way, as Thurber put it, of “T-sguares and rulers whose
edges had lost their certainty.” The problems with writing cer-
tainly have not changed, but our ways of dealing with them %re

_ beginning §o. As Susanne Langer has observed, *'It is the mode of
Wroblcms, rather than what they are about, that assigns
o ar age.” Moreover, the mode of handling problems is
characterized by the kind of questions that are asked, and not
necessarily by the*answers, Before, we might have asked, what are
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X ) Introduction

the forms of gnod ‘writing? Today we have begun to ask, how is
good writing performed? Indeed, the current question does mean
less certainty for teachers. Vet it most surely directs us to consider
rot just the quality of writing we want from our students but also
the anterior qualities of mind and behavior implied in the term
composition. , In other words, it turns our attention from the
exercise of praising and blarviag the writer to the more profound
activity of making the writing.

This change is occurring now for many reasons, but, most of
all, because enough teachers have seent that it is necessary. Ju.®
why a discipline discards a theoretical model, or paradigm, in
favor of another is discussed by Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions (1970). A paradigm holds sway in a profes-
sion when most of its members share the same values, recognize
the same probleins, and agre= on siruilac soluiions. But in time, un-
explained violations of the model, or anomalies, may7 subvert the
paradlgm, quesiions are raised which have no meaning in the.old
paradigm. Practitioners must ther. seck new answers. “which lead
toward the development of another paradigm. Sometimes several
paradlgms compete for supremacy over a discipline until one
emérges preeminent.

Until recently the field of composition has been sustained by
attention to the written product and to ques.ions about the pre-
sentation of that product. But anomalies have become apparent:
the weak corrclation Between grammar instruction and writing
ability; the conflict of social, ethnic, and regional dialects with
the standard dialect; the Limitations cf negative criticism and
editorial marginalia} the frastrations of dedicated teachers; the
alicnation of students. As a conscquence, the traditional paradigm
has been challenged to such an extent that, as Richard Young
(1978) and Patricia Bizzell {(1972) have asserted, we are now in
the midst of a param mm shift. Many researchers have moved their
focus from analyzmg surface features of composition to de-
mythologizing the composing (or writing} process itself. Several
notable studies, including those by Janet Emig (1971), Charles
Cooper and Lee Odell (1978), Donald Murray (1968), and james
Britton (1975}, indicate that the static model, composition as
formalist criticism, must cvolve toward 2 ‘more fluid mod
composition as creative art, rthetorical versatility, and- la.nguagc
development. They 2lso suggest that our m¢taphors for teaing
must be less threatening, must reflect the discovery, exploration,
and scttling thal writing involves.

{
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* Teachers proceeding withir. this new model have 2 more realistic
conception of writing, and offer their students a better chance to
control the generative power of words, sentences, and paragraphs.
They are not likely to begin with the notion of correctness, nor
incorrectness for that matter. They know that writing doesn’t
come full-blown on a page, that writers must draft and re-draft,
achieving (to borrow a phrase from mathematics) “successive
approximations” of the ideal product. So teachers start with

classroom activities which are writer-centered; they subtly guide
students through the composing processes; and thep: skilifully
intervene in those proccsses .when appropriate. They are no less
demanding of precision in form and idea, but appreciate that the
structure of the writing—and any measure of correctness—must
arise out of the emerging meaning and purpose of the work. In
short, they teach both process and product.

On the other, hand, this break with tradition has not by any
means produced a consensus on how writine should be taught.-
Several “schools” of composition, many ef which are represented
in this volunte, are thriving simultaneously, while being modified
as current theory ind practice dictate. Perhaps one will become
dominant, But, at present, there is no best way to teach writing,
especially if “best” here means empirically verifiable and univer-
sally applicable. There és a growing body of revealing information
about sentence combining, writing behaviors, evaluation proce-
dures, and so on. However, such statistical data must always be
interpreted according to someonels definition of good writing or
good teaching and it is not always applicable to every educational
context, Moreover, teaching is, like writing itself, an art that
depends less on formulas than on a blend of knowledge, skill, and -
creativity. Indeed, if anything, the new paradigm requires that
teachers be ﬂexlblc enough to respond to stude t5 as individuals
and be ready to pursue any dppropriate mcthodol%gy

Yet teachers faust still develop a coherent approach that is
based soundly in theory and that succeeds in practice. No ap-
proach can accomplish everything. Each is fashioned according to
the specific problems it nddresses and the solutions it eventually
derives. In the field of composii™ n, everyone encounters similar
problems {*“‘exemplars,” Kuhn would call them) that, in effect,
form the basis of our profession because they constitute our
common concerns and our common language: topic and paragraph
development, stylistic and syntactic maturity, rhetorical aims and
modes, manuscript conventions, and others. Certainly all of these
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aré¢ important; however, all cannot be equally important for all
students. Had we world enough and time, perhaps they could be,
But much of what any teacher can do is fated by tcaching style,
sense of language,‘and simple time-constraints. The questlon, as
Kuhn puts it, is always constant: “Which problcms is it more
significant to have solved?”

No two approaches can deal with all thc problcms, nor are
they likely to® deal. withthe same problem in the same way.
Though, say, prewﬁ'ﬁ; may be essential to the composmg pro-
cess, teachers ray justifiably interpret it differently ‘in terms of
the role it plays in overall student writing, the writing of any

~“individual studcnt, or a particular classroom strategy. Conse-

quently, one teacher may have students identifying topics, another
appraising audience, a third establishing point of view—and using
different strategies to do so-all in the pursuit of prewriting.
{Similarly, in the literature class, teachcrs may approach Hamlet
from a number of critical perspectives: historical, biographical,
psychological, formal, linguistic, and others.) Evcry teacher must
therefore evolve a smtable approach based upon realistic priori-
ties and expectations.

This is, of course, easier said than done. 4t involves experience,
rescarch, trial and error. But one might begin, as Langer (1957)
suggests, by raising appropriate questions, chose, for example, that
illuminate the nature of tecaching and leaming in general and

" varfous approaches to writing in particular. One might start out’

with two basic, commonsegsical, and, here slightly modified,
questions proposed by Young {1978) in evaluating theories of
invention. First, does the approach do what it claims to do?
That i3, does it adequately account for the writing processes of
students and provide appropriate methods for improving writing
ability? And secondly, does it provide a more adequate account
and methodology than other alternativeg?

Beyond these, we suggest three categories of qucstlons to
develop or evaluate an approach to the teaching of writing.

L Is itaccessible? That is, does it portray itself in terms that are
reasonably clear and sensible? Can it be apprehended by all
who must work with it: teachers, students, administrators?
Are the goals, featuree. and limitations of the approach
distinct: Does it have a high degree of generality so that it
may be broadly applied? Can it be modified and still work, or
is it too intricately wound? Is it thoroughgoing within its
statéd objectives? Is it fertile enough for further innovation,
experimentation, rescarch?
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2.1s it harmonious? Are the objectives of the approach con-
sistent with the means? Are all the parts consistent with each
other? Are all the clements in the approach presented in *he
best sequence? Is the approach well-paced and balanced? |
Does it carefully cstablish expectations axd the conditions
for achieving a particular goal? Are the ideas and methoc. to
be learned clearly related to the learner?

8. Is it feasible? Can the approach be implemented in a given
classroom, at a given institution, by a given teacher? Does it
meet the nceds of the.students, who may vary enor-
mously—even within the samg class or institution? Would it
engage the students and motivate them through the term?
Is it congruent with the cducational philosophy of the
dcpartmcnt and institution in wh1d1 it wonld be taught?
Can it be successfuily 1mplcmcntcd glvcn the length of time
available for the instruction? Is it suitable to the general
teaching style and personality of the teacher? Will addi-
ional expertise be required to utlllze the approach?

QUCSUOHS beget questions, and can sometimes overwhelm. Yet
they can provoke significant, even exciting options for innovative’
,~ teachers and wrltmg program-administrators. The chapters that
follow are intended. to illustrate some of these options. To sonfé
extent thcy are case studies which record the authors’ attempts
to put it all togcthct—-at least for themselves and their students.
RCprcscnting mdjor approaches in the field, they are all similar
in this respect: they exemplify some principles about the nature
of composition, how it may {or may not) be taught, and, most
1mpo,rtantly, how it may best be learned. In other words, each
chapter reflects a distinet approach that carries teacher and
students alike through the course. _

Donald Murray bcgms our consideration of the composing pro-
cess by describing the intezactive stages of writing and reading,
collecting, and connecting. He then sketches implications for the
relationship between the teacher ang the student, the student and
his or her writing, the writing and the teacher. His approach is
rooted in the helief that pedagogy must conform to the composing
process as it truly exists, not as we might i mmgmc or would 1kc it
to be. .

- The following four chaptcrs claborate relatively distinct ap-
proaches based upon some theory of language use or language
learning that dccommodates the composing process. Paul Eschholz
advocates a modification of the traditi >nal prose models approach,
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with its emphasis on textual form; he advises reading selections be
Jintroduced during tie process and only, if pertinent to the specific
composing ‘problems of the individual writer. Stephen Judy
- focuses on the writer, whose heed to comnfunicate personal
feelings or experiences serves the experiential approach’ as a
springboard for - writing in the full range -of discourse, Janice
Lauer, working within a rhetorical approach concemed with the
purposes and 4udiences for writing, illustrates how the teacher
may lead students t'hrough a more deliberatc regard for focus,
readership, .and revision. Kenneth Dowst takes an epistemic
approach, bne that considers language itself,as a way of knowing,
and hence writing as a w2y of composing one’s reality. His stu-
dents are motivated to see ‘the value of writing for its own sake.
The final"three chapters delineate approaches that address
specific pedagogical concems. Harvey Wiener’s classroom practices
infreducc beginningor basic writers to process and development,
not to “remedial” crash units in grammar. Thomas-Carnicelli
" argues that thé confefence, rather than the.classroom, is a more
e sient and effective way of teaching composition and provides
studunt 'comments and transcripts of conferences tp help illustrate
. his method. Finally Robert Weiss proposes that ultimately compo-
sition must be part of a total writing environment’ that extends
beyond the English class. He describes how a composition course
may support——and he supuortcd by—~fagulty and courses.in other
chsc;plmes
% In a'sense, these eight approaches are themselves both product
and process. They are products in that the authors halt and de-
scribe what they are now accomplishing with composition and
why. They are process in that they reflect the authors’ continuing
evolution as teachers. We should engage their ideas likewise:
looking, askmg, arguing, adap r.mg, in other woids, we should
. see products in process and process in the product. '
# It can happen that an author’s approach fundamentally alters
: one’s conception of teaching writing. The old ways may retain
4 little if any charm, be judged ipadequate, or even .misguided. The
world of writing—and the tcaching-of it—might then have to be
rcmappect totaliy so that the road signs, the familiar terminology,
" point in dircctions consistent with the new approach. Traditional
congefns {motives for writing, criteria for evaluation), terms.
" (thesis, transition), and conceptd (form, content) would have to be
brought into more understandable and productive relationship.
. One would look in new places for answers to old problems, look in
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old places and see new solutions. In sum, embracing the theories,
methods, and standards of the n{w approach, onc may be inspircd
tp an entirely different kind of teaching. Or soinething less dra-
matic—though no less dynamic—may also occur. An even more
. subtie amalgam of old and new might emerge.

On the other hand, one may reject a new approach, or even the .
ascending paradigm, wholly. Perhaps devotign to another ap-
proach, one viewed as comfortable and reasonably successful,
makes the new one unattractive. Moreover, years in the classroom
often create style, and style can be an effective teacher. Yet con-
sistency, foolish or otherwise, may become mere persistence when
significant trends in one’s field are ignored. One risk of such
rejection is professional isolation—the possibility, as it were, of
persisting in believing that the sun revolves around the earth,

The approaches described in this book, then, are enactments of
a sort, They evince recent thought in the teaching of composition -
as modified by the authors’ own philosophies, research, experi-
ences, and personalities. We should not be surprised to find differ-
ences, even disagreement, In the fabric of each, field and fore-
ground are variously accented, movement of line is disparately
cast, and colors are uniquely blended. Neither idealized success
stories nor depressingly familiar by-the-numbers instruction kits,
these approaches are offered in the spirit of professionals speaking
to other professionals about 2 common commitment. They simply
invite us to reconsider our own teaching, our own enactment of
theory and practice in the classroom. It is through such dialogue
that everyone stands to gain—but most of all our students.

Timothy R. Don?van
Northeastern University

Ben W. McClelland
Rhode Island College
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1 Writing as Process:
How Writing Finds
Its Own Meaning

I

Donald M. Murray
University of New Harapshire

At the beginning of the composing process there is only blank
paper. At the end of the composing process there is a piece of
writing which has detached itself from the writer and found its
own meaning, a meamng the writer probably did not intend.

This process ! evolving meaning—a constant revolt against
intent—motivates writers. They never cease to be fascinated by
what appears ofi*therr page. Writing is an act Of recording or
communicating and much more, Writing is a significant kind of
thinking in which the symbols of language assume a purpose of
their own and instruct the writer during the composing process.

This process has been revered-*and feared—as a kind of magic,
as a process of invoking the muse, of hearing voices, of inherited
talent. Many writers still think that the writing process should not
be examined closely or even understoud in case the fhagic dis-
appear. Others of us, instructed by Janet Emig (1975), attempt to
understand the relationship Letween the chemical and electsical
interaction within the brain and the writing process. I am sympa-
thetic to both positions, but, as a writer still trying to learn my
craft at fifty-four and as a writing teacher still trying to learn how
to help students learn their craft, I feel an obligation to speculate
upon the writing process.

The process of making meaning with wntteh language can not
be understood by looking backward from a finished page. Process
can not be inferred from product any more than a pig can be in-
ferred froin a sausage. It is possible, however, for us to follow the -
process forward from blank page to final draft and learn some-
thing of what happens. We can study wntmg as it evolves in our
own minds and on our own pages and as it finds its own meaning
through the hands of our writer colleagues and our writing
stidents. We can_ also. intervie» our colleagues, our students, and

X 3
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4 . ' ’ Donald M. M urray
ourselves about what is happening whcn writing is happcmn;i; We
can examine the testimony of writers in published interviews,'such o
as the series of books, JWriters at Work: The Paris ReviewInter-
views, or in journals, letters, autobiographies, biographigs, and
manuscript studtes. We can also consider the testimony of
composers, artists, and scientists. If we attend to such available
testipafty, we may be able to spcculatc, with some nuthomy, on
how wriiilg finds  own mcanmg

But a key problcm in discussing—or teaching--the writing
process is that in order to analyze the process, we must give un- -
natural priority to one element of an Pxploslon of clements in
simultancous actton and reaction. Meaning is made through a
series of almost instantaneous interactions. To study those inter-
actions within ourselves, other writers, or our students, we must
stop time (and therefore the process) and examine single clements

" of the writing process in unnatura! isolation,

The danger is that we never recombine the clements. Some
teachers present cacl: part of the writing process to thgir students
in a prescriptive, sequential order, creating a new kind of terrifying

N—rhetoric which “teaches” well but *“learmns” poorly. It will pe
important for both of us—the reader and the writer~to remember
throughout this chapter that we are talking about a process of
interaction, not a scries of logical steps. As Janet Emig has pointed
out to me, we need to apply technology to our writings on process
~—for example, printing plastic overlays, as some texthooxs do
to reveal the organd of the body, as a way of showing the simul-

‘ tancous interaction of the elements of writing process.

' If we stand back to Jook at the writing process, we see the
writer following the writing through the three stages of rehearsing,
drafting, and revising as the piece of work—ess1y, story, article,
poem, rescarch paper, play, lctter, scientific report, business
memorandam, novel, television script—moves toward its own
meaning. Thesc stages blend and overlap, but they are also dis-
tinct Significant things happen within them. They require certain
attitudes and skills on the writer’s and the writing teacher’s part.

The Stages of the Writing Process b

The term rekearsing, first used by my colleague Donald Graves
(1978) after observation of children writing, is far more accurate
than prewriting to descripe the activities which precede a com-
pleted draft. During this stage of the writing process the writer in ~
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/ .

the midd and on the page prepares himsell or herself for writing
before knowing for sure that there will be writing. There js a
speeial awareness, a taking in of the writer’s raw material of infor-
mation, before it-is clear how it will be used. V"hen it seems there
will be wntmg,, this absorptson continues, but now there is time
for :xperiments in meaning and form, for trying out voices, for
begmmng the process of play which is vital to makmg effective
meaning. The" writer welcomes uncxpected relanonshlps between
picces of informatiom - from voices never beforc heard in the
writer’s head.
, Drafting is the most accurate term for the central stage of the
writing process, since it implies the tentative nature of our written
cxperiments in meanmg The writer drafts a piece of writing to
find out what jt may have to say. The “it” is important. The,
writing process is a process of writing finding jts own meaning. "
While the piece of writing is being drafted, that writing physically
removes itself from the writer. Thus, it can be examined as some-
thing which may eventually stand on its own before & reader. This
- distancing is significant, for each draft must be an exercise in
Sy independence as well as discovery

The final statc in the writing process is revmng “The writing
stands apart frnm the writer, and the writer interacts with it, first

writing say it clearly and gracefully. The writer moves from a
broad survey- of the text to linc-by-ine editing, all the time
devcloping, cutting, and reordering, During this part of the process
the writer must try not to force the writing to what the writer
hoped the text would say, but instead try to help the writing say
what it mt;'nds tosay.

Onc of tite most important things 1 have Icarned, for example,
as this pices of writing has detached itself from My intentions and
instructed me, is that revision which does not end in publication
beecomes the most significant kind of rchearsal for the next draft.
I had expericnced this in my writing and obscrved it in my
collcagues and my students. Yet I did not understand it until T
found myself articulating it on these n~ges. I had never before seen
how revising becomes rehearsal as the writer Jistens to the piece of
writing. It may be worth noting that if you'drop the “s™ in the
word rchearsing, it becomes rehearing. The writer kﬁtens to sce
what is on the page, scans, moves in closcly, uncaps the pen,
slashes scetions out, moves others arnund, adds new oncs. Some-
where along the line the writer finds that instead of looking back

Q
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" to the previous draft, trying to clarify what has been written, the
write: is acturlly looking ahead to the next draft to see what must
be added or cut or reordered. Revising has become rehearsing.

This process of discovering meaning—rehearsing, draftlng, .
rev'smg, rehearsing, drafting, rewslng, rehearsing--repeated again

. and agein is thé way the writirg’s meaning is found and
“clear. This process may 'be seen in Figure 1.

I had always thcught of this process in rather large terms—a
period of rehearsing (perhaps minutes, but more likely hou
days, weeks, months), a period of drafting (much shorter but, in
the case of a book, measured in months or years), and a peried of
revising {which is at least as long as rchearsing). But the significant
work of Sondra Perl, Director of the Writing Development Project

! at Lehman College, Cli.y University of New York, has made me
reconsider the time in which this process works. She writes in the
New York University Education Quarterly (1979, p. 18):

momposiﬁg does not oceur in a straightforward, linear fashion.
The process is one of accumuiating discrete words or phrases
down on the paper and then working from these bits to reflect
upon, structure, and then further develop what one means to say.

bl

- o it & .5
" 2 8 i a
a A a a -
- o
s 2 2 £ 5
— o 5] - [N
CLARIFICATION
EXPLORATION
) e 0 ) 0
! @ wlE w wld w w|E w e
E £ Z E £ gl g 1% F #|t £ ¢
LA I AR - - -
[*] 9 o [t] [ Q [T] ™ Lt y ™ LI [T Q
M A Ml A Kl A Kig A =Sl Q@ 9
S

Figure 1, The process of discovering meaning.
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It can be thought of as 2 kind of "‘retrospective structuring™;
movement forward occurs only after one has reached back, which

in turn occurs'dnly after one has some sense of where one wants

to go, Both aspects, the reaching back and the sensing forward,

have a_clarifying effect.. .. Rercading or backward movements
become a way of assessing whether or not the words on the page
adequately capture the original sense intended. But constructing
simultaneously involves discovery. Writers know more fully what

they mean only after having written it. In this way the explicit -
wrilten form serves as a window on the implicit sense with which -
one began.

Perl’s work enabled me to se¢ an instantaneous moying back
and forth during the writing process. Minute by minuté, pethaps
second by second-or less at cettain stayes of the process—the
writer may be rchearsing, drafting, and revising, looking back and

Jooking forward, and acting upon what is seen and heard durmg
the backward sensmg and forward sensing.
' Wéat it

The- writer is constantly learning from the wntmg
intends to say. The writer listens for cvolving meaning. To learn
what to do next, the writer doesn’t look primarily outside ghe
piece of writing—to rule books, rhetorical traditions, models, to
previous writing experiences, to tcachers or editors. To leam what
to, do next, the writer looks within the piece of writing. The
writing itself helps the writer see the subject. Writing canbe a lens:
if the writer looks through it, he or she wilt see what will make the
writing more ¢ffective.

The closer we move inside the writing process to speculate
about how it works, the more we begin to see that what happens .
in the writer’s mind scems much the same thing, whether the
writer is rehearsing, drafting, or revising. We can document what
happens during the rehearsing and revising process relatively well
from manuscrlpt evidence and writer testimony. We can surmise
with a certain authonty that what happens durmg the dra[tmg
process is similar; but since it happens so fast, it is viten imper-
ceptible. The writer may not cven be aware it is happening,

During the processes of rehearsing, drafting, and revising, four
primary forces seem to interact as the writing works its way
towards its own meaning. These forces are collecting and con-
necling, wntmg and readmg Writing may be igmited by any one
of these forces in conjunction with any othergbut once wr:tmg has
begun, all of these forces begin to interact with each other. It may
be helpful to look at the following diagram to see how these forces
interact.
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8 : . Donald M. Murray
These forces interact so fast that we are often unaware of their
interaction or even of their distinct existence. As we colleet a
piece of information, we immediately try to connect it with other
pieces of informationy when we write a phrase, we read it to see
how it fits with what has gone bafore and how it may lead to what
comes after. To identify these forces at work within the writing
process and to understand them, we mugt artificially halt the inter-
action and examine one force at 2 timef k
\

-

WRITING
B |

COLLECTING = .. CONNECTING

Y
READING '

The primary forward motion of the writing process seems to

. come from man's unlimited hunger for coflecting information.

This need grows from the animai need for food, shelter, and safety
to an intellectual need to discover nieaning in experience. Man is
an informatién-collecting organism. Information, brought to us
through sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell, is stored, considered,
and shared. Qur education extends the range of our information-
collecting through reading and research that reaches back in time
and across the barriers of distance apd difference.

The volume of materiall we gather—consciously and sub-
consciously—becomes so immense and is so divers)e/it demands
connecting. We are compelled to provide some order for the
confusion of information or it will drown us. We must discring
inate, select the information that is significant, build chains of
information which lead to meaning, relate immediate information
to previous information, project information into the future,
discover from the patterns of information what new information
must be sought. The connections we make force us to see infor-
mation we did not see before. The conncctions we are making
also force ug to seek new, supporting inf{orination; but, of course,
some of that inforination doesn’t support—it contradicts. So we
have to make new connections with rew information which in
turn demands new connections. These powerful, countervailing
forces work for and against each other”to manufacture new
me:nings as wc live through new experiences.

s The writer fears that the collecting apparatus will be excessively
controtled by the cognccting apparatus. Man's dread of chaos and

v
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need for order is so fundaniental that writers have to resist the
desire for predictable orders, and resist the instinct to fit all new
information into previously constructed meanings. The writer has
to encourage the’ gathering of contradictory and unpredictable
information which will force old meanings to adapt and new ones-
to be constructed.

When in good working order, these forces of collecting and
connectmg battle each other in a productive tension that keeps us
intellectually alive, working to push back the enemies, ignorance

_or boredom. Neither force will give the other peace. Introduce a

" new. pxece of information and the organism 1mmedxate!y tries to
connect it. When the organism has a connection, it sesks new
mformatlon to reinforce it.

There is another pair of powerful countervailing forces at work
at the same time that information is being collected and con-

. nected. The force with the primary thrust is writing. Man has a
pnmitive need to write. Carol Chomsky {1971) "tells us that
children want to write, in fact need to write, before they want to
read. And indeed someone had to write during the prelude to
history; that person was also the first reader. We all have a prim-
itive need to experience expenence by articulating it. When we
tell others or ourselves what has happened to us, it makes that
happening thore real and often understandable. We need both to
record and to share, both to talk to ourselves within the enormous
room of the ‘mind and to talk to others. Children—and some
professors—think out loud; but for most of us, our speech is
socially suppressed, done silently. Since we continue to talk to
ourselves within the privacy of our skulls, some of that talking,

.. if made public, is writing.
The act of voicing: experience and connecting it involves, 1

" think, fundamentally an aural fecility. We record in written .

languagc what we say in our heads. This does gt mean that
vmtmg is simply oral language written down. I bcheve we have a
private specch we use when writing. When vee know we may write,
we silenty practice expressing ourselves in our potential writing
voices. Later we may record and revise in written Janguage what
sounded right when tried out in that silent voice within our minds.
At least,. this is how ] think I write, dictating to myself, recording
in written language what ] have heard myself say milliseconds
before. ¥For many years I have dictated much of my nonfiction
prose, but 1 wis not aware until recently when I studied my own
writing process that I listened to my voice while 1 wrote “silently”
with typowriteLr or by pen.

[Kc
o . 20)
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Working against this powerful force of writing is the counterr «.
force of reeding. Put writing down on Paper and it is read as it .
appears.” Reading seems to involve criticism. “\Ve make compar.
isons; we 'look for immediate clarity, for instant grace. Just as
connecting*can control collecting too effectively and tqo early, so
reading can suppress writing. The writer has to develop new forms
of reading, to read loosely at first, to give the piece of writing
space so that the embryonic patter® of meaning which are making
shadowy appearance can have time to come clean Writers have to

. learn to listen for the almost imperceptible sounds which may
develop into the voice they do not expect. As the meanings come °
> dlear, the voices grow stronper. The.writer has to rcad with in-
creasing care, has to be critical, even surgical, but not at first.

These two forces work against each other aimost simultaneously
within the act of writing. In listening to the voices within oJr Skull
we “read” those voices and change them. As Perl (1979) has
documented, we write and react to those marks on paper, con-
tinually testing the word against the experience, the word against
the one before and the one to come next. Eventually, we extend
the range of this testing to phrase, to sentence, to paragraph, to

* page. When I got bifocals, I had to buy lenses with an extra large
reading area. They were strangely called “the executive model.”
But when I'am writing I taKe them off .nd move my nose closer °
io the page. My eyes darting back and forth across my writing,
break out of the arca bounded by my “executive” bifocals. In

. action writing, we do not make the separation of reading and
writing that we make in school. We writeread or readwrite.

The forces of the writing process also relate to each othier. This
is.indicated by the dotted lines in the following diagram. The act

A WRITINGy
COLLECTING% > “A CONNECTING
\\ Y ,’/
"NREADING# .

of ¢ HYecting is also an act of writing and reading. We cannot
coll.  nformation and store it without naming it and reading that
nam Ve also connect information by using language, wherebhy
symbols carry the information. It is language which often seems to
direct us towards significant connections, and we are led to them
by the acts of writigg and reading.
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Writing as Process -
The Forces: In Balance and Out

2 ‘. .
We must always remember that each writing act is a complex
instantaneous interaction. The true diagram of the writirg of a

sentence might look like this. .
' g

- WRITING : -

L

. COLLECTING §

= READING

If we can manage to survive that vision after multiplying it a
thousand times or more for each draft of a shert essay, then we
may be able to see that there is a significant sec,uence of balance
and imbalance which takes place while the forczs interact during
rehearsing, drafting, and revising. During rehearsing we must give
writing and collecting a slight advantage, holding off the forces of
crmclsm and order. In revising the oppositc is true. We load the
Jdice in favor of reading and connecting. We become more critical,
more orderly. The advantage holds.until the b-Jance tips. Wh‘cn
the advantage passes agam to wrmng and collecting, then revising
bccom{s rehearsing.

If we sce how that. balance works, thc scale tipped toward
discovery at one time and clarification at another, then we will

. gome to a new definition of drafting, The draff occurs when the
four forces are in tentative balance. The fGi.es have worked
against cach other to producc a meaning which can be read and <«
which could perhaps be published
" In the beginning of the wrltmg process there is no draft because
the forces are wildly out ‘of batance, The imbalance will he
different with different picces of. writing, but it is there. For
example, language may racz ahead to the pomt of incoherence or
be just fragmentary, a matter of notes. There may be an abun-
dance of inforMation which is just a jumble—no order has yct
appeared from it—or there may be merely a neat, precise order, a
thesis statement and outline for which there is no documentation.
The process of rehearsal, however, brings the forces into balance.
The writing can be read; the information begins to assume a
meaningful order. The draft emerges.

The writer thinks the task’is finished, that the balance will holl.
But when the writer turns to read the page, it becomes apparent

LT
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12 Donald M. Murray

that the language is too stiff, too ¢lumsy, has no flow. The reader
will not follow it. Or, there is too much information; the writing
goes off on tangents. Material has to be cut out and reordered. The
writer may bé able to help the piece of writing find. its meaning
through a modest amount of xewriting and researching, reordering’
and rercading. But many times the imbalance gets wdrse, The

. piece of writing has to follow,a tangent; a new major point has to
be included. Or, in fact, the major point beconics the main point.
New material has to’be sought out and its order discovered..The
piece of writing is severely out of balance and will be brought
towards Lalance only by rehearsing I think it may be helpful for
us to think of drafts and a series of drafts in this way, for it Lelps
us see what has to be dong to encourage a piece of writing to find
its own meaning.

Continued observation and reflection upon the writing process
will rosult in new specilations. They will come because it is our
desite, rcinforced by our education, to connect, to.make lists,
charts, maps, to find patterns and orders, This. tendency is appro-
pnate That is what our business is. But ‘we must remind ourselves
again ond again that the writing process is a kinetic activity, a
matter of instantancous motion, action and rzaction which is
never still. There is'no clear line between the stages of rehearsing,
drafting, and revising, The most meaning-producing actions may,
in fact, take place on the seams between these stages when the”
tension between them is the greatest,

The same thing is true of the action between the forces, We do
not collect an i connect gnd then wyite the connection and then
read it. Thes forces are in action against each other, and that |
action produces meaning’ The calm, logical moment when the
words stand at dress parade and present a meaning gives no hint of
the battlcs which produce that moment—or the battles which may
be ahead.

Teaching the Cothposing Process

In the preceding pages I have proposed a tiseory o how a piece of
writing finds its own meaning., That theory has come out of
practice. It is rooted in the experience of making meaning with
written language. Theory, however, must retum to practice in our
field. A writing theory that can not be practiced by teachers,
writers, or students and that does not [)roducc increasingly cffec-
tive drafts of writing must be reconsidered. We also have an
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1 - obligation to show. how the theory can be put into practice. We
must show that our students are able to write more effectively and
produce pieces of writing that find their own meaninggbecause
they, understand what happens durmg the writing act. Ilégaccept
the process theory of teaching writing, then we must be able to
suggest ways in which our students can experience thg writing

process. f
In teaching the process we have to look, not at what students
Aeed o know, but what they need to experience. This separates
-the teaching of writing from the teaching ofa course in which the
content is produccd by authorities—writers of literature, scientists,
historians—and interpreted by textbooks and teachers. The writing
teacher has no such content. It would be bizarre for the process
teacher to deliver a lecture on the process theory of composition
* in advance of writing—just as bizarre as jt would be to deliver a
lecture on rhetorig¢, linguistics, grammar, or any other theoretical
concepts before tRbustudent writes. Such information would be
meaningless to th étu ent. It might even be harmful because the
student who hear{ such inforination without the perspective of his
or her own experience can develop serious misconceptions about
the writing process, For example, a student might get the

_dangerous misconception that writers know the form before they

know the content, that students know what they have to say

before they say it. I would not write—~wouldnot need to write—if

I knew what I was going to say before I said jt. I must help my

students find out through a successful writing experience why that

is true, :

In the writing process approach thc teacher and student face

.+ the task 'of making meaning together. The task is €ver new, for

they share the blank page and an ignorance of purpose and of

outcome, They start on a trip of exploration together. They find
where they are going as they get there.

This requires of the writing teacher a special kind of courage.
The teacher not only has to face blank papers but blank students
worricd by their blankness, and a blank curriculum wltich worries
the tcacher’s‘supervisors. The teacher has to restrain himself or
herself from providing 4 content, taking care not to inhibit the

* studegts from finding thcu' own subjccts thclr own forms, and
their own language. E
The wrltmg teacher who is writing and, thcrcfcrrc knows how
the stages in tht writing process work and how; the forces within
that process interact, underStands the studertts’ natural desire for
prcmaturc order cxprcsscd in part, by the question, “What do you

b
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want?”/’f& téacher rhnst resist the impulse to respond with a
prescription. It is better to explain to the students why their
writing needs room—time and space—to find its own meaning.

The first day of the writing unit should begin with writing, not,
talking. The students write and the teacher writes. This beginning
is, of course, a symbolic gesture. It demonstrates that the infor-

- mation’in the course will come from ‘he student. The students
ptoduce the principal text in the writing, course.

It is very hard for_ traditionally-trained teachers who are not
writing themselves te believe that s.udents can write without
instruction from the teacher or without ‘assignment. Tedchers
" often do not have eénough faith m their students to feel that the
students have anything to say. They also may not realize that
much, perhaps ntost, of the poor writing they see¥In school is the
product of the assignments they give. Most assignments I see
guarantee bad writing..In many cases assignments direct students
to write on subjects in which. they- have no interest and on which
they have no information. They have to ddopt a point of view
implicit in the assignments or in the way teache:rs present them.
They have to accept forms and perhaps languages which are not
apprenriate to their subjects—or their visions of the subjects. 7

O course, students like assignments. Why not? They make
things easy. The good students know instantly what the teacher
wants; the poorsstudents’ dcliver as.best they can. And neither
group has to make a personal commitment to the writing.

" It is important that the writing course which is built on the
¢, writing process set that process in action immediately. In fact,

- this approach might be called the writingfresponse method. The
student writes, then the teacher and the class respond. One device

I have used to begin a writing<lass is to hand out six 3 x § cards of

different colors. I ask the’students to take a card and. brainstorm
specific details about a person or place, or an event which was
important to them. They may. also just brainstorm random
spcn:iﬁcs. After three or four minutes I share my own list with the -
class. Then I ask them to circle a specific on their own cards which
surprised them, or to connect two specifics with an unexpected
. relationship. I share my surprises with them. Then I tell them to
p take another card and start with that moment of surprise, or just
start free wiiting. After three or four minutes I again share my
writing with them and ask them to take another card, to continue
on, start anew, or switch the point of view. And so we work
through the cards. At thé end we each share one card, reading it
aloud without comment.

23,
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I have worked out all sorts of variations of this exercise, and so
have teachers to whom P've introduced it. The important thmg is
that students write upon demand, that they write of what they
kndw, that they are Placed under enough pressure so they write
what they did not expect to write, that the cards are small enough
and switched frequently enough so they have a new chance if one
dotsn’t go well, that the teacher shares his or her wntlng with
them, that they listen to the voices ‘which are commg from the

. - members of their writing community and, that they discover that
writing is a process of discovery.

Under such conditions I find that %riting is produced. Nine
hundred and ninety-nine students out of a thousand will write on
-demand. But if one doesn’t write, not to worry. Writing is
contagious. It is almost impossible to resist the desire to write in
_your own voice, of your own concens, when you are part of a
supportive wntlng community.

Ly

Sharing Writing \

) Once the writing js produced, it is shared. I have come to believe
. * that this sharing, at least in the beginning, should be done orally.
When students read their papers aloud they hear the voices of their
classmates without the interference of mechanical problems, mis-
f spellings, and poor penmanship. Those problems will have to be
dealt with in due time, but first the students—and especially the

L teacher—should hear the voices which come from the page.

It is equally important, perhaps more important, for the writer
to hear his or her own voice. Our voices often tell us a great deal
about the subject. The piece of writing speaks with its own voice
of its own concerns, direction, meaning. The student writer hears
that voice from the piece convey intensity, drive, energy, and
more—anger, pleasure, happiness, sadness, caring, frustraticn,
-understanding, explaining. The meaning of a piece of writing
comes from what it says and how it saysit.

Asjthc students in the wrlnng class hear a piece of writing, they
laugh with the author, grieve with the author, nod in under-
standing, lean forward to try to learn more. That’s how the writing
class begins, and that js what carries it forward. The community of
writers ‘instinctively understands that each piece of writing is
trying.to work its way towards a mearing. The community wants
to help the writer help the piece of writing find its own meaning.

The experience of shating writing should be reinforced by the
writing conference. Individual conferences are the principal form

3
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of instruction in the writing process—approach. As we have
speculated upon the process by which a piece of writing finds its
owri meaning, we have seen how importam it is to listen to the
piece of writing and to pay attention to how that piece of writing
is making itself heard. We must, in our conferences, help ‘the
student respect the piece of writing, pay attention to what it is
trying to say, and experience the process of hielping it say it.

We get the ctudent to talk abrat the paper and to talk about the
forces which produced the dr.;.. We do this in conference, and we
do it in workshop. I have come 10 believe that the workshop
works best when it begins with a public conference between the
/ writer and the teacher. The teacher gives the student the oppos.

tunity to talk about the piece of writing—what the student sees in
it, what technical | coblems the student identifies, what questions
the student has for the readers—and encotirages the student to talk
about the process by which the writing is being produced. The
teacher initiates the conference, but soon the class joins in, writers
helping writer listen to the evolving writiug,

There are few lectures and large group exercises—if any—in the
writing class. What is there to say'until a draft is heard? Who can
predict the proper response to an 2vent which has not taken place?
There are, in fact, no classes; there are workshops in which writing
is shared. The writers in the workshop study Arafts in process to
sce what meanings are evolving and, thereby, leam to anticipate
what may appear on the page as well as read what has appeared.

In my own workshops I publish only the best work. The mest
effective teaching occurs when the students who have produced
that work talk about how they have produced it, This is when I

.5 am ablc to show student. what they have leamed, and by so doing
I constantly lean with them.

ltow were you able, to get a first draft to work so well?

Well, T don't know. It just seemed to go together,

Well, what did you do before you started 1o write?

Not much. I didn't make an outline or-anything.

Did you think much about the piere of writing you were going to
do?

Oh yeah, sure. 1 think about it all the time, trying out different

things, you know, jike you're going to say at the party, or to the
girl. Stpff like that, kinda' practicing in your head.

And we'r® into a discussion of rehearsal as I get this student, and
others, to tell about how they do this in their minds and on their
pages. [ underline, extend, reinforce, and tcach what at least some

9-.’.
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of them have already done so that,they know what they've done
and may be able to apply it to other writing tasks. QOthers in the
class who have not tried it are encouraged to try it in the future.
This is the way the writing unit unwinds. The attitudes zpprop-
riate to reheawsing, drafting, and revising are expressedsin
conferences and in class by the students and the teacher. Tle skills
of rehearsing, drafting, and revising are refined %fter they bave
worked successfully on an evolving draft. Concurrently, the forces
- of reading and writing, collecting and connetting are identified.
The students and the teacher shbre their techniques for devciopmg
and controlling these forees, for helping to bring them into effec-
* " tive balance. -

The greatest hazard for the teacheris the natural tcndencynot .
to respect the fon:ccs and ‘instead to supply the stucen: with the
teacher’s information, to make the teacher’s connection, to use
the teacher’s language, to read what the teacher sees in the text.
“The teacher must remember, in workshop and in conference, to
stand back and give the student room so that the student can give
the writing room to find its own meaning. The teacher should riot
look at the text for the student, not even with the student. The
teacher looks at—and listens to—the student watching the text
evolve.

The teacher is not coy and does not withhold mformauon that
the student nceds. But the teachér must practice the patience and
rcstramt of the writer. The writer treats the evolving drafts with
rcspcct, trying to help the piece of writing work towards its own
meaning. The teacher demonstrates this attitude by treating the
studeny with respect so that the student will respect his or her own

, ¢evolving writing. By asking helpful questions ¢ the student, the
teacher shows the student how to question his or her own drafts:
“What did you learn from this piece of writing?” “Where is the
piece of writing taking you?” “What do you fcel works best in
thlsylccc of writing?”

P

i

Evaluation of Writing

I am always amused when people feel that a writing course is
permissive, that anything goes, that there is no serious evaluation.
The fact is there is much more evaluatior in the writing course
thzn®in the traditional contcnt course. Evaluation in the writing J
course s not a matter of an occasional test. As the student passes
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through the stages of the writing process and tries to bring the
forces within the proces< into balance, there is constant evaluation
of the writmg in process.

This evaluation begins with each word as it is-considered and
reconsidered in the mind and then as it appears on the paper.
The word is reevaluated as the phrase is created and recorded.
The phrase is reevaluated s the sentence is created and recorded,

- The sentence is reevaluated as the paragraph is created and re-

corded. The paragraph is reevaluated as the page is created and
recorded. The page is reevaluated as the entire piecg of wntmg
is created and recorded. And then the writer, having once finished
the writing and put it away, picks it up and evaluates it again.

In the writing course the writer’s evaluation is shared with the
teacher or with other wilters in the class, The evaluation is
evaluated as the writing itsclf is evaluated. For example:

* Tdon'tlike the writing at all in this draft. It's gross.
You think jt’s all gross@
Ycaha

Well, 1 don*t thmk,@all gross. Some of it may be gross, but
whit do you think is less gross?

Well, [ suppose that description of how to start the snowmobile
works pretty well, ~

Yes, that piece of writing seems to know what it's doing. Why do
you think it does?

Well, it seems to be lined up pretty well. I mean, like it goes
along, sort of natural.’

That’s kow it seemns to me.

Think mayhe I should make the rest try to work that way? It's
kind of jumbled up now.

Try it if you want.

Each draft, often cach part of thc draft, is discussed with
rcadcers—the tcacher-writer and the other student-writers, Even-
tuafly the writing is published in a workshop, and a small or large
group ol rcaders evaluaie i It is cvuluated on many levcls, Is therc
a subjcct? Docs it say anytlung’-‘ Is it worth saying? Is it focused?
Is it documented? Is it ordered? Arc the parts developed? Is the
writing clcar? Docs it have an appropriate voicc? Do the sentcnces
work? Do the paragraphs work? Arc the verbs strong? Are the
nouns specific? Is the spelling corrcet? Docs the punctuation
clarify?

‘Fhere is, in fact, so much cvaluation, so much sclf-criticism, so
much rcrcading, that the writing tcacher has to help relieve the
pressurc of criticism to make surc that the writer has a bearable
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amount, The pressure’ must be thers, but it never should be so
great that it creates paralysis’or destroys self-respect. Effective
writing dcpcnds on the student’s respect for the Hotential that
may appear. The student has to have faith in the evolving draft to
be able to see its value. To have faith in the draft means havmg
faith in the seif.

The teacher by the veu; nature of - writing course puts
enormous pressure on the student. Th. ¢ are dzadlines. The
student will write every day. Over my desk hangs the exhortation
“nulla dies sine linga,” never a day without a line, which is attrib-
uted to Pliny and which has hung over Trollope’s writing desk and
Updike's. I give coplcs of it to my studénts, and I practice it
myself. There should, in the writing unit, be at least weekly dead-
lines. There is.an unrelenting demand for writing..

Writing means self.exposure. No matter how objective the tone
or how détached the subject, the writer is exposed by words on
the page. It is. natural for students and for writers to fear such
exposure. That fear can be relieved best if the writer, the fellow
students, and the teacher ook togeth'er at the piece of writing to’ -
see what the piece of writing is saying, and if they listen to the
piece of writing with appropriate détachment.

When we write, we confront ourselves, but we also cbnfront our
subject. In writing the draits of this cliapter, “How Writing Fiftds
Its Own Meaning,” I found meanings 1 did not expect. I suppose
that I wag'invited to do this chapter because of the definitions 3
the descriptions of the writing process I have published in the past.
I accepted the invitation because I had completed a new descrip-
tion which has since been published elsewhere. But in the months
thit it has taken me to help this piece of writing find its 6wn
meaning I have found new meanings. This is not the chapterin-
tended to write. The process described here is different from what
I have described before. This piece of writing revolted against my
intent and taught me what I did not know.

By the time this is published I will, I hope, have moved on.
There are those” who may be concernsd by what they consider
inconsistency or disloyalty io my own words. No matter, I have
no <hoice. The pieces of writing I have not yet thought of writing
will become different from what I expect them to be when I
- propose them to myself. My constant is change. My teaching
changes fromn year to year and day to day. I do not teach my
students what ] have learned in the past. My students teach them-
selves what we are learning together.
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Those of us who teach the writing process are comfortable with
the constant change. This sets us apart from many people in the
academic world who teach in a traditional or classical mode,
believing there are truths which can be learned and passed on from
teacher to student, from generation to generation. Their condt
ception has its attractions; it is the one I was taught, But my life as
a writer and as a teacher of writing tzads me—as similar experience

has 1 thers—to.a different tradition which some call develop-

mental or truly humanistic, We do not teach our students rules
demonstrated by static models; we teach our students to write by
allowing them to experience the process ef writing, That is a
process of discovery, of using written langiiage to find out what
we have to say. We believe tiffs process can be adapted by our
students to whatever writing tasks face them—the memo, the
poem, the textbook, the speech, the consumer complaint, the job
application, the story, the essay, the personal letter, thel kovie
script, the accident report, the novel, the scientific paper, There is
no way we can tell what our students will need to write in their
lives beyond the classroom, but we can give our students 2
successful experience in the writing process. We can let them dis-
cover how writing finds its own meaning. '




-

. 2 The Prose Models Approach:
Using Products in th.e Process

Paul A. Eschholz
The University of Vermont ¢

¢ Whenever we read a sentence and like it, we unconscivusly store
it away in our model-chamber; and it goes with a myriad of its
fellows to the building, brick by brick, of the eventual edifice
which we call our style. And let us guess that whenever we run
across other forms—~bgicks—whose color, of some other defect,
offendt us, we unconsously Teject these, and 5o one never finds
them in our edifice.

’ Mark Twain
"The Art of Authorship”

)

Certainly few people will take exception to the general rule that
one good way to learn how to write is to follow the example of
those who can write well. “You have to read, read read,” says
Walter Ong (1979 p. 3). “There is no way to write unless you
read, and read a lot.”” Professional writers have long acknow’edged
the va.luc of reading; they, know that what thcy read is‘important
to how they eventually write, In reading, writers see the printed
word; they develop anggye—and an ear—for. language, the shape
and order of sentences, and the texture of paragraphs. The prose
models approach to the teaching of writing holds that writers can
develop and improve their w.iting skills through directed reading.
Teachers who use this approach believe that one of the best ways
to learn to write is to analyze and imitate models of good writing
systematically, Such study, they fecl, exposes students to impor-
tant new idéas and to the basic patterns of organization in non-
fiction prose as well as to other specific stratcgles or tcchniques
that all good writers use,

Today there are many writing programs throughout the country,
that use the prose models approach to help students achieve a
better sense ol purpose, form, and direction in their writing. "Al-
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though extremely popular, the approach has received its share of
criticism over the years, and much of the criticism is warranted.
Critics seem not to question the value of prose models; instead,
their. criticism is directed at how and when teachers use prose
models. I believe that prose models are jmpartant to every writer
and that when appropriately integrated into the context of the
writing process they become a powerful and effective teaching
tool. ’ ’ -

Tht; Traditional Prose Models Course and Its Critics

The method of the traditional prose models approach is simple:

read, analyze, and write. A typical unit in a prose inodels writing

class might proceed as follows. In preparation for writing an essay

of comparison-contrast students are asked tb read Bruce Catton’s

“Grant and Lee: A Study in Contrasts,” a classiec example of this

particular rhetorical mode. Next, students are asked to study thé

essay, answering questions about Catton’s thesis, organization,

paragraph development, sentence structure, diction, and so on. In

class, the teacher focuses attentiop on the writer’s purpose and his

overall organization, perhaps analyzing several sample passages to

illustrate Catton’s “block-by-block” organizational plan or his

cffective use of transitions, Finally, each student is asked to write

is or her own comparison-contrast essay, using Catton’s essay as
the model. ’ '

While greatly oversimplified, this description highlights the

P sequence of major activities and emphases of the traditional prose

models approach. Whether looking at the entire essay, or analyzing

a sample paragraph or two, the emphasis is cleadly of’the finished

product, While some teachers use the readings to initiate topical

class discussions or to stimulate actual theme topics, most teachers

use the readings to stress form. Their interest in form includes

those aspects of writing which supposedly insure clear thinking

and accurate expression: organization, thesis, paragraph structure,

coherence, logie, exactness, and unity. Traditionally, the reading

and discussion of an essay are necessary preliminaries to student

writng. It is assumed that it is bq-»ttcr. to anticipate problems than

to deal with them as they ogeur. In addition, students are often

asked to complete brief exercises or drills that provide imitative

practice and are designed to help them improve their style. These

‘exercises follow three hasic steps: students read the model

" sentence or paragraph, analyze the structure of the model,

pointing out distinctive stylistic features, and write a sentence or

Q i
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.paragraph in close imitation of the model. When writing their
essays, students are encouraged to emulate the essays they have
read and to apply what they have learned about good writing from
their reading and their written exercises.

During the coutse of the semester or academic ycar, studcnts
systematically study each of the rhetorical strategies and write an
essay utilizing each form. Teachers who use prose models report
several advantages o this approach. Students }earn the various
thetorical modes; students become better readers; students also
leam what good writing is and, with varying degrees of success,
apply this knowledge in their own writing. Finally, stadents may
work ithrough the difficult process of choosing a subject by using
models as ““theme-starters.™

It is not surprising that the prose modcls approach—in one form
or another~has held sway in America’s high schools and colleges
for the better paft of this century. English teachers feel secure
talking about the important themes contained in the various
reading selections; discussing diction, figurative Janguage, sentence

- structure, and paragraph patterns; classifying prose readings into

the traditional categories of description, narration, exposition, and

argumentation; and correcting student essays for syntax, spelling,
punctuation, and style. Such activities go well with lecture-
discussion courses which meet as a class three to five times a week;

with the various textbooks {rhetoric andfor literary readers, hand- .

books, and sentence or paragraph workbooks) that are available;

and with the skills of the _majority of English teachers who have
been trained to teach literature and perhaps grammar, but
unfortunately nét composition.

Criticism of the prose model 2pproach does not seem to be
directed at the notion of prose models per se, but rather at how
they are used in the classroom. Several critics fe¢l that models
tend to intimidate students and that the study of models makes
students feel awkward and uncomfortable about writing, They
claim that the models are too good; students are overwhelmed by
the distance between them and the professional writer. James
Moffett (1970, p. 58), for example, feels that this situation
threatens “some students by implying a kind of competition in
which they are bound to lose.” Students, it is argued, tend to fcel
at a disadvantage when forced to confront their blank paper after
reading and analyzing a modecl.

Other critics believe that models are’ often inappropriate in
terms of length, writing technique, and style, Why should students
study a model that is many times longer than the essays that they *
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will write and, worse yet, remote from their own writing
problems? Of what use, questions Domald Murray (1968, p. 220),
is a model that “only vaguely illuminates a particular kind of
writing problem relevant to the student’s own growth in compo-
sition”? Finally, is it reasonable oreven desirable to have students
imitate the styles of writers like Bacon, Milton, or Swift? While it
can be argued that each of these writers has produced prose that is
interesting to analyze rhetoncally, their works are obviously not
models of good contemporary prose and are therefore inappro-
priate for today’s students.

Some critics question whether it is beneficial to have students
read and analyze models before writing themselves. They question
the underlying assumption that advance diagnosis of writing
problems promotes learning. They feel that it is inappropriate for
a teacher to intervene before the writing process has even started.
These same critics object to the use of models to generate theme
topics. They feel that assuming that students have nothing worth-
while to say and must be given something to write about before
they can write grossly underestimates the capabilities of students.

Still others argue that the careful study of models places
unwarranted emphasis on form and not enough on content. By
studying forms and organizational patterns first students come to
see form as a mold into which content is somehow poured,
Students do not get a realistic view of the complex and delicate
relationship between form and cohntent in a piece of writing. They
are likely to ape the models too closely and to produce mindless
copies of a particular organizational plan or style. These critics
argue that students have no commitment to what they are writing,
and care only for how they write it. In short, these critics are .
suspicious of imitation and ses it as stultifying and mhibiting
writers rather than empowering or liberating them.

Most critics are in agreement about one very real hazard in using
the prose models approach. They decry the case with which
reading becomes a substitute for writing. This substitution is es-
pecially likely to occur when literature teachers, because of
enrollment demands, are required to teach writing. Without even
intending it, tcachers in these ecircumstances end up f*eaching
reading, according to Robert M. Gorrell (1977, p. 59). Advocates
of the reading-writing course, he says, assert that

the approach provides subject matter for writing, stimulates
students to whnite, and offets models for imitation. . . . In practice,
it is perhaps more significant that teachers find the approach

L
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.more interesting and more compatible with the literary training °
that most of them have had, if they have been trained in English
at all. More often than not, the reading-writing course becomes 2
reading course with a few more of less related theme assignments,
or even a course in literary history or amateur soaology I
the reading dominates complctcly, or is not related to ..rmmg, the
course ccases tobe a compqsmon course,

Finally, a growing number of critics feel that the prose models
approach to the teaching of writing—with its heavy emphasis on
rules, pattems, and style—has focused inordinate attention on the
finished product whllq_ ignoring the composing process. The
product, they assert, is only a small part of a very complex process
which begins before the writer’s pencil touches paper. “Teaching
writers to analyze the product,” according to Linda S. Flower and
John R. Hayes {1977, p. ‘350), “often fails to intervene at a
meaningful stage in the writer’s performance. It fails to teach
because it has nothing to, say about the actual process and
techniques of writing as a student {or anyone else) experiences
them.”

The traditional prose model approach with its emphasis on
product tends to dictate rules, structures, and patiems for writers,
In essence’ students are enccuraged to know what their essays
should 1ook like before they have written them. Emphasis on the
product usually leads to difficulties with the process. Because they
are given no sense of priority or sequence, because they do not
understand writing as-a process, students are confused about how
to write, and they typically try to tackle all aspects of a writing
project simultaneously. They worry about the organization of
ideas, spelling, paragraph development, transitions, factual infor-
mation, footnote and bibliography form, and style all before
writing the first sentence 6f what should be an exploratory rough
draft,

When I began teaching w'mmg at the University of Vermont in
the mid-1960s, we used the traditional prose models approach.

students read and talked about the essays in their anthology,
faithfully worked their way through the exercises in a standard
college handbook, and wrote essays modeled after a new rhetorical
form every week to ten days. These essays were then collected,
corrected, graded, and retumed so that students could make any
necessary cotrections. Class time was regularly devoted to dis-
cussing themes suggested by the readings, to close analysis of the
readings, and to talking about writing. ‘Although students regularly
engaged in lively discussions during class meetings, teachers began
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to question the success of these classés as writing classes. Why did -

our writingg classes bear a striking resemblance to our literature

classes? Were we teaching a writing course at all, or simply a j

*

2

course in which the students wrote (and there is a big difference)?

And, was the study of prose models really working when a student-
could ask, “How do I write a description when I don’t evgn know
what I want to describe or why I want t¢ describe it?”’ We soon
realized that while the ability to recognize rhetorical strategies in

" reading materials might influence a student’s ability to organize, it

does not necessarily guarantéc that the studeﬁts writing will
improve.

At about the same time that' we were bcgmmng to have our
doubts about prose models, we began to hear talk of wntmg as
process from people like Donald'Murray. At fust glance, our
traditional prose¢ models approach with its emphasis on the study

* of writien products seemed to be totally incompatible with—if not

»

downright contradictory’ to—this -new view of writing, Yet, the

arguments of the process people were persuasive. Our first

inclination was to abandon the pros¢ models approach in favor of

this very sensible process approach which togk the mystery out of
writing for students and teachers alike. But we hdd.second-
thoughts. If writers—professional and amateurs alike—yalue
reading and honestly believe that it helps them as writers, why
should we be so quick to eliminafe prose models from our writing

courses? After carefully reviewing the criticism that had been

levelled against the prose modelsapproach, we concluded that the
critics -were not objecting to the models themselves, but rather to
the various uses that teachers made of the readings. We felt that
prose models could still serve a valuable and necessary function in
a writing course, We set out to discover ways in.which they could
be used judiciously and purposefully within the context of the
writing process approach.

Our Freshman English Committee found itself asking questions
that we had never bothered to ask before. What exactly is the
value of reading for the writer? When in the writing process do
writers start thinking about form? What is the connection between
the arrangement of ideas and the discovery of the ideas to be
arrangcd? At what point or points in the writing process should a
teachcr intervene? And, how could this intervention be best
accomplished? In secking answers to these questions arid others
like them we found the work of Donald Murray (1968), Janet
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Emig (1967), Roget Garrison (1974), William Zinsser (1980), and
Donald Hall (1979) particularly helpful. And anrwers to these
questions, in turn, helped us to redesign our freshman writing
course, During the past six years, the Freshman English
Committee at the University of Vermont has developed 2n intro-
ductory writing course in which prose models have been success-
fully integrated with the process approach.

Combining Process and Models

Although we still use an anthology of prose models and a college
handbook in our freshman writing course at Vermont, the course
is now structured by the concept of writing as process. Classcs
regularly meet for one or two fifty-minute sessions a week and are
typlcally devoted to “conferencing” student papers with the entire
¢lass or in groups of three or four, Frequendly, students pair them-
. selves up for peer conferences. On a fairly regular basis students
spend 2n entire class period writing while the instructor conducts
two-minute mini-conferences with each student. These mini-
conferences are particularly helpful in dealing with spe~ific writing
difficulties as the students are actually experiencing them, Rarely
are class meetings used to discuss model essays; perhaps three
classes a semester are used for this purpose. In addition to class
meetings, students are scheduled for one fifteen-minute
«conference at least every other week. Students are expected to
write 2 minimum of three to five pages per week; most write
considerably more, We no longer ask students to read several
essays which illustrate a particular rhetorical strategy, or to
analyze the essays and then write an essay modeled after those
they read. :
Despite our devotion to the writing process, students are still
expected to do a considerable amount of reading during the
semester, While no topics are assigned and no rhetorical directives
are given,'students are encouraged to explore a number of topics
that interest them and to experiment with various rhetorical
strategies as the need arises. Prose models are introduced on an,
individual basis dunng confziences. All wntmg—prewntmg notes,
discovery drafts, revisions, and final copies—go Into the students’
writing falders. At the end of the semester each student submits
. his or her entire writing folder. Four papers which the student has
selected as his or her best are evaluated. We ask only that the four
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papers show the writer using at least three different rhetorical
strategies. In summary, the five defining characteristics of our
‘writing course at the University of Vermont are:

1. Students learn to write by writing, and they do a
consideral? le amount of it each semester.

. . 2. Writing is taught primarily as a process.
3. Individual conferences are used to teach writing because

they permit the instructor to address the particular
needs of each student. -

4, Students read widely at the samc time that they are
writing.

5, Prose models, instead of being presented before the
writing process begins, are introduced into the process
as the student needs them,

Although we spend very little class time forma.lly discussing the
reading that our students have done, reading is an important part
of our freshman writing course, We expect our students to do a
considerable amount of reading during the semester. They are
encouraged to read widely in their anthology, and we 2ll make an
effort to suggest additional books or articles by authors who write
in a style and language that students can be expected to emulate.
Freqyently, I am able to match a student’s interests with an
appropriate author—for example, Richard Selzer or Lewis Thomas
for pre-med students. Annie Dillard or Rachel Carson for the
environmentalists, and Roger Angell or Bill Gilbert for the sports

enthusiasts, _

" The reading component has been retained in the writing course -
for several good reasons. Even though the ability to rcad well does
not guarantee the ability to write well, through reading student-
writers come to an understanding that writing is the making of
reading. Too often students fail to see that what they have written
is for reading; they are what Mina Shaughnessy {1977, p. 223)
calls "writers producing writing.” These students come to a new
awareness of themselves as writers as soon’as they realize that
there is a writer behind everything they rcad And their writing
shows 1t, too.

Our students arrive at their standards of good writing from what
they read. When provided with a steady diet of the best con-
temporary nonfiction, they come to appreciate what all good
writing has in common. Many students are surprised to diseover
that the qualities which characterize good writing are the very
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qualities that make them as readers want to read. When their
reading is informative,. authoritative, clear, simple, economical,
and orderly, they know that it is well-written. In good writing
students hear the writer’s'voice, a voice that has something to say
and has a reason to sa%( it. Students also come to an understanding
of the complex relationship between what someone has to say and
how one says it. All of these experiences help students to dispell
many misconceptions about wiiting, Further, they enable studerits
to cstablish realistic expectations for themselves as writers.,

If students are doirig a good deal of writing while they are
reading, it is not long before they are reading like writers. They

become readers who, as Donald Murray (1968, p. 173) has pointed °

out, “read with a special eye for craft.” Consciously or uncon-
sciously students begin to collect their own models of "good
wntmg As students mature as writers, they become particuiarly
interested in_how other writers solve writing problems. Students
report that while they are writing they recall ccrtain things that
they have read. They are able to utilize: many of the techniques,
strategies, and structural designs gained from their reading,

The effects of reading on writing. however, are slow to be felt;
unfortunately, thcre is no such,thing as automatic carryover.
Studcnts must read widely and ovér a long period of time. But the
rewards are satisfying. As Donald Hall (1979, p. 14) points out,
“graduzally we acquire the manners that make the good writing we
admire, It islike lcarning a foreign ianguage by livig with a family
that speaks it, by shoppmg in it, and by listening to telcvision
shows with dialogue in it.”

Although we now teach writing as a process, we no longer feel
" that it is in conflict with our use of prose models. As Murray
(1968) argues, if we are going to teach writing honestly, it is only
fair that we look at what writers do and pattern our instruction
after them. An understanding of the composing process tells us
primarily that siudents learn to write by writing and rewriting and
that students must discover what they have to say before they can
determine how to say it. The process approach to composition
helps to demystify writing for students, They find it comforting to
know that there is a process, a series of steps, through which most
writers find it neccssary to pass most of the time, When the writer
is trying to solve a specific problem in the composing process,
however, prose models can be valuable if introduced appropriatcly.

The individual confcrence is particularly effective in this regard
becduse it pcrmits the teacher to intervene in each student’s
writing process at times when the studcnt can use the help most, It
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is during these cogferences that 7 make grezt use of prose models.
I introduce, discuss, or suggest prose models that an indis ‘dual
student might find helpful in dealing with his or her par ular
writing problem. To supplcmcnt the readings in the anthol y my
students use, I maintain a collection of popular college readers as
well as a file cf clippings from such publicatipns as tt New York
Time | Sports lllustrated, Newsweek, Time, Country Journal, and
The New Yotker. Whenever I come across a piece of good writing
—a strlkmg lead, a part:cu:arly persuasive argument, a notewortliy
use of specific defails, a convincing example, an interesting use of
analogy, or an especially effective short dramatic sentence—~I file

"the particular passage or essay away for use with students during

conferences. 1 encourage the students to bring to class examples

- of effective writing that they have found in their reading. I then

add thesé examples to my file f67tfse with other students.

Also, f maintain a modest library of contemporary nonfiction
in my office for use by my stu.ents. It certainly is not compre-
hensive, but it does include z sampling of current titles, as well as
some old favorifes. The most popular titles of late have included
the following:

Zoger Angell, Five Se sons (Simon & Schuster, 1977); The
Summer Game (Popular Library, 1973)

” Michael J. Arlen, Tﬁc View from Highway I {Farrar, Sirauss &

Giroux, 1977)

It.ac Asimov, Earth: Qur Crowded Spaccshap (]ohn Day, l974

Fawgett, 1978)

Rachel Carsan, The Sea Around Us (New Amencan lerary,
1954); The Edge of the Sea (Houghton Mifflin, 1955, 1979)
Silent Spring {Hough on Mifflin, 1962) i

Robert Coles, Children of Crisis: 4 Study of Courage and Fear
{Little, Brown, 1967); Migrants, Mountaineers, Sharecroppers
(Littke, Brown, 1972): The South Goes North {Litte, Brown, °
1972); Eskimos, Chitenos, Indians (Little, Brown, 1978,; Priv-
iteged Ones (Little, Brown, 1978)

Joan Didion, Slouching Towards Bethlchem (Fan'ar. Strauss &
Giroux, 1968); The White Album (Simon & Schuster, 1979)
Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creck (Harper's Magazine Press,
& 1974; Bantam, 1975}

Loren Elseley The Night Country (Scribner's, 1971); All the
Strange Hours (Seribmer's, 1¢15); The, Star Thrower (Times
Boaoks, 1978; Harcourt Brace Jo.anuvich, 1979) .

Nora Ephron, Wallflower at the Orgy (Ace, 1973); Crazy Selad:
Some Things about Women (Bantam, 1976} :

Peter Farb, Word Play: What Happens When People Talk (Knopf,

1973; Bantam, 1975) .
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James F, Fixx, The Complete Book'of Running (Random Hou'se,
1979)

Bernard Gladstone, The New York Times Complete Manual of
Home Bepair (Times Books, 1978)

Edward Hoagland, African Calliope (Random House, 1979}; The
Edward Hoagland Reader (Random House, 1979)

Roger Kahn, The Boys of Summer (New American Library, ,

!973;, A Seasontin the Sun (Harper & Row, 1977; Berkley,
1978

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, On Death and Dying (Macmillan, 1974)
Peter Matthiessen, Wildlife in America (Penguin Books, 1978);
Bine Meridian (New American Library, 1973); The Snow Leopard
(Viking Press, 1975; Bantam, 1979)

John McPhee, The Pine Barrens (Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1968,
1978: Ballantine, 1976); The Deltoid Pumphkin Seed (Farrar,
Strauss & Giroux, 1973; Ballantine, 1976); The fohn McPhee
Reader (Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1976); Coming into the
Country (Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1977; Bantam, 1979}

Harold J. Morowitz, The Wine of Life and Other Essays (St.
, Martin’s Press, 1974)

("corgc Orwell, Shoonng an Elephant and Other Essays (Harcourt
Bracc Jovanovich)

Berton Roueche, Eleven Blue Men and Other Narratives of
Medical Detection {Little, Brown, 1954)

Carl Sagan, Broca’s Brain (Random House, 1979)

Richard Selzer, Mortal Lessons: Notes on the Art of Surgery
(Simon & Schuster, 1978); Confessions of a Knife (Simon &
Schuster, 1979)

Thomas Szasz, The Second Sin {Doubleday, 1973); Heresies
{Doubleday, 1976); The Myth of Psych therapy (Doubleday,
1978)

Gavy Talese, The Kingdom and the Power (Doubleday, 1978)
Studs Terkel, Working (Pantheon, 1974)

Lewis Thomas, The Lives of a Cell- Notes of a Biology Watcher
(Viking Press, 1974; Bantam, 1973); The Meduse, and the Snail:
More Notes of a Biolagy Watcher (Viking Press, 1979)

Alvin Tolfler, Future Shock (Random House, 1970, Bantam,
1971) e
E. B. White, The Poinis of My Compass (Harper & Row, 1979);
One Man's Meat (Harper & Row, 1944, 1978); The Second Tree
from the Corner (Harper & Row, 1954, 1978); An E. B. White

Reader (Harper & Row, 1966); Essays of E. B. White (Harper & .

Row, 1977, 1979} -

Tom Wolfe, The Pump House Gang (Farrar, Strauss & Giroux,
1968; Bantam); Radical Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Caichers
(Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1970; Bantam, 1971); Mauve Cloves &
Madmen, Clutter & Vine (Farrar, Strauss & Giroux, 1976)

William Zinsser, On Writing Well (H g’per & Row, 1976, 1980)
s
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Students appreciate having these books available to them. I find
that the collection generates a gcnuinc excitement about non-
fiction among students which, in-tum, is reflected in their attltudc
toward their own writing.

Intervening with Prose Models

During the early stages of the writing process students’ questions
focus on the large issues of subject selection, gathering infor-
mation, purpose, and organization. Prose models can be used to
help students solve problems in any of these arcas. As students
move through second and third drafts, their questions or concems
become méc specific. In conference, students readily acknow-
ledge dissatisfaction with their beginning or ending, or realize that
their tone is inappropriate, or see that the various parts of their
essays are disconnected, or hcar awkward repetitions when reading
an essay aloud. Prose models can be used effectively in the context
of the writing process to solve many of these specific writing
problems.

During the prewriting stage I use prose models very sparingly. It
is at this stage that student writers need to be on their own in
order to discover what it is they want to say and why they want to
say it. But this is not to say that prose models should not be used
at all during prewriting. Some students find it hclpful to see what
other writers have done with similar subject matter. If asked, I try
to find an article or book in the area that th v have chosen.
Students report that the models lelped them to see the many
possibilities in their subject and to focus on a particular topic
within the subject area.

Once students have chosen a subject, focused on a specific
topie, and gathcred enough mformatnon to write a rough draft,
they search ror a pattern of meaning in the information. Qften the
writer's purpése for writing, frequently presented in the forn: ofa
question, suggests a natural structure or organization. An informal
or “scratch” outline helps the students to visualize a form=-a
chronological sequence, a spatial order, or some logical arrange-
nent. Because of their previous training, many students early in
the semester feel that they need a thorough outline in order to
write a rough draft. It is not long before they realize that the very
informal scratch outline gives them enough sense of form to serve
their purposes at this point in the writing r rocess. It is best, I feel,
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to leave form tentative during the prewriting stage because it will
evolve naturally as students discover exactly what it is they want
to say. : ) .

,Thete are, however, students who find a definite sense of
structure absolutely necessary in the prewriting stage because
structure restricts “the area of thought,” as Lucile Vaughan Payne
(1966, p. 30) argues, “thus bringing mind and imagination into
full play in relation to a single idza, Paradoxically, it frees by
restricting.” For these particular students—and their numbers are
not great—it is helpful during the prewriting conference to discuss
their purpose for writing and to point out appropriate essays or
parts of essays that illustrate patterns they could emulate. Last
semester, for éxample, Mary, a student who wanted to describe
her two grandmothers who had lived in her family’s house while
she was growing up, found it helpful to read several model des-
criptions in Mary McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girlhood
before writing her descriptions, The models helped her to see that
in order to create a dominant impression descriptive details had to

" be carefully selected and arranged. It was tempting to me to

suggest'to Mary that perhaps what she had in mind was a compar-
isonfcontrast of her two grandmothers. But I knew that it was
important for her as a writer to describe each grandmother fully
first, for in describing the grandmothers she might discover what
it was she wanted to say about them.

While actually writing their rough drafrs students will encounter
problems that ‘can usually be resolved in a brief conference.
Students can be sent to an appropriate prose model when a
question of form occurs. Once they have decided what they want
to say and why they want io say it, they must decide how most
effectively to say jt. Although questions of form are most
common, other interesting questions come up. Jim, a student who
happened to be writing a personal narrative about a ski accident.
came to my office somewhat disturbed one day this semester. His
paper was a first person narrative, and he was extremely uncom-
fortable about using the first person pronoun in his piece. One of
his high school teachers had told hix never to use “L’’ Together
we took a look at Langston Hughes’ “Salvation” and the opening
paragraphs from Geomge Orwell’s “Shooting an Elephant.”” The
models made their point very etfectively, and Jim left my office
reassured.,

Harry came_to my office for a conference on his second paper.
fle had been thinking about writing onc on John, the owner of the

1
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local barbership, and had almost completed a rough draft. While
he liked his topic (it seems that John was somewhat of a neigh-
borhood curiosity), he was disappointed in the draft. Harry told
me that his rough draft was flat and didn’t go anywhere. He felt
that he was forcing the description, that he was telling not
showing. After reading several short “profiles”—the kind that
frequently appear in local newspapers and weekly magazines—
Harry realized that he should talk with John before attempting to
write his rough draft. The factual information and human interest
quotations that John gave Hamry were just what he needed to put
life into his essay.

Once my students have produced rough drafts, I feel that it is
appropriate for me to intervenc with a conference discussion of
form as it relates to content. As Richard Larson' (1976, p. 71)
soundly advises

instead of tiﬂcing about “good ofganization" in the abstract, or
advocating one plan of organization in preference to all others,
the teacher should Tecognize the interconnections of form and
content, and help students quictly in the subtle and personal task
of choosing a form that suits well their ideas and emphases, Sincen
Teliable criteria for such choosing are not available, flexibility and
sensitivity to the values of different structures are attitudes to
cuitivate. Form may not be the message, but it inferprets the
message while -Telaying it. And we all need, basing our best
judgmunt on sensitive reading of our drafts or finished essays, to
considel how our message is Ielayed and inlerpreled through its
form.

During a conference on their rough draft, students frequently
discover that what they now want to say about their subject js not *
what they had originally intended to say. Their purpose has
changed and the new purpose demands a new structure. Such wils
the case with Mary, the aforementioned student writing about her
two grandmyothers. In considering Ler rough draft she discovered
that she was not as much interested in describing each grand-
.mother as she was in relating the similarities of these two very
different women. Before starting a second draft, she would benefit
from reading several of the comparison/contrast selections in the
anthology. She knew that she had all the information she needed;
it was simply a matter of reorganizing it to fit her new purpose.
Prose models are particularly effective in dealing with problems
of voice. In the carly weeks of every semester, several students,
cspecially those students who lack confidence in themsclves as
writers or those with some skill who want to play it “safe” for
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awhile, will write “voiceless” papers, the type that other students
respond to by asking, “Where are you in this essay?” This semester
Marian came to a conference with a voiceless paper about her

. decision to attend the University of Vermont over four other

colleges and universities. After talking with her briefly about the
paper, I asked her to reaq it aloud. Next I asked her to read aloud
the passage from Annie Billard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek in which
a frog is eaten by a giant water bug. Marian immediately recog.
nizdd what she had to do in her revision and did it.

I sPend a significant portion of class time having students read
and discuss the various drafts of their own essays. Without any
prompting on my part students often make useful references to
their outside reading or to model student essays while discussing
each other’s papers. They recall in great detail how an author

- ~solved a particular problem and point out th= appropriate passaje
for the student whose paper is being discussed. For example, this
year Frank had trouble describing his favorite possession—his
matorcycle. Because he was so familiar with it, he found it
1mpossnblc to get the distance he needed. It was obvious to the
students in the class that Frank’s description lacked specific

- details, But how could he say something specific about somcthing
that was so familiar? One student réad aloud the opening para-
“graph “from Five Seasons in" which Roger Angell describes a
baseball in great detail. The model helped Frank solve his prob lem.

The number of ways that prose models can be used in the

-, revision process js endless. If a student continues to have difficulty
using specific information, I have found it useful to have the
student read a paragraph or two that rely heavily on specific
details, underlining each piece of specific information en-
countered. I then ask the student to compile a list of specific
information that could be used in writing his or her own essay. I
have experienced some success in using paragraph-length models to

~ help students work on their openings, use figurative language to
¢enhance a dcscrlptlon, show and not tell, give full examples to

+ sapport a generalization, and develop unified paragraphs, As
students get closer to a final draft, their atiention begins to focus
on the little things that make a difference, Difficulties with transi-
‘tions, diction, dramatic short sentences, parallel structure, and

. strong action verbs, for example, can be easily handled with short
prose models,

At all stages in the writing process, prose models have worked
for me and for my students, The main problem with the tradi-

“
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tional prose models approach has been that teachers tend to
present the models too early in the writing process. Too often
students are asked to read and study models before they have
written a word; a form is assigned before they know what they
want to say. It has been assumed that problems are best solved
before they ever arise; But writing does not wotk that way.
Students must be permitted to discover their own writing
problems. Models can be a positive and useful device in teaching
students to write better if they are thoughtfully’and purposefully
integrated into the individual student’s writing process. Writers cag
best leam from what other writers have done when they fin
themselves in similar situations. Teachers (as well as students) need
to read with a writer’s eye and to develop a file of models that can
be used in their own writing as well as in their teachipg. With
practice, any teacher will gain confidence and skill at using
problem-specific prose models in the writing course.

17




3 The Experiential Approach:
Inner Worlds to Outer Worlds

Stephen Judy
Michigan Staic University

The development of the personality fs incxtricably bound up with
the devclopment of language. .

o Andrew Wilkinson
’ Spokcn English s

-

That is why I startcd to writc. To save mysclf....I had to seck
out the truth and unravel the snarlcd web of my motivationa. 1
had to f'md‘out who I am and.what I want to be,. ..

Eldridge Clcaver
Soulon fcc

The ncat thing about writing. .. is that paper allows us.to gct
our fcclings in control, help oursclves understand cxactly what
wC mcan.

" Ingrid Crachiola, student
Central Michigan University

The experiential approach takes as its intellectual center the com-
plex relationship between language and ‘thinking, and further,
the relationship between experience and language and thinking.
That language, thinking, and experience are, to use Wilkinson’s
phrase,“inextricably bound up” with one another has longibeen
recognized, but it is onily within this century that the relationship
has begun to be fully explored. For earlier rhetoricians and psych-
ologists, the connection seemed much simpler. In the nineteenth *
century, for example, language was widely held’to be a “mirror”
of thought or the “clothing” in which one “dressed” ideas, If the
writing teacher accepted this conceptualization, his or her func-
. tions were comparatively simple. Errors in language represented
etrors in thinking and were to be cradicated, Stylistic infelicities

87
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represented a failure to choose the proper garb for one’s jdeas and
. were to be corrected quickly, just as one would correct inappro-
priate " table manners. Nineteenth-century teachers thus gave
unusual attention to mastering the forms of language-rhetoric or
grammar—and relatively less to actual practice. In no smalf mea-
sure, these attitudes toward language, experience, and thinking
formed the basis of present practices emphasizing formal correct-
ness at the expense of jdeas and content.

In the twenticth century, psychologists—-most notably Plagct,
Vygotsky, Langer, Jung—and teacher/linguists—Chomsky, Britton,
Korzybski, McLuhan, among others—have differently described
a more complex relationship between 'mind and language,” be-
tween thinking and speaking or writing. While language obviously
“reflects” thought, there is no one-to:one correspondcnce between
word and throught. Perceptions are shaped and influenced by past
experiences and by the language one has learned. Thinking, which
was once held to be a neatly logical process, is recognized as a
symbolic process, and as such, it involves inaccuracies that are
introduced whenever one represents {or symbolizes) one thing bv
another. Thinking, experiencing, and languaging are thus a kind of
eternal triangle—but a flexible triangle, a rubber triangle—~bound
together, yet influencing one another.

For most people, this rubber triangle is constantly growing and
stretching, Every day the persorf-adult or child—has new expen-
ences: sccmg, tasting, hearing, rcadmg, watching TV, and so on.
Those experiences are internalized and in a lzmguagc-bascd process
synthesized to become part of the person’s storehouse of experi-,
ence. When one faces a new problem or concem, he or she draws
on that storehouse and through the ‘complicated activity labeled
“thinking” (also a language-based process) comes up with “ideas”
or “solutions.” Finally, the person creates language about hig or
her ideas that both displays them for self- -examination and allows
them to be communicated to others. What gwcs thls process its
drive—its energy—is, first, that humans have an intrinsic need to
sort through and understand their experiences, and second, that
they necd to share their perceptions with others,

Major Premises

From the discoveries of l.ingulstl;cs, psychology, and rhetoric
about the relationship of experience, thinking, and languaging,

w
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* L
there follow certain major premises informing the expérience-
basedd approach to teaching composition.I preseut tiese premises
informally at the beginning of all my writing courses so that the
premises do not remain my secret.

The best student writing is motivated by personal feelings and
experience. That one should “write from experience” is, of
course, a scholastic truism, advice given by just about every com-
position teacher at one time or another. But in practice the maxim
is often distorted. On the one hand, the students’ experiences are
often trivialized, as’in the infamous “My Summer' Vacation”
theme that forces writers to present superficial or irrelevant expe-
riences, .On the other hand, teachers assume that because students
are young, they have no significant experiences and ideas and must
therefore be “primed” before writing. In one form, thisdack of
respect for the students’ experience leads to “stimulus writing,”
where young people are “charged up’ through the use of clever or
gimmicky activities, then set loose to write. At its worst, it leads
to the conventional research paper assignment where students
struggle to master a large body of information that is duly (and
often dullly) recorded on paper,

Students of all ages have a wide range of experiences that can
serve a8 the starting point for writings hopes-and fears, wishes and
ambitions, past events in their lives, even fantasies. What seems
most important is that students recognize that whatever they
write-be it personal confession or a description of how to pre-

gram 2 computer—should grow from fully synthesized experience.

Writing from experiénce does not preclude either “serious’” writ-
ing (e.g., exposition) or writing about new knowledge (research).
To write well, one must know something well. Bad writing,
whether in personal or abstract language, results when one has not
worked with (and played with) his or her ideas and experiences.

An obvious implication for the teacher of composition is that
students need to draw on and develop their base of experience.
The teacher must provide time for students to talk about, to
expand, and even to relearn or reexamine their experiences.
While students occasionally need to write impromptu themes,
especially on examinations, their writing will be considerably
. betterif the teacher provides ample time for thinking and plannihg
prior to writing,

Writing from experience takes place in w.ny modes of dis-
course, sncluding creative forms, but by no means excluding
expository and academic modes. I want my students at any
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level~elementary, secondary, college—to compose in as many
different forms as possible, I would like them to write poems,
plays, stones, essays, and, if they are up to it, novels. I also want
them to compose jn nonprint forms, through film, video, or sound
tape. As McLuhan has argued, “the medium js the message.” It
is clear that the same or similar messages come out differently in ..
different media. A poem says things differently than a song does.
An essay opens up possibilitics not available to the writer offan
objective report. Language forms, conventions, mﬁ rhetorical
styles place some limits on what a writer can say, bt they also
. open up possibilities for saying more or less the same thing in
different wavs. .

I am convinced that writing in many different modcs is, in the
long run, practical for students, even though in “life’’ the student
may be limited to writing the academic exam or the business
memo. When school and college writing programs give the students
a sense of the full range—the play—of discourse, thosc students
are better equipped to deal with even routine writing tasks.

Writing from experience often, but not tnvariably, requires that
students write for a readership. The readership will often be
someone other than the instructor. Some writing is private, done,
as Cleaver says, *‘to seck out the truth and unravel the snarled web
of my motivations.” Writing allows one to set down ideas and con-
template them in peace and quiet before going public {or deciding
to remain silent). The success of the writing journal in both school
and college writing courses attests to the need of.young people for
this kind of private writing. Nor does the need diminish with age.
Therapists and counsellors ‘of adults have recognized the value of
journal writing, and many use it as part of their program.

At the same time,- -pecple paturally seek out an audience for
their writing. Students’ initial shyness about making writing public
should not be confused with a desize to keep things private. Even
journal writers have a craving to let others read and respond to
their work. In many classes, the students voluntarily break the
shroud of privacy that their teachers have offgred for journal
writing. What begin as private journals become common class
reading before long. -

The teacher should be @ reader of student writing, but-not the
only reader. Students’ comments to one another can be at least as
helpful as the teacher’s, while at the same time being less threaten-
ing. When students write for “real” readers—their classmates or
people outside class—they pay more than usual attention to
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matters of form, style, and correctness. Writing for an audience
allows §tudents to see such matters as an aid to reaching readers
rather than simply as a teacher’s concer or obsession.

The structuring of writing is learned as one shapes ideas and
experignce, first, for himself or herself, and second, for an audi-

-ennce. “Form” in writing has tradmonaﬂy been presented as some-
thing mdependcnt of a writer’s content, indeed, as something
which exists before content. For instance, generations of students
have been taught an idealized -form of the paragraph, then'told to
match their writing to that model. For over a century, young
people have been shown the formal outline and told to make their
compositions fit in. In contrast, I tell my students that form
grows from content and is inseparable from jt. One doesn’t
simply pick a form and match ideas to it. Rather, the writer looks
at cxpencncc, meditates about it, thinks over the aim and purpose
of the piece, considers the background and interests of the audi-
ence, and gradually begins to evolve strategies for shaping—for
Jform-ing--his or her work. True, there are conventions of form and
style in writing—from the “paragraph’ to the “stanza”—-and the
writer must be conscious of those traditions and the resultant
reader expectations. But the fiat holds: Create a form that will
work for your content and this audience at this time; don’t look
about for a ready-made structure.

Many good writers report that the discorery of an organiza-
tional pattern is a mystery. Ideas gather ang percolate; the writer
thinks over some beginnings and endings; he or she may start and
discard some drafts. But eventually, the “eurcka” moment ﬁap
pens. A workable plan occurs or presents itsell and the writer is
off and running. That process of organizing can't be taught, but it

- can be fostered, catalyzed, and practiced through an experience-
based approach. Certainly teachers should avoid setting up false or
‘inaccurate structural models.

As students explore the full range of discourse forms and com-
pose for a variety of audiences, form and correctness can be
explored. These days many observers charge that composition
teachers tend to ignore correctness in favor of somcthmg called
“self-expression.” Teachers who consider themselves part'of the
“cxperience-based” approach often find thcmselves under attack
in this light. In one faculty meeting after another, I have heard
something like this: “Thege are some teachers in this school {or
university}] who tcll students that misspellings and improper usage
are perfectly OK; the only thing that matters is what you think.”
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But try as I will, I have yet to discover a teacher who admits to
holding that precise philosophy. I doubt titat such mangers of un-
vridled creativity exist. I know of no teacher who claims that cor-
rectness absolutely “doesn’t matter.” Most teachers try to place
correctness in reasonable proportion to content and expression.

The debate over correctness is much too complex to discuss
here, since it involves socio-political concerns as well as linguistic
matters. But it is important to recognize that an experience-
based approach does not ignore correctness. Rather, it treats cor-
rectness in the context of actual cpmposmg experience for genuine
audiences. Students take corrc€tness into account when writing
for audiences other thari the teacher. Their concern for mechamcs
and usage is part of the problem of prepuring this paper “here and
now” for this audience at this time. Errors are best dealt with on a
“need to know” basis, with the teacher supplying editorial advice
- and suggestions as required to help the student find success in
reaching his or her readership.

Learning to write “correctly”—and more generally, learning to
become conscidus and deliberate about form and style—is a
gradual process. I believe that the schools are in much too’big a
rush to try to solve every young person’s problems of form in-
stantly. From the time they enter scho% children have every
error, every flaw, every blight pointed out o them. The net effect
has been to create generations of students who *‘can’t” write,
which means simply that they cannot relax sufficiently to write.
A good experience-based writing program, one which diversifies
writing modes and audiences, will create enough good, solid writ-
ing experiences that in the course of twelve or more years of
schooling, students will master the forms of correctness they need
to know to function effectively in their unique worlds.

The Writing Workshop

Thete are many ways the premises of an experience-based ap-
proach could be worked out in classroom practice. To exemplify
one way, 1 want to describe an experience-based college course
which I taught recently. It was a sophomore-evel course at Michi-
gan State University called simply, “Writing Workshop.” The
catalog description reads: “A writing workshop designed to help
students improve their writing abilities. The course provides
opportunities for students to write with different purposes in a
variety of modes.”
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Given such a broad description, the students enrolled with
diverse expectations. Some took the class simply because an
intermediate writing course was required for their major or minor:
“Take a writing course. Any writing course.” Others enjoyed writ-
ing and were interested in extending their abilities; the promise

- of a writing *workshop* appealed to them. Many—the majority—
enrolled because they were not succeeding as writers within the
university, and they wanted help beyond what their freshman
course had given them. The students presented a range of ability
Ievels. Dan was a bright political jcience major who could write
fluent gobbledygook and had received too much praise for slick,
but empty, prose from carlier teachers. Bob was an agriculture
major taking the course to meet a requirement, not because he
saw any earthy [sic] use for it. Helen, an adequate writer, had
centered her life on her membership in the marching band and
would write only about her music, Dijane was a bright, advanced-
placement freshman who had opted out of freshman writing.
Though she was a good writer, she was caught up in being away
from home and suddenly in love with a junior from Detroit and
could write about nothing but that. None of the students in the
course was an English major.

I began by explaining my premises for teaching writing. I knew
from past experience that at one point-I would have to do asales
job: convincing the students that writing in a variety of modes and
on personal topics would help them with their university courses.
“I promise you,” I said, “that before the term ends we will spend
time discussing the particular problems you face as a psychology
major or music major or physics major. We'll talk about how to
write better examinations and term papers. But before you can be
a good writer in your major, you have to become a good writer,
period.” ;

Most of the students tentatively accepted that argument. Some
didn’t and the best I could do was ask them to reserve judgment.
Inthe end, I believe most were persuaded. _

My second selling job was a far more difficult one: persuading
the students that they had something to write about, Like'most
writing students from grade six on up, these students believed—or,
more accurately, had become convinced—that they had nothing to
say. Given a set assignment—*Analyze the major causes of the
Civil War”—they could struggle through on the h-sis of textbook
knowledge, but given an invitation to write~*Write about some-
thing that is important to you'—they felt they would founder.
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v
To overcom. this problem, I gave them an interest inventory. It

presents a number of topical categories and asks the students to

free associate, writing down what comes into their heads, The
topics include friends,knemies, people you adm':'rg special places,
fond memories, notso-fond memecries, worries, strange-but-true
stories, sports, university life, books, television, music, film,
and what matters most. None of the students had any real prob-
lems coming up with five, ten, or more items under cach cate-
gory. “Those,” { e ¢plained, *“‘are your starting points for writing.
Everything on that list—me¢mories, films, friends, enemties—is the
beginning of a story or essay that another person will be interested
in hearing or reading,™

They were dubious, of course, but we pluriged in, and for the
next scveral weeks they mined those lists .or writing ideas. We.
discussed “Where do first drafts come from?’’ I described some of
my own dlosyncracies and struggles over diafting papers. and
compared quotations from “name” authors who described their
writing agonies. We reviewed some basic “getting started” strate-
gies that seem’to work for many students: Peter Elbow's “free-
writing”; stream-of-consciousn.ss wrtting based on a key word or
phrase; talking aloud to odeself; botrowing a lead sentence (in
which the whiter uses another person’s opening sentence, but sub-
stitutes his or her own content). Mauy of the students’ writings
were short, sometimes just a paragraph in length, About half the
writings were done in class, about half outside. The length of the
picces gradually increased as the students grew more and more
confident of their ability to yse their own experience as the stuff
of writing. . y

Becanse of the terrible sclf-consciousness college students {and,
I'm afitid, most novice writers and many pros) have about their
work, I dhd not at first, ask the students to rcad one another's
papers. 1 read everything. Sometimes I read outside class, in which
case 1 wrote notes back to the student; oltea Head in class, simply
coliecting essays and reading than back to the cluss without
revealing the authod's name. That orai reading sometimes invol ed
ord editing as well, and T woulit mab¢/a few minos revisions (o 1
read if, on the spur of the moment, £ thought they would claufy
a paper. The point of these “in¥timt replays”™ was to show the
students that even ar the rough dralt stage their wrating could be

lively and interesting. I mac oint of cmphasizing what struck
me as especially well ¢f - s or idas.
Frventudlly the studen one annther’s wotk, There was
only one ground rule: re. ... wete 1o respond to but not critique
3.}
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the paper. They were to describe their own reactions to the events
and emdtions presented on paper, not to offer formal evaluation.
Initially .the students read and responded 'in pairs.” As the term
progressed, the discussion grqups grew to four or five students.
Eventually, papers were presented to and discussed by the entire
class.

The culminating actlvlty for this first phase of the course was
the writing of a major paper draiying on personal experience.
(There were no firm limits for length or number of words. The
students gén erhlly wrote between five and ten pages.) [ en couraged
them to write somethmg along the lines of a sustained reminis-
cence or memoir because new writers seer ‘o appreciate the dis-

".tance between themselves and their experience that writingin the

past tense allows. To prime the pump, I brought in excerpts from
three books describing childhood memories: Harper Lee’s To Kill
a Mockingbird, Lineoln Steffens’ The Autobiography of Lincoln
Steffens, and Mark T'wain’s Life on the Mississippi. We talked a bit
about the techniques of these writers, but we principally tried to
soak up the tone of these rich, detailed, loving remembrances. The
students talked over their preliminary ideas with one another and
with me. "o -

After time for the writing of initial and second drafts, the stu-
dents submitted (heir papers, which were, I thought, quite good. A
piece on marching with the band was written at this time, as were
reminiscences of family life, school, church, the first term of
university life, even early childhood. One student, borrowing from
Evgeny Yevtuschenko, submitted a chapter of his “precocicus
autobiography.” At least some of the students were willing to read
their pieces to the whole class. In Uptaught (1970), Ken Macrorie
describes telling his students that ecach of them will, during the
term, write something that will truly knock his or her classmates
for a loop. Some of my students had that experience that day.

For the second phase of the course, [ borrowed an idea ex-
pressed by J=W. Patrick Creber in Sense and Senmwaty (1965,
p. 23) that “much . . . inarticulateness ha.'its roots.. . . in a biunted
sensnblllty ” You%peoplc he claims, fail to perceive and synthe-
size their experierces f{ully. (I suspect he could agree that many
adults have the same problem.) As a result, he says, they write
thinly, in cliches. In the language of the expcnencc—bascd ap-
proach, this means that people do not so much lack experience as
they lack the ability to see and appreciate s fine details, _

This second phase of the course was titled “Interweaving the
World,” drawing on a phrase James Miller, Jr. and I used in Writing

o6
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tn Reality (1978). I sent the students outside the classroom to
study and write about their environment. They engaged in “people
watching” and wrote character sketches; thcy spent hours In
places around town—libraries, the student union, taverns—obscrv-
ing the environment and learning to turn their perceptions into
words. The course took on a journalistic flavor. The students were,
like newspaper writers, to find stories in‘their daily lives.

At this point, p.he fange of discourse forms from which the
students could choose was widened. (To date, they, had written
only narrativessand personal essays.) “But,” I explained, “there
are many different ways in which’ you can put experience into
words. Sometimes an observation will work better as a poem than
a5 a story. A personal experience can be depersonalized and
turned inf~ 2 piece of fiction..A simple observation of characters
and setting ¢ n lead you to develop a play.”

I urged the studerts to try some new forms, to try some crea-
.tive writing. To case their anxicty, the writing i» this phase was
called “experimental.” Some of the students were immediately
ready to take a risk and wrote I genres that were, for them,
complet -ly new~fiction, fantasy, poetry. (I did not dweli at any
length dp the formal characteristics of these genres; rather, I relied
on the sthdents” intuitive sense of rhetoric developed through their
reading:) Other students were less willing to gamble and continued
to write first-person narratives and descriptions. However, with
one or two exceptions, all the students genuinely explored the
ranges of discourse, moving away from the familiar i test out new
ways of putting their ideas into language. Most of thnse who tried
were successful, especially when they were able to get editorial
help from their classmates.

At this time I encouraged the students to respond as informal
critics to one another’s work. Since the papers were “experi-
mental,” it was appropriate for the writers to seek help from one
another. I argued from deep conviction that their responses could
become as helpful to the writer as anything I or another teacher
1night say. The students were initially to conzcrn themselves only
with content, rather than wlth grammatical or niechanical correct-
ness. Their motto was a picce of advice from 2 graduate student at
Michigan State: “When you edit, don’t try to be superhuman,
Don’t try to fix everything. Just apply y« ar strengths to the places
where the paper needs the kind of help you can give.”

A great deal has been written about the advantages and draw-
backs of peer- and ~small-group cditing in recent years. There are

.
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problems. Spme siudents use it as 2n opperturity for an ego trip
at the expense of their colleagues. Others don’t have the writing
skilis to help their pee:s. Some arc too inhibited sither to present
a critigue or to receive criticism. Others have been indoctimated
into belicving that ouly the teacher’s advice counts. I\f\'crthc.css,
Dcer~cdlt.ug docs help students move owside ¥, Lirvw.. wutmg to
view it with a degree of detachment. Most important, it hicips
writers learn 10 function independently so tha. when they wiite
outside the confines of a compesition coutse, they have the skills
and the confidence to scrve as thejr own editors.

As a culminating activity for ti.i& second phase »f the course,
the class put together a magazine. kach student sclected what he
or she took to be the best piece of writing done for the cvurse to
date and, working with a small group, edited it for publication. &
day was devoted to discussing correctness, the need for it in pub-
lished work, and the distinction betwveen revising a work, whick: is
changing content and language, and copy editing, which is cor-
teeting problcms in syntax, style, mechanics, and ucage.

‘The university budget being what it is, the publicarion itseif was
not elaboraté. The pages were inimeographed, dittoed, ar.d phots-
copied—each studeut was tesponsible for bringing in multiple
copies of his or her work. An art major in the class cut alinoleum
block and printed a number of covers on beavy paper. A short
poen by one of the studenis was chosen for the cover, and this
was overprinted beside the linoleum block usingtlic snimeograph,
The whole booklet was held together with brads. Publication day
was, n 7 sense, 2 non-teaching day, because both students and
teacher simply sat and read, all enjoying their accomplishments in
their own ways.

The third phasc of the course was given over to kelping the
students work on academic wrnting problems. Good writing in
college {or in the “real world™) is not created by a findamentally
ditferent process than the narrative and perceptual writing in
which the class had been engaged. Tco often college writing
courscs present academic writing as formula writing. especially in
the scientific and technical fields. This group of students re-

sponded to the notion that good academic writing, like a geod:

poem or short story, graws from a fully synthesized expericace, a
decply known and cven felt experience.

The students studied, cach in his or her own discipline, the
basic ‘kinds of writing that are required and the way that writing
is generated, Many of the students interviewed nrofessors in their

[
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majer arca. Virtually all collected papers they had previously
written, and some interviewed other students in their subject-area
classes. In each instance, they raised the question: “How do ideas
in the discipline find their way into language?”

The students reported back to the Tlass. A chemistry major
showed how a professor’s cxperience in the laboratory—something
‘having to do with amino acid interface chemistry—was refined and
developed into a theory, tc{{tcd through further experimentation,
presented as a speech at a major convention, and eventually pub.
lished as a paper in the fournal of the American Chemical Society.
A history major told how 2 historian blends primary and sécond-
ary sources to form a histerical construction, first in his er her
mind, then on paper for a historical journal. A music major treated
music itself as a language and demonsirated how one of her ideas
for a musical composition had been translated, first into black
notes—-"words’’--on a page, then into actual music: “language.”
In the process of conducting this rescarch, the students observed
many of the comventions of writing in their disciplines, and more
important, cane to understand why those conventions had come
into being. This, in turn, had practical implications for their day-
to-day collcge writing.

Necxt the students worked on a subject paper of their own. It
could be a paper that had been assigned for another course, or it
could be an original paper ou a topic which interested them. By
having studicd the processes of exploring, researching, and writing
in the disciplines, they were bettcr able to understand and con-
form to the constraints that are unique to the subject.

The students refined their editing skills further by again work-
ing in small groups. For this assignment, the students could play
the role of the *dumb” editor, that is, ene who knows next to
noth’ 1 about the topic. While playing dumb, the respondents
helped writers sec precisely where and why their messages were
vr werc not coming through.

Most of the students worked on papers that had been assigned
for other courses. In several instances, students were worried that
they would be guilty of plagiarism or of not having “done the
work myself.” So they chccked out our project with their pro-
fessors, who, in cvery instance, were delighted that their students
were able to get help outside of class.

In the final phase of the course, I circled back to where I had
begun: to the sclf as the center of the writing process. Again
borrowing a phrase fron Writing in Reality, 1 spoke with the stu-
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dents about “Writing and the Ultimatc Self” and related their

efforts to the Brihararanyaka Upanishad, which says, “By knowing

the seif . . . through hearing, reflection, and meditation, one comes

to know all things.”” This served to remind the students that .
experience is at the basis of all writing It is “the ultimate self”
that one puts down on paper. As Donald Murray (1968) has said,
writing is an ethical act. It comss from discovering who one isand -
portraying a vision of the self, as clearly and honestly as possible.

1 also quoted William Faulkner's Nobel Prize acceptance speech:
“The poet’s voice need not merel; he the record of man, it can

be one of the props, the pillars to help him endure and prevail.”

For the final writing assignment, the students did something
that would have been a disaster at the beginning of the course:
write a paper on anything. they chose. The only ground rule
was that the paper had to reflect their vision of their “ultimate”
selves, which is to say, the paper had to bé 6n something they felt
strongly moved to say. They took off in many directions, One
student finished up several chapters of his precocious autobiog:
raphy, exploring his relationship to his parents in depth. The band
student did a careful piece describing how one gets two-hundred-
and-fifty people marcuvered into the shape of a Mississippi Riv *
steamboat dr a likeness of Darth Vadar in fifteen seconds or les.
while everyone plays “Here Comes the Showboat" or the theme
from Star Wars. Ths art majer wrote a nu .ber of poems and
illustrated them. A science major picked up on some work he had
done for a science fair in high school and did additional reading -
rescarch about it. :

The students might have run off multiple copies of these papers
for a second clags magazine, t -+ the papers were too diverse to fit
legitimately between covers. lustead we turned to bookbinding.

Using a method that is comn on lore for many teachers, I showed -
my students how to cut, stitch, and glue cardboard and cloth to
make an attractive hardbounyi cover for their final writing.

“l want you to rememter this piece of writing ‘and save it,"” [
saicd in presenting the project. .

I bcieve they will. ' ' ¥ .

Individual Growth and Language Growth

Many readers will recognize that my course followed the inner-
worldsito-outer-worlds pattern that one finds described in the
works of Piaget, Crcber, Moffett and others. In their discussions it
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is applied to children as they grow from childhood to adult-,
hood. At first, children are egocentrie, with a limited ability to
project themselves beyond their own concerns. Eventually they
move toward other-centeredness which allows them, as youug
adults, to objectify and abstract from their worlds and to relate -
to the feelings of others. As they grow psychologically, their
language matures as well, so that sophiaucauon in language fol-
lows and emerges from suphistication in percelvmg and dealing
with experience.

This pattern can usefully be rcpeated as the structurmg
principle of a writing course. The embryologists say that ‘“‘ontog-
eny recapitulates phylogeny,” that the history of the individual
repeats the evolution of the species. The inner worldsfouter
worlds pattern, valid as it is for human growth in a broad sense,
works nicely for individual writing courses as well. %

The same basie pattern, with appropriate modification, ean be
used with younger students. In my secondary school textbook
series, The Creative Word, (1973, 1974) each bhook (or “course”)
begins with the private exploration of personal experience and
moves toward public writing dealing with a broad range of topics.
What makes each course different is the psychological and linguis-
tic maturity of the students, The intent is to offer the student at
any level an opportunity to explore and.experiment with both the
richness’of i3 07 her mind—the ultim~te self—and the ful, dimen-
sions and resources of composition.

The course 1 have outlined is, in many respects, eclectic, draw-
ing on and incorporating concepts from many schools of thought
in the teaching of writing. 1t treats writing as process in such a way
that the “cxpcnencc ‘based” approach is consistent with the

“writing process” approach advocated by Donald Murray. Also,
the course assumed a learn-by-doing philosophy: that writing js
learncd through actual practice, not principally through rule study
or error correction, Peer editing and self assessment were key con-
cepts. Students leamed to evaluate and analyze their own writing,
rather than depend on others to do it for them, The course aimed
at integrated language study by incorporating literature and by
treating the students’ own writing as a form of literature, 1intro-
duced interdisc iinary concems, so that composition touched on
many subject areas and was not limited to somethmg called
“English.” Finally, rhetoric, considerations of invention, form and
arrangement, style, and audience, were a natural part of the
eourse,
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An edléctic approach need not—must not—lead to an atheorcti-
cal hodge-podge. The electicism of the experience-based approach
finds its unity in the student/writer. In the long run, what matters
for them is not the absolute quality of what they write, but
whether or not the writing experience contributes to their growth
as human beings, If growth in the individual takes place, growth
in language will naturally follow.

“
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4 The Rhetorical Approach:
Stages of Writing and
Strategies for Writers

Janice M. Lauer
University of Detroit
Marygrove College

Rhetorical theory and research on writing, an evolving body of
knowlcdgc, shows that writing is not the mysterious process jt has
sometimeS been taken to be but rather an art that can be taught
and leamed. Aristotle speaks of such an art at the beginning®f his
Rhetoric.

Most people do so [make use of Rhetoric], of course, cither quite
at random, of else merely with a knack acquired from practice.
Success in either way being possible, the random impulse and the
acquired facility alike evidence the feasibility of “»ducing the
Process to a method; for when the practiced aud the spontanecus
speaker gain their end, it is possible to investigate the cause of
their success; and such an inquiry, we shall all admit, performs
the function of an art,

N

Today the art of rhetoric exterrds beyond oral persuasion to en-
. compass written discourse, including such aims as the persuasive,

expressive, and referential. Rhetorical theorists, incorporating the
work of other dzsclphncs which analyze the communication
process, have been investigating ‘the nature of the writing process
from its planning stages through to the forms of different types of
written products. With their help, our understanding of the writing
. process increases. Our methods of teaching writing must change to
reflect this growing knowledge.

Some Pedagogical Premises

The approach described in this chapter represcnts one of many
possible applications of rhetorical theory and rescarch It is based
on the following tencts:

il
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Writing is a unique way of leaming and discovery whose first
beneficiary is the writer.

2.The writing process extends from 2 writer’s sense of exigeney
through discovery of insight, to development and revision of
discrw:"se, and on to interpretation by the audience.

5. %riting cncompasses identifiable stages which are neither
mechanical nor totally linear, but often recursive and over-
lapping. Some stages are conscious and hence admit of
deliberate improvement; 6thers are not conscious.

4. Writers adjust their work in these stages to compose dis-
courses with different aims—expressive, persuasive, refer-
ential, and literary.

5. The art of writing involves maintaining a balance among the
writer, the audience, and the subject in each unique rhetor-
orical situation.

6. Rhetorical powers are different from conventional skills
(grammar, spelling, and punctuation)—the former are capac-
ities for choice guided by rhetorical principles and context;
the latter enable adherence to the rules of a given language.

While these tenets do not dictate any specific teaching me thod,
they do suygest important gencral directions for pedagogy. For
example, if writing is 2 unique way of learning and discovery, then
writing assignments should be set broadly enough to allow
students to find genuine starting points and to explore questions
that they deem compelling, whether the writing deals with
personal experience, public issues, or literature. The pacing of such
writing expericnces should allow students time for both conscious
and preconscious activity throughout the complex stages of the
process. Also, teachers of writing should provide guidance during
‘the process if students are to acquire #he art of writing.

Offering such guidance in no way reduces writing to a mechan-
ical performance because an  art  always cmploys’ advice,
principle, or strategy in a way unique to cach new situation.
Students who work intelligenily in the conscious stages of com-
posing follow no magic formula which guarantces them ncw in-
sights and successful papers. Each writing occasion calls for a
different interplay of their individual background and talents with
a unigue rhetorical situation—audicnce, subject, setting, media,
aim. Teaching writing as rhetorical art ncither offers a recipe for
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good writing, nor, at the other extreme, abandons the writer to
struggle Jone. !

Another implication of the tenets is that writers adjust their
work in the stages of composing to create discourses with different
aims. Composition should be taught so that students gain facility
with different kinds of writing. Most important, they should leam
how the powers they are developing (articulating a starting point,
exploring, focusing, analyzing audience, and drafting) operate to
create these various kinds of writing. In contrast with a product
approach to writing, which inevitably must focus on the differ-
ences between types of discourse, the rhetorical approach
concentrates on the simtlgrities in the process of composing many
kinds of papers. ’

The sixth tenct addresses the problem of teaching students with
mixed backgrounds. Because rhetorical powers are different from
conventional skills, students who come to college with control
over grammar, spelling, and punctuation may still need to be
helped to acquire rhetorical power. Unfortunately many of these
students have been led to identify the art of writing with correct-
ness, az misconception perpetuated by objective tests which
exempt them from writing courses because they control the
conventions, On the other hand, students who lack conventional
skills should not be relegated to courses in grammar as substitutes
. or as prerequisites for instrucfion in the art of writing Rather,
remcdiation bclongs i the context of courses devoted to
devcloping thetorical power. When students labor to communicatc
valuable insights in gcnuine writing situations, they see the
importance of control over conventions and benefit more from
rcmcediation. .

Theoretical tcnets such as those discussed ghove offcr broad
directions for teaching; they do nol provide specific strategieg to
guide stucents in their work. Such strategies ace necessary to move
theory into practicc, but they are not to be confused with the
stages of thc composing process. Stages constitute the process
itself; strategies arc procedures to guide students through these
stages. Instructors using this pedagogy must commit themsclves
to helping students with the conscious stages of composing
specified here, but the strategics outlined in what follows are
completcly open to modification. Some instructors might find
them useful; others might refine them or dcvise thcir “own.
Students, in turn, should be encouraged to usc them in highly
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individual ways. The presentation of stages and strategies is
' exemplified by one freshman’s effort to write an expressive paper,

Finding and Articulating a Starting Point

Writing, like all creating, begins with an exigency, a sense of
dissonance, an- awareness of ambiguity, the urgency to know some-
thing unknown (Young, 1979; Festmgcr, 1965; Rothenberg,
1979). It starts with questions, not answers. Students who are
used to being rewarded for right answers need help tof “awaken
their questioning minds. Assigning a paper triggers dissonance—but
often an artificial one, a disequilibrium which paralyzes instead of
mobilizing. Writing instructors should try to pose writing contexts
in which students can find personal exigencies. When students
identify experiences, issues, or ideas that puzzle them, that exceed
or fall short of their expectations or that clash with their values,
their writing process starts as a personal quest for insight. To seta
direction for the search, however, they need to push beyond a
sense of discomfort to some understanding of their “felt”
dissonance. They must verbalize jt. The instructor can coach them
to use a two-part strategy: (1) state the elcments in the subject
which clash with ‘their values or exceed their expectations;
(2) formulate a question to direct their search for a resolution.
Mary, the student whose writing process will be used as illus-
tration, was assigned “the private world of relationships” as a
-writing context. She beganby identifying a relationship which had
troubled her for some time—a ost friendship with a gir] named
Dcbbic, She moved beyond this fecling to state some aspects of
her friendship which conflicted with her values. Then she posed a
question to determine what she needed to ‘know to resolve her

' unease. e
H
My values My relationship ’
lasting friendship ’ Debbie was my best friend but
the seif.assurance and lack of the friendship didn’t Jast - 4
concern for the future that she shot herself ¢
Deblne had )

Question:  Why. after being so close, did our lives go in different
directions? Why did Debbic commit suicide if she was
so seif-zssured?

. She shared her starting points with the instructor and the class in’
an cffort to determine whether the question captured her
dissonance and offered dircction for inquiry.

ERIC | b6
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Exploring Using Heuristics

To stimulate memorygand intuition in the search for answers, good
writers yse heurigfic thinking, guided guessing which prompis
them to'recall what they already know and to discover new associ-
- ations. Taking multiple perspectives, they examine their subjects
broadly to expand their views and to prepare for insighw. This
approach suggests a strategy {adapted from Young, Becker, and
Pike, 1970), which directs students to explore their subjects from
three perspectives: (1) as static: with unchanging, distinctive
features; (2) as dynamic: in process, changing; and (3) as relative:
placed in classifications with othet things, compared and con-
trasted, and associated through analogies. Mary was encouraged to
use this strategy to explore her relationship with Debbie, recording
her ideas in concrete ‘and specific language. Her exploration de-
veloped the following material.

Static View

she was a friend--a "best friend"” for awhile—I envied her—she
seemed to self-assured, she never seemed to worry but took things
as they came while I was always worvied
Debbie had the following features:
blue ¢yes the color of blue Fostoria crystal that sparkled—long *°
thick blond hair that hung in waves on her back {sometimes the
roots were light brown)—developing breasts—she wore size B and
C cups when we were all still flat or nearly so—het clotlies, color:_
coordinated shirts, blousesand sweaters (yquTould telbby fabric,
the lines of the clothes, the workmanship they weren't expensive)
she lived *south of 6 mile’” 2 phrase analogous to "'wrong side of
the tracks" among the old families; houses there were small,
frame or brick, two bedroom with none of the luxuries availabje
in the University District (no four or flve bedrooms, library,
formal dining room and breakfast room)~we had the luxury of
space—privacy .
our relationship: .
we went to school together; Debbie was bored by it, sneaking
down the alley ot over to White Tower for a cigarette
spending the night; sitting up late, smoking cigavettes, exchanging
~confidences (we never talked about the future though—it was
about Leo and had he called, who was he going with now, we
carried 2 torch for him.for four or five years, both of us ot Steve,
or Matt ""the Phantom™ so skinny he would slip in and out of
places unnoticed til he was there or gone)”

Dynamic View

became friends in sixth grdde—~went to the same school-in high
school we went 1o different schools but spent a lot of time
together—we drifted apart toward end o; high school—trading
in old friendships for new ones
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creeping down the stairs and out-of-doors to megt some guys and
party in the middle of the njght, we seldom got caught

she'd invite me home from school for lunch—her mother sitting in
the dark (shadcs drawn) in the living room, beer in one hand,
cigarette in the other watching the afternoon movie or a soap
operz--two places neatly set in the kitchen with place mats,
plates, soup bowls, silver, napkids, sandwiches already made for
us and hot soup waiting in a saucepan on the stove

Debbie dancing~to some rock group~her body shifting, gliding,
every part moving effortlessly, relentlessly to the driving beat of
the bass guitar

Debbie=with Iaughlng eyes, welcoming her oldcr brothers home
on leave from the navy

Debbie~hiding under the bed in an upstairs room from the
police, called into a party which got too rowdy, a beer brawl,
while I stood quaking in the hall and lied to the policeman (who
thought I was too young and frightened to have been a parlic-
ipant) “I didn't see anyone come up bul I was back there”; my
knees scarcely held me up; he flashed his light in the closet care-
fully looking behind the clothes, and into every corner of the
room, before leaving

I saw her once when I was eighteen in Sandy’s Coney Island
{stayed open til 4 am., a hangout for drug culture children,
with its black ceilings, poster-covered walls, juke-box playing acid
rock so loud you could hardly hear over it)

Debbie’s hair was tangled, mousy brawn, worry lines around her
dull blue eyes, perspiration-covered face Do you have ‘any'
money? Mickey’s gomg to cop (means buy) I need $20.00.”
"Only'35¢" (a junky-heroin addict)

I never saw her again

from a friend a year latcr I heard she shot herself in the head

Relative View
1. Contrast
Debbie:

" she was working-class -greaser (teased hair, heavy makc-up.
cheaper clothes) -school bored her, criticized my vocabulary as
having too many big words-lived for the day, the ntoment, acted
on instin ct, emnotion

Me:

T was middle-class -flat, short conscrvative hair. not much
makeup, expensive ‘{alorcd clothes-secrctly emjoyed classes,
reacing books--believed in sohd middle-class, delayed gratifi-
cation, ncver could rid myself of the nasging thoughts about
possrblc consequences~although I tried for ycars

2. Classification

a 1930s detective novel would call her a “tough cookie” -a
seasinve [riend, she never laughed aloyal friend

(5
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3. Analogy

5 like a coconiw, Yough, prickly cxzcnor, tough to crack, warm
sweet milk on the inside

When the students have exploréd as fully as they can, the
insttuctor- reviews their” work, pointing to, avenues of, further
inquiry, cncouraging a more spccific and concretc record of ideas.

o~ B . . .

3",
Dircouen'ng'ana' Stating a Focus v

With a compciling starting poin: and a thorough cxploration,

students have 2 chance for an insight, a new und  *anding of the
subjcct umder scrutiny. Becausc insight: sprin  1irom the pre-
conscious, students necd time for incubit-on, time between
cxplonng and draftmg They also nced hel; .with converting an
insight into a “ocus in order to determine 1f it eliminates the dis-
somance, answers the question, fits in with past insights. To do this
testing, the instructor may Suggr.s‘i that each student us¢ the
strategy of formulating the in:ight into a two-par focus: (1} the
subject or part of the subjcct that appears important and (2) he
point of significance, the new understanding. If this articulation
satisfies the writer, he or she has a working focus fer a paper. Mary
fomlulatcd hcr insight into the following focus:

Subject - Roint of S:gmf'cancc

My loss of friendship  * were due to heiability to live
with Debbie and her according to the impulses of
eventudl suicide the moment and her inability

to see fulure conSequences

The .wdent should submit ot least onc focus to the instructor who
can help determine if the formulation clearly expresses the signifi.
cance the student has been seeking and ne w wants to cormanunicate.

Planning for Aim and Audience

Meaningful insights give students somncthing worth sharing with an
auwdience. Some situations dictate the avdience. Others allow a
choice. In any case, writers must tike stocx of their audiences,
"looking for bridges of communication and ways of reducing
thireat, To help with the analysis of the audience, students can be
givers an a wdience guide. Suck a guide would direct them to:

1. study the audience in itself: :
a. its policieal and social background, education, expertise
b, its valu. system

‘ £9
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2. dcu‘:rmmc the audience’s knowledge of the subject and attitude
toward it

3, decide the role the audience will play ity relation to their voice as
writers: peer to peer, authority to subordinate, other

Mary chose her-audicncc, analyzing it with the guidc:

1. Audience: T want to write this for myself because Ivc asked
.myself why her and not me over and over again

a. middle-class, teen-aget, high school education, PaF! of the drug
cullyrc

b. values—pcople over property intcllectuat growth, fncndshlp -
2. no opinion as-to cause until I'd finished the exploration, _|ust
vague impressions and memories .
3. I'mjwriting a3 2 peer {o a peer, a-participant trying *o sort through
allthe memories in a more objective way

el

Orce again, the instructor should review the students’ work,
pomtmg out aspects of the audience that nced further analysls,
noting potential bridges for communication, cooe

Writérs also nced help in determining their aim (Kinneavy,
1971), that is, the coucern of the discourse with the audience
(persuasive aim), the writer (cxpressive afm), the subject matter
(reterential aim), or the form itsclf (literary 2ir ). Often this aim is
sct by the writing situation or amgnmcm Rescarch and critical
writing, for example, usually require a referential aim. Mary’s

© paper had an erpressive aim whicn gyided its dcvclopmcm anid her

stylic ¢ chmu'

-

+

Organizing and Developing the Paper
" &

To assist with the difficult task of organizing, teaching writing asa
rhetorical art shows students that the patterns of fot.r modes of
discourse (Kmneavy, Cope, and Campbell, 1976}—description,
narration, classification, and evaluation—can be used to structure
papers baving any of the ahins. Because these pattems admit of
endless variation, tacy equip students with more flexible ways of
organiz.nyg thah the steoightjacket ot the five-paragraph thenic.

‘The wniter's work in earlier heuristic stages provides resources
and orevtion {or development. The exploraiion already contains
much that will suppott a focus. The aim focus, and audicnce w.
guide/the selection of material. In this case Mary relicd heavily on
her explonttion for supportive. details and exambles. As she

O
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drafted her paper, she worked on choices of diction and syntax
appropriate for an expressive aim. Because she had struggled
. during exploration to record her ideas in specific and concrete
language, she had a stock of diction from which to draw for her
first vefsion (see next page), which she organized using the nar-
rative mode, .

~

Critiquing and Rewriting

Having created first versions with as much craft as they can
muster, students need time and advice te tackle revision, Griticism
from peers and Yole playing of intended audience by the instruc ..
can provide valuable guidance for revision. To direct such
critiquing, a Critical Guide may direct students to comment on the
writer’s (1) adherence to focus, (2} development of the aim for the
audiedee, (3) organization and coherence, {4) choices of syntax
and- diction, and (5) rna.mtcnance of conventions—grammar,
spelling, and punctuation. .

Revision differs under this approach frdmh the extencive drafting
of *“[ree writing.”” Here the “freer writing” of the earlier stages has
already led to a working focus. Revision is not, therefore, drafting
for insight. Nothing pievents students, however, from recasting a
focus at this stage, if rewriting so prompts therm.

A_small group responded to Mary’s first version, md:-:'atmg tat
they felt her developmeht was sufficient to give the audience an
insider’s view of the relationship and its changes, They advised her
to relate her first two paragraphs more directly to her focus and
to tcpair the break in fhe narrative organization made by the
introduction of the classification of “tough cookie.” They lik:
her coacrete diction but felt she should chock for redundancies.
Finally, they argued over the first paragraph, some fecling it was
an intus.on of an artificial introduction into a narrative- mode,
others liking the initial stmmary.

On the basis of these and other comments, Mary revised her
paper, including among the changes the elimination of the first
paragraph and the repair of the narrative by mscrting the classifi-
cation into the narrative framework:

At these parties Debble didn't seem to woity abowu the future.
She might have been desenbed in the 1930s as 2 “tough cookie™
because she hved according to the impnlses of the momens.
Iivegnt,,

-3
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» Janice M. Lauer

A Lost, Friend
. Dabbie was n feiemd ducing thar pert of sdolescence vhen o glelfelend
meane moew t0 Eirle than parancs, teachues, or avan boyfeiends. Wm took
those tareifying, sxhifevating flemc szepn toverd grewing up cogerher, bue
Delbin naver fintehed tha Joueney. She shot hermelf % tha head snd died

Fi

belare wbe turnsd tventy-ona. N

i cen't remember vhem wa firer sat bu.: e become (riendn duglng efuth
geade. babbin wes beauciful chan with sparkling eyes tha coler of blue
Fomtoris crystdl end torg thick blond I\.sl:‘ chat hung tn wavas down her back
(oonnt imas the Toorm weee LiGhe brovad. Sha wite color=-cpordinated skirte
and swencars vhich you could cell by tha flbr'ka the liomns and workmanship
ware not axpensive. Undernesth bar sweaters ¥ou could s gur devaloping
breante-=F and € cuPs vhen I wvas scilld flac. 1 looked ocdinary, oond--cedpe,
with miusy browh hatt end Elusmnn. Somatimes Debbin would sec »y hele, tmamn .
.t ups cowb 1t cut, help 3a apply hesvy black eyelioary blue e¥e-shadow apd
sascers end then 1 fele older, sophimticaced Iika het. "
. Alehoukh we want to the sass achool tolerner T can't cecall evec
talklog wbout 1t with Debbla. School bored her and sha somerimes criricized
sy vecaduleey for big worde. She oftan tnvited ma for luach thoufh, sad ¥m
walked feom etfivol to her house “south of & wile” & Phramm snalofons to the
“Utﬁn"lldil of the tracke” among the focal eristocrecy. The houses thare
vere pot o lmege mg qurm ead the padple noC me vealthy, ¥hen we sctiveds
- hlbbh'l mather would ;‘: niteing in the shada-dravn Living vpom. & clgsterte
in pre tand, 3 T in the othet. vetchiog the afternoon movis OT & soap
0ars on te fon.
pitcn matn, silvar. Placue, #ouP bovle., end lammms. We helped oursnlves ro
tae mandwichue waitiog oo the Cu\.l:(;h'tiu hot acup ltmdu in s l.g;ée’pm
on the stove end n ktasm of oilk. Aftar Junch ¥& rrasked down the elley or
ever to thd White Tower for & clkmemcte befocs Teturniag to scheol. 1 took
loutck whallow desie T wy clgaraita and ecubbed it out hemcily. l'l(tl.[n tl\n‘

In tha %itchen two plechs woyld be neatly ser with

Jomncan wuld gue ue smoking. . !
When high school” bugen Dubbis and I went o different schools but we mav

avan woTe 9f eaeh othaT, Meu: ashool we ususlly set st somn friead’s houmn

t0 ligtans to &5 rom ragords. 1 con weiil ses Debble dencirg to ¥ome tock  °

group, her bady l!ilﬂ!ng. ;lldmi. avacy pert moving effocciennly, Telenclemly

to the drlving beat Of the baes Gultec.

Wik, fll-at-snts snd & stov lamegec.

She trind to tuach = but [ vag
v

. Fi

"l
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O waskend sveninga Debbie sften sPent the nrght at By houss. W8 gar
wp lata, smoking cigmreccen, edchangtng confifences. Yo aavar telked ghoyr
_ tha futute thoughi {r wan ebeur Steva ot Merr “the Phantom” whe vas 20
skina¥ he could aPPasr and be gona unporiced O moatr.oftad ghayr Leo, e
stch had dated Led for saviral Years and wa'd telk sbour who he wag $0iny
¥ith now or if he called or If wa had saen him somavhare., When my Patents
wara pound 0ledp v would rrewp down rha atalter Ut tha Joor throUlh the
quist nighr-cimd streats 0 vharever patty yay $0ing on chat olghe.
f Dabbie might have baen devcrebed In the 19308 derecrovo novel ag o
“tough cookla.® Ehe Llved sccording o tha 1mpuless of tha moment. Sha
K dida’t seew 10 worry aboutr the futuve, 1If we gor o ride £ o patey o Lha
wburbs Debble ar heraoll whila 1 worzled ahour how ve'd gor heme 1t
( e vars out ia the s1ddle of rhe night pabbie Aid o good rime whila 1 vas
mre By Parsnce would £ind vur or wa'd ger picked up by chy pollcs for
brasking curfev. Usuall¥ my foeqvy vure neodlems but once the pol.ce were
nlh!ﬁc pereY vhich Bor o0 Youd¥e o “baet bravl.™ Dabble hid under
the bad In an upstales room whille 1 srocd quaking fo cha hall and 1ied o
the Policessn {who thought T fooked oo Young and friShrensd T0 have basn ¢
perricipant}. "Mo ous rame ap bere.” Ha fisahed hip tighe 1n the cloart.
rarefully looking behind tha rlochea end tn ever¥ cotnet of the roon before.
loavind, Dabble cravied our from under the bed laughing ar my quavaring
volece #nd rolorlesa fere, For har rhe unlc; van over vhite 1 apent daYe
frercing over vhar might have happened.
. *i can't veowmter whem we atcppod being “bear friands®! it happenad
scaduelly. When 1 wee wightero 1 sav Debbis in Sandy’s Covey faland: &
hanBout fov drup cultura “fesaka™ wieh black tettingas POarer-covered walla,
ond # JURT-"0X rhar PlaYed stid-rock so leud that you could hardly hea¥ aver
the auafc, Duebble®s hatr wea tengled, mousy byown, and chere ., worry

Linsa atound het

911 eyas.

FAsr fete vea coversd vwith pateplratico end I

could rall mha nasdid o iz,

YO you beva any wrteyT Mickey's golng to fop gpd 1 nesd $16.00.7

“only 3Sc.

You tan have ther 1f You vant.™

' Sha teft soon vfter and 1 navar saw bY afain.

A yeat later sosecne

-

~

tild me dhe wea desd. Somerimes when I think of her pow § wonder 1 sha .
. rever warrled becauss it didn’t occur vo het char an¥rhirg could go wrong

oF It abe dida"t cara 17 if dia,
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64 Janice M. Lauer

After revision, studsnts may submit this second version for evalu-
ation, together with their work in the previous stages. To respect
the complexity of the process, the instructor should: provide
students with assessments of their work in the planning stages as
well as in cach category of the Critical Guide, such as focus,
development, organization, style, and conventions, Giving students
muitipic evaluations on- a revision differs significantly from
branding their first effort with a single grade. Instead of reducing
their work to a compromise, factor evaluation praises their
successes and identifiss their weaknesses. Grading then becomes an
important instructional tool.

Implementation
[

Structuring a course based on this approach requires neither
claborate matcerials rior esoteric methods, but instcad relies on
such basic teaching techniques as:

1. introdacing students to each stage and strategy, using student
examples

2.holding practice sessions in class so students can try the
strategies on sample Shbjects

3. engaging the students outside of class in the actual process
leading to their own finished papers

4. responding to students’ work at each stage as they progress

These methods detgrmine the pacing of the coursc, the nature
of the classroom activity, and cspecially the content of assign-
ments. Each class session concentrates on preparing students for
their current phase of writing. The pacing allows students
sufficient tunc for carcful work in cach stage, for incubation, and
for teacher responses. All assignments engage students in phases of
an evolving paper.

Teaching writing as rhetorical ar. changes the roles of teacher
and siudent. The insgructor acts as a guide and enabler, resnonding
te students’ work at cach stage, commending, advising, and en-
coutuging during the process, rather than merely criticizing the
fin'shed product. Students are no longer mystilied by unstated
expectations bui become more confident and deliberate inquirers
aind symbolizers once initicted into the art of cffective writing,

LLYY
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5 The Epistemic Approach:
Writing, Knowing, and Learning

<

Kenneth Dowst
University of Iowa

A few years ago, a young woman in my general composition class,
a freshman, composed this essay on “College Life So Far’”:

I've never really been away from home before, so there cer-
tainly was 2 great deal of apprehension aboul coming oul here.
Very lillle of the past two months here have helped mc v adjust
comforlably.

Somechow, thanks 10 my mesged up advisor, ! am the proud
possessor of 19 credits plus marching band. You may gasp, if you
wish. The pressure of this much work is unbelievable. Band takes
up at leastnine hours a week, and I’'m never caught up in my
work due to lack of time. That doesn’t add much to my concen.
tration ability,

A dittoed copy in my files signals that we had discussed the essay
in class, but my memory of the ¢vent, perhaps mercifully, has
failed. I have no idea what I wrote in the essay’s margins, how I
addressed the piece {and allowed it to be addressed) in class, what
I then diagnosed as its principal strengths and weaknesses, or even
what [ had hoped to accomplish by the assignment that gave rise
to it. I do have a faint jdea of what the au thor might have learned
from composing the ¢ssay and attending to our criticism of it: that
“messed up’’ needs a hyphen. I suspect that at the time I had no
clear idea how to handle /his essay, that by instinct more than
conviction I took a more-or-less “formalistic” approach.

Today 1 would take towards that essay, and towards the
teaching of writing, what could be called the “epistemic”
approach. I would sec the activity of composing language as a
means of imposing a useful order upon-the “blooming, buzzing
confusion” {as William James describes it) of one’s various and
pethaps conflicting sense-impressions—and, at a higher level of
cognition, upon one's experiences, thoughts, and bits of factual

65
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66 ' Kenneth Dowst

knowledge. The activity of writing, seen in this light is the activity
of making some sense out of an extremely complex set of personal
perceptions and experiences of an 1nfin1tcly complex world,
Expenmentmg in composxug with words is cxpenmcntmg in
composing understandmg, in composing knowledge. A writer (or
other language-user), in a sense, composes the world in which he
or she lives. Obviously, the epistemic approach has some dis-
tinctive features; what may be less obvious is its close relationship
to the more orthodox approaches.

“Epistemic”’ and Qther ‘«Va);s of Talking about Writing

We can easily see the similarities and differences of epistemic and
other approaches by considering an essay like “College Life So
Far” in terms of a standard modcl of discourse, The most con-
venient model is the familiar “communications triangle” which
arranges the four essential elements of all discourse:

WRITER READER

LANGUAGE
(TEXT)

REALITY

This model is often uscd to classify theorics of discourse (as in
M. H. Abrams’ The Mirror and the Lamp, 1953) or to discuss the
aims and modcs of discourse (as in James Kinneavy's 4 Thecry of
Discourse, 1971). It can dso serve to classify approaches to
teaching writing. Any approach will deal to some extent with all
four of the triangle’s clements and’ will cmphasize the central
clement of language. The various approaches can be distinguished
by their rclatise emphasis on writer, reader, and reality.To classif
is of course to simplify. In suggesting the essential features of an
approach 1 will have to ignore at first many of its subtletics and
the ways m which, if pursued far enough, it begins to intersect
with other appros hes, But as a beginning, some simple distine-
« thons may be uselul.

-
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The formalistic approach focuses mainly on the characteristics
of the language of the text in itself. This approach is favored by
parties as diverse as Strunk and White, James McCrimmon,
Richard A. Lanham, and proponents of sentence-combining and
Teunit analysis. Formalistic criticism of “College Life So Far”
would investigate the essay’s style, content, and structure, both in
themselves ang in relation to conventional rules. It would consider
whether or ot the two paragtaphs should be made into one,
whether a cgncluding sentence is called for, how well the- general-
izations are supported by specific statements, how complex is the

syntax, and, of course, how flawless are the grammar and .

mechanics. The primary goal of a formalistic course in writing is
the production of well-made prose artifacts.

,The referential apptoach sees written language primarily asa
rcprescntatlon (ot even “Yimitation”) of a epreexisting and
knowable reahty This is the approach taken by conventional
joumnalism. It is often taken in technical writing courses ot ‘bther
courses in whlch-wntmg is combined with the content of another
discipline. Referential criticism emphas:zcs the'canons of loglc and
evidence, the uncarthing of “the facts,” acturacy, and objectivity.

Referential criticism of *“College Life So Far’” would address

questions such s, Is the essay a fair and accurate reprcsentation of
freshman life at this umversnty? Is the “‘messed up advisor” in fact
to blame for the writet’s predicament? Are there any other
agtnc:cs, bcs:dcs the six courses and band, that aré responsible for
the writer’s trofibles? In a sense, such an apptoach sces the ideal
language as transparent, letting the real nature of things shine
through the jords clearly and without distottion. The primary
goal of a referential course in writing is to enable students to
compose those words that exactly fit (and do not obscure) the
actual strugture of things and events.

The expressive approach, such as that populatized by Ken
Macrorie, sees language primarily as the expression of the personal
perceptions, feelings, and thoughts of the writer. Expressive
criticism would address questions suych as, Does the piece convey a
sense of how an individual is pei:+iving and reacting to experi-
ence? Can yon uaderstand, care about, cmpathize with what the
writcr scems to be feeling? In the case of “College Life So Far,” I
would give a qualifed “yes™ to these questions my students, I
think, would give a more enthusiastic “yes.” The primary goal of
an ixprcsswe course in writing is the honest exptessing of petsonal”
trutns.

U ey

‘¢




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

68 Kenneth Dowst

The rhetorical approach, whether traditional or “New,"
emphasizes three elements of the communications triangle: writer,
language, and reader. It treats the text as an instrument created by
the writer to persuade the reader to undertake the actions or to
adopt the attitudes that the writer desires. (“New Rhetoricians”
extend the traditional concept of “‘persuasion” to include “per-
suasion-tn-attitude” or even, as in Kenneth Burke (1965), “in-
gratiation” or the achicving of “consubstantiality,”) Rhetorical
criticism of “College Life So Far” would address questions such
as, What sort of audience would be most likely to be persuaded
{however the term be defined) by this composition? What sorts of
appeal is the author making? What sorts of appeal would be most
effective ipon the actual primary audience of the essay, an English
instructor and a class of freshmen and sophomores? By what
means could the writer make her audience feel even more sym-
pathy for her plight? The primary goal of a rhetorical course in
writing is to increase students’ ability to adapt their mossages to .
the values and tastes of their audiences.

These seem to me to be the orthodox approaches to teaching
writing: formalistic {emphasizing language), referential (empha-
sizing language and reality), exgressive (emphasizing writer and
language), and rhetorical (crphasizing writer, language, and
reader). The new and less-fainiliar epistemic approach correspond-
ingly emphasizes writer, language, and reality. To be sure, in
practice and in advanced theory each of these approaches incor-
porates some elements of the others, yet cach does make available
a unique combination of insights. I prefer the epistemic approach
because the insights it yiclds are especially useful in dealing with
students’ writing—useful to tcacher and student alike. This will
become evident shortly, when we cast an cpistemic eye upon
“College Life So Far.” Be{ore doiny so, however, we should under-
stand the epistemic vicw of writing in general.

Writer, language, and reality: the order of these terms is
meaningful, for the epistemically-inclined teacher understanls that
language in a sense comes between the writer's self and objective
reality, modilying the former as it gives shape to the lattér. The
approach gssumes what Jeromie Bruner concludes, that man “does
not respond to a world that ~xists for direct touchir.g. Nor is he
locked in a prison of his own subjectivity, Rather, he represents
the world to himself and acts in behalf of or in reaction to his
represeutations. ... A thange in one’s conception of the world
involves not simply a thange in what one encounters but also in

g
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how one translates it” (1962, pp. 129, 159). One knows, then, not
what is “out there” so much as what one tells one’s self is out
there by means of syinbol-systems paramount among which is
natral language. Primarily {though not exclusively) by means of
language—thought, spoken, or written—one represents the world
to one’s self: one translates raw percepts into a coherent experi-
ence and transmutes discrete experiences jnto more abstraet sorts
of knowledge. By seriously experimenting in manipulating
language {on a page, for instance), one experiments in knowing, in
understanding the world in different ways.

A corollary is that a way of knowing the world involves a way
of conceiving of one’s self. As Bruner notes, “Man’s image of
himself, perforce, is not independent of his image of the world.
Weltanschauung places limits on and gives shape to Selbstan-
schauung. It is characteristic of man not pnly that he creates a
symbolic world but zlso that he then becomes its servant by con-
ceiving of his own powers as limitéd by the powers he sees outside

* himself” 41962, p. 159). (These words, as we thall see, may be .3
particularly relevant to the plight of the seemingly-helpless author
of “College Life So Far.”) The way we use language, then, seems
not only to reflect but in part to determine what we know, what
we can do, ard in a sense who we are. To say this is not to deny
that phenomena really exist, and not to assert that powerful
natural and social forces may be abolished with the sweep of a
pen. It is rather to say that our manipulation of language s
ourconceptions of the world and of our selves.

Such a view of language and knowledge suggests that
can be an activity of great importance to the wnter Whi
effect composes his or her world by engagmlﬁr
languagewsing, it is by means of writing that offt stands to learn
the most, for writing is the form of language-using that is slowest,
most deliberate, most accessible, most conveniently manipulable,
ar.d most permanent. While a person’s short-term memory can

. hold at any time only six or seven “bits” of information, a written
paragraph can hold thousands. It can fiX them while a writer
experiments in connecting bits in various ways, in replacing some
with others, in supplementing them with others, in rearranging
them, in abstracting: and generalizing from them. A writer can
tinker with a paragraph for minutes or hours, until it expresses to
the writer's satisfaction patterns of cause and effect, evidenee and ’
conclusions, interrelationships of data, relevance and irrelevance,
denotation and connotation -patterns that establish the “world”
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in which the writer knows and acts. Such patterns are far too
complex and coherent to be created by mere thinking or mere
speaking, '

“entral to the cpistemic approach are three closely related prop-
ositions: (1) we do not know the world immediately; rather, we
compose our knowledge by composing language; (2) how we can
act depends on what we know, hence on the language with which
we make sense of the world; (3) serious experimeating in com-
posing with words is esperimenting in knowing in ncw ways,
perhaps better ways. A teacher who assents to these propositions
can attain an uncommon but important perspective on student
writing. ‘

The author of “College Life So Far,” for instance, has com-
posed {with, it appears, very little experimenting) a world in which
she is powerless, a victim. It is a world in which other people do
things to her (her academic advisor, she asserts, is responsible for
her registering for nineteen credits; band *‘takes up’’ ninc precious
hours of her week) or else fail to do things for her (*Very little . . .
have [sic] helped me to adjust comfortably’’). Her grammar does
her no good and some harm. The real trouble with all those passive
and copulative verbs is not {as formalists might observe) that they
are less ‘‘vigorous” than active verbs. The trouble is that these
constructions preclude the writer’s discovering, exploring, and
evaluating ways she might act to improve her situation. What
diffcrence might it make to the writer, I would want to ask, were
she to rewrite the sixth sentence so that it began, say, *'I choosc to
devote to band ..."”"? How clse might “that sentence begin? Per-
haps, “I've been making the mistake of spending . ..7? The writer
does not rely on yrammar alone to compose this unhappy world.
Other verbal structures, for cxang:le, the pattern of cause and
cffeet, contribute to this vision. We read that the freshman's
inability to concentrate and to complete her work are caused by
“unbcelievable’ pressure and lack of time; that these problems are
¢ used by her having been made the possessor of six courses plus
marching band; and that the nltimate cause of all these problems
is the personal instability andfor incompetence of a certain
“messed up advisor.” The absence of a third sort of verbal
structure likewise assists in this conception of an oppressive world.
The writer has not composcd—at Ieast has not composed here on
paper-any verbal conneetion between her unhappy experienecs of
- the past two months and any previous experiences {dircet or

vicarious) of the same sort; hence she can find no guidance from

+
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The Epistemic Approach . 7l
the past. Such connecting of dlffcrcm c*tpcncnccs such dcs:g
nating of phenomena or events as "*of a sori” or as relevant to one
another in another way, can be achieved only by crcating lan-
guage. In sum, it might be said that the writer’s language does not
Just describe her problem: her language is a real part of her problem,

A “referential” crtic might suggest that the essay does not
reflect the real structure of things and events at the freshman’s
college. This is an appealing and convenient way of talkmg, but, it
seems o e, epistenologically unsound. 1'would say instead that
people know the world only by using language to define, organize,
and generalize from their limited sense-perceptions (and other
language). Even if the world does indeed have a definite structure
—a moot point—-we can never perceive that structure directly and
entirely. We can only experiment in composing verbal models
more or less useful in meking some sense out of our incredibly
complex—yet, it scems, pathetically limited--pezceptions.

The trouble with “College Life So Far” is not that it is inac-
curate, exactly, but that it is not useful. It is even enslaving. Itis
a model of a2 world in which the writer is in no way responsible for
any of her problems and in which she is completely powerless to
affect what becomes of her. The aclivity of composing thiis essay,
one €an mfcr, has only reconfirmed and reinforced the writer’s
vietim's-cye view of the world. Were the activity undertaken less
haslﬂy and more thoughtfully~were it to involve some serious
experimenting with composing specific statements to support
generalizations, experimenting with connecting one datum with
another, one idea with another, experimenting with composing
syntax, experimenting with naming—then the writer might well
have come to “'see’” reality in new and better ways that would
suggest some actions she eould profitably take, But the nature of
the course, the assignment to "whict, the writer responded, her
activity of composing, my rcsponse to the essay: none of these
enibled or even invited the student to find any connections
between her writing. her knowing, and ler ability to act in a
complex and confusing world.

This particular failure to learn and to teach took place some
years ago. Today 1 still fail to enable some of my students to see
writing as an activity with profound epistemic and cthical dimen-
sions. But at least. I no longer fail to set up the invitation. Nordo I
any longer sec writing primarily as the production of well-made
artifacts (as formalistic pedagogy assumes); nor primarily as a

« means of scl{-expression (as expressive pedagogy ass‘;umcs); nor

Q
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72 Kenneth Dowst
primarily as a means of describing things accurately (referential
pedagogy); nor primarily ag a means of communicating mare or
less persuasively (rhetorical pedagogy). [ now see writing, the most
. deliberate form of language-using, as above all a means of knowing
and a means of coming-to-know. '

Practitioners of sophisticated versions of the other approaches
may in fact agrec that language-using is closely related to knowing,
They may disagree with ‘‘epistemic™ teachers mainly over the
amount of emphasis the assumption should be given. For example,
the formalist Richard A. Lanham concentrates primarily on the
crafting of style. (that is, diction and syntax); yet Lanham recbg-
nizes'style’s connection to knowledge and identity. *To play with
styles,’ he notes, “is to play with roles, with ways of thinking and, .
thus, ways of being” (1974, p. 124). Similarly, Kenneth Burke
(1951 , 1965) and other practitioners of “the New Rhetoric” make
use of some .central “cpistemic” jdeas, To persuade, they argue, 2
writer must first come to understand how—that is, by what sort of
. language—the audience “sees” things, and then must address the
audience (literally) on its own terms. The writer must compose
language’' that enables him or her to conceive of the world as others
may see it. ‘‘Persuasion’ may change the world-view of the writer
even more than that of the audience. The predominantly ex.
pressive pedagogy of James E. Miller and Stephen Judy also
recognizes that language can do more than express preexisting
feclings. According to Miller (1973, p. 3), “language must scrve
the individual, in a fundamental way, in the exploration and
discovery of himself and his world.”

Such ideas about the fundamental role of langnage are at least
periphenyl to other approaches. The epistemic’approach moves
these ided§ from the periphery to the center, and thereby provides
a distincti%¢ and meaningful way of discussing wrllmg-and of
sctting up a ¥riting course. .

In a writin)class, indeed throughout a university, the prindpal
interest of teachers and students is not in Jower-leve! cognition—in
an individual’s perceptions and experiences, as such—but in the
composing of suphisticated, abstract systems of discourse that
scleet among and connect certain perceptions and experiences,
connect them into patterns of relationships so as to produce’
megningful guides to future study ahd future action. Any such
sy stamn uf discourse, whether “chemistry,” “history,” “litcrary
coativism,"” or “composition,” involves a limited vocabulary
(1epresenting o disurete sct of concepts) which provides a limited
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set of categories for cissifying observations and experiences and
mdeed for establishing the sorts ¢ servations that ‘one should
make and the types of experiences 11at one should pursue, Any
discourse system involves, as well as a vocabulary, a syntax, a way
of relating one concept to another and also a set of conventions
for composing larger units of discourse (for example, criteria of
cvidence and proof, criteria different in rhetoric than in law,
different in law than in chemistry). Any di <i:line can be seen as
a system of language, a way of conceiving, ralking about, and
pcrhaps rnakmg predictions about the world,

At no L1ace in the entire spectrum of knowinz—not in con. plex,
abstract, clegant dlscoursc -systems such as advanccd science aind
philosophy; not in the midrang- of composing convercation,
expository cssays, and sophomor~ lab reports; not in the simplest
acts of perceiving and experiencing—do we know anything purely,
objectively, immediately. At every level of cognitive activity what
. we know is bound up with how we use language. “Epistemic”
writing courses explore the implications of these ¢onclusions for
the activity of expository writing, But the i _.canons extend far il
beyend the writing class. The insights about the workings of
language that students obtain in such a course ar: applicable not
only tg/standard edited English but to thc other, special languages
of a dniversity as well. Thus, as Willlam Coles suggests, an ¢pi-
stemic course should “make it possible for a future phve -ist, say,
through his adtempts to improve himsctf in English, 1  become,
more responsible to himself as a user of the language of physics”
(1974, p. 10).

T make possible such responsible language-using is no ecasy
tack, A rrach e cannet simply rcmd Bruner to stude: *s and lhcn
exp’ .t immed! e improvement in their writing, §93hn epistemic”
course is usually dssigned with some care to help students manip-
ulate language ir. ways that enable them to. discover for them-
selves, and 1n har own terms, what it means to manipulate
language.

The Episteinic Coursc and s Assignments

Tiftren yrars ago Rickard Ohmann noted what may be the chief
reason why, even after English 101, Johnny still can’t write:  the
trouble with composition courses is less often in the substance of
what is taught than in the intellectud framework provided for that
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substance, and in the motivation offered for mastering it’' (1564,
p. 22). While the epistemic approach is not the only way to avoid
the trouble that Ohmann so acutely describes, it is a very good
way. Like most other spproaches it teache. the “substance” of
invention, organization, and style; however, it adiosses these
matters always in terms of a well-developed fram work of epi-
stemic and pedagogical. theory. It offers as motivation the insight
that how you®compose with words directly affects what you
know, what you can do, and in a scnse even who you ar*.

Much cf the pedagogical framework wa: fiyst erectea in 1938,
with Theodore Baird's famaus “English 1-2” at A.nherst Colleg
It was further developed by two colleagues and (onc might say)
students of Baird, Walker Gibson and William E. Coles, Jr. Each of
these threc has his distinctive style, procedures, and beliefs as do
the many other epistemi. writing teacheis; yet our courses do have
enough in common to warrant speaking of a single approach,

The principal goals of the epistemic approach are enal'ing
students to sce the exten: to which their “worlds” are determined
by their language, and helping sudents to mnipulate Janguar=—
especially wntten English—in ways conducive to discoveryv « d
learning. No co.ventional textbook or “reader” is used. The
principal instructional material is a carefully designed sequsnce of
writing assignments. Most class periods are spent in guided dis-
cussions of stulents’ writing, almost always reprinted zaon-
ymously. Students write oftén and much: one or two—in some
courses, cven three~briefl essays a weck. T .cse essays are explor-

“artory and personal in nature. In order to encourage honest ex~

ploring and risk-tak. g, the teacher does not usually “correct” or
“grade™ students’ w-iting. Rather, the teacher writes a few
comments or {perhaps more frequently) questions in the attempt
to help the writer see and articulate the signitic ince of what he or
sin¢ has done, ot has failed to do. The teacher directs class-discussions
with a simular aim. The course progresses over the semester from
lesser to greater complexity of idea dnd statement. The path of the
progression is determined by the individual teacher and, to an
extent, by the students. The familiar cook’s ,tour through the
modes of discoune (o., worse, (rom the sentence to the paragraph
te the themme) is ot un-'rrtake...

The muost unportant partof this frmnework, it seems to me, is
the assiguments. fnan cpistemic course, a writing assignment is
nat just a work order. It does ot order students to produce a
composttion for the purpose of demonstrating ‘what tl.ey have

(o
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managed to_learn about writing, It is designed not to test but to
teach—a design that may be worthy of imitation in any writing
course. As an epistemically-oriented writing icacher, T can see
yet another virtue to the approach, for if language shapes what we
know, and if writing is the mos’. considered and manipulable form
of language-using, then a well-construc ..d writing.assignment can
lead to new Rnowlcdgc in a very direct way. It can be a heuristic
device of impressive power.

A typical “epistemic” assngnmcm calls for some writing activity

- that students can do with a reasonable Legree of competence—
describe a block near the campus, say, or tell sbout a time in
which they changed their mind, or describe a church facade before
and after reading a *reatise on gothic architecture. It also asks a
question, in addressing which students must explore the signifi-
cance, to themselves as writers, of what they have done. This
pattern corresponds exactly with the pedagogy Jerome Bruner
advocates: any teaching excrcise shouid lead you (the student) to
perform a certain task and then “tc -limb on your own shoulders
to be able to look dewn at what you have just done—and then to
represent it to yoursclf. . .. Our task as teachers is to lead students

_$o dcvclop concepts in order to make sense of the cperations they
have performed” (1965, pp. 101-102). John Dewey advocated the
same process. For him the jdeal process of education is the *iperi-

cence of certain activiries followed by the «‘relective reviers and
summarizing” which yield *‘the net meanings which are the

capital stock for dealing with future experiences” (1938, p. 87;.

Education {for Dewey, for Bruner, for epistemically-inclined

) wrltmg tcachcrs, and of .ourse for many others) involves .nore

‘than increasing the numper of data that direct or vicarious experi-

.ence leads dne to know. No less importantly, education involves

composmg language to¢ connect onc datum with another, one
experience wth another. Thic establishes patterms by which cne
can make sense of known data and in terms of which one can
discaver new data as well. A typical epistemic writing ass-gnmcnt
assumes with Dowey that all “teaching and leamning {is} a contin-
uous process of reconstruction of experienée™ {p. 87). It directs
students to [ollow the experienc. 5f composing with some *‘re-
flective review and summarizing’ of what they have been doing.
Many variations are possible within this general form. The

following “epistemic” assignments differ significantly in styic and -

spcclhc purpose,. and are drawn from very different .ourses.
Assignment 2 of a sequence composed by Walker G:bson, pub-
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? lished in his Seeing and Writing (1974, p. 36), cnacts?'.hé typica ‘¢

1,

Gibsoninn concern with “seeing’™

[ -

Look carefully at the ink biot [on the book’s cover] for
several minutes What do you see there? Write out your mter .
pretation so th. your reaer can see what you see. »

" {Among the interpretations others have made of this ink blot
are: two Statues, two birds pecking food, a flower, a buttérfly,
two pchcans facing each ather.)

" ow force yourdi o nake 2 different interprctauan—a
different *reading” of these shapes. Write out your new inter.
pretation as before.

Of the several interpretationis now before you—yours and
those of the othisr ubservers—which one 4o you think iz the best
one? As ¥~ answer that question, wha: ~i0 - ou mean by "best"?_

Assignment 9 of the sequence Wi'lian: CGoles™describes in The
Plural 1 (1978, p. 89) suggests Coles’s interest in the composing of
personal wlentity and his indination | vhich he shares with Baird,
1952} 4o let students decide for themselves the perspectivc from
which their “reflective review” will be made:

“Come, there's ne use in crying like that!” said Alice to
herself rather sharply. "1 advlse you to leave off this minute!”
She generally gave herself very good advice (though she Very
seldom followed it}, ... for this cunous child was very fond of
preténding 1o be two pe0ple.

. Lewis Carroll
' N Alice’s Advenlures in Woriderland

Describe ¢ situation in which you gave yourself what you con-
sider to be very good advice that vou did not follow. Who was
there? What was said and done? Did you bretend to be two
pcoplc. Re sure to explain your anster:

(Coles intends the multiple questions as hCul’lStlLS“ they need not
"¢ answered serially or even directly.) My own inclination js o
define a littie more ckpiicitly than Coles the larger issues that the
assignmeunt’s initial task raises, Here is Assignment 21 (the four- «,
teenth writing assigninent) of my expository writing course:

Describe a block of Iowa City, crealing in your esszy the most
admirabie pertona that you can (You define “adinirable.”)

When you have finished, look back over youp essay and try to
figure out the prigciple-of-selection-ot dletails to-report that you
had been following. (You inay of may not have been fully con.
sciots of the principle a3 you were ‘.omposlng.)

Explain this principle and its relationship, i any, to the

quahty of your persona,

5(; . -
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Then explain how you would reply to soméone who zccused
you of having been a bad reporter, of having been so concerned  °
with making yourself look good on paper that you weren't true’
to external reality. '

My assignment ends with two requests for “raflective review
and summarizing” that directly address the nature and significance
of the compesing process. Gibson’s and Coles’s f.nal questions do
the same less directly, mnre subtly Gibson invites students to
coirfront the role of lai. guage in shaping what we see. “The.aim
here,” he explaivs, “is to cast-a little healthy doubt on the assump-
tions we make about what we sce and the Wogld Out'There. Seeing
is bcllcvmg”’ (1974, n. v). Coles nvites students to explore the
re!ationships of language and ldcnmy; “The question ‘Did you
preteid to be two people?,’ commg off the quotation from Carroli
as it does,...seems to me to be-a suggestive way of inviting
students to deal with the paradox of multiplicity %'n oneness as a
writing problem’” (1978, p. 86). .

Whatever the nature and style of the final question, it should
have three of the characteristics of thos+ above. First, it should
cail’ for a.gcncrallzatlon of s¢ ne sort, one proccedmg from the
writer’s “ieflective review” of his or her expcrience in addressing
the writing task. that the first part of the .assignment .sets up.
Sccondiy, the question should be directly relevant té the activity
of composing with words, so that jn addressing it a student stands
to learn something.about writing. Thirdly, it should be a real
question, not a phony one. It should have no single right answer
that the teacher knows and the student is supposed to figure out
or gucss. While it riay and perhaps should direct students’ thoughts
in a certuin general direction (e.g., the relationships among selec:
tion of d#ails,-accuracy, and persona, in my assignment), it should
allow and encourage students to make whatever particular dis-
coveries their intellects, inclinations, and experiences it composing
“lead them to.

The assignments invite the student- -writer to engage in the
learning process according to Dewey’s and Bruner’s model. Ex-
actly what is taught, and what learned, depend on the writer as
well a3 or. the assignme.. 5. “Hence,” explains Baird {1952, p. 194),
Hour assignments are !1“6 a scenario rather than a syliihus, an
argument of a play rather than the play itself, and to be undecr-
siood a partitular assignment should always be placed in the
contest of a clussroom ., .. and fead in terms of the student’s
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. actual performance. ... They are stimuli, spring boards, invita-
tions to stand on the ¢dge of an abyss, bear traps, land mines, and
often enough they don’t work.” .

- \ *
. An Assignment-Sequence
~ In an epistemic course, an assignment is part of a sequence of

assignments that spiral around a central idea, progressing from
relative simplicity to relative complexity of thought and ex-
pression. In an initial assignment, the students address a certaih
issue related to the general theme of the sequence. {*“Amatcurism
and professionalism™ is the theme of the sequence Coles describes
in The Plural I; *‘seeing and. writing” is the theme of Gibson's.) A
subsequent assignment srovides enough data and questions to’
comphcatc the issue in various ways, so that the students must
reformulate their positions. Later assignments introduce new data,
new questions, new perspectives. At increasingly sophisticated
levels the students expand their ideas, refine: themyand make new
connections between one idea or cx‘pericnce and another. Assign-
mente elicit refining and reconnecting by their thematic related-
ness, sometimes by their explicit directi@ns {*. .. Now go back
and address the question posed by Assignment 2”), and often by
thetr allusiveness, one to another.

One sequence I have developed is the basis of an elective course
in ¢xpository writing taken mostly by sophemores and juniors of
fairly good fluency in written English. With only a little tinkering
the sequence, like Coles’s and ibson’s, would be appropriate to
students of greater or lesser skills, It comprises twenty-four
assignments related to the theme of “Good Prose.” About sixteen
of these call for some out-of:class writing; the number can be
varied. As much as possible, I've made every assignment relevant
to every other assignment, and I've underscored their relationships
by making theim highly allusive, onc to another. But the spiral is’
not perfectly scamless; the sequence cgn be seen as havirg two
parts.

These parts, a dozen assignments each, are complementary. The
first group prepares the way by addressing what may be‘wrong
with ill:conceived, sloppy languaéc using. The second- group
addresscs the positive, creative episteinic aspects of language-using.
We begin by addressing what I think is thc greatest obstacle to
students’ seeing writing as « meanirgful activity, hence the greatest

. \
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obstacle io their writing well. This.is the habit of craaking cut
what Coles calls “Themewriting”: conglomerations of (at best)
half-belicved, halfitrue commonplaces and stock phrases, pro-
cliimed without reservation, more or less wcil-organized and well-
punctuated (often less, but why care?), arranged in the shape of
an essay. These safe and meaningless artifacts do nothing?for a
readcr and even less for the writer. So long s students see their
own writing us a trick to be pulled—a t.ick having little connection
to the writer's personal thoughts, helicfs, and feelings—no real
teaching of writing is likely to occur.

While Themcwrltmg {ak.a. “Engfish,” “Instant Prose,” *‘Black
Rot,” “Dulness”) is a problem recognized by wntmgﬁthcrs of
many persuasions, it looks especially bad from an eplstcrmc
point-of-view. What is wrong with such fakery, it seemis to me; is
not only its expressive falsity, its rhetorical ineffectiveness, and
often its forraal .nelegance: by representing the world and their
experiences in casy language that they know is far inadequate,
Themewriters forswear the possibility of learning anything from
their composing and even, risk misleading themselves (as false
creeds may scand truer the more thay age, recited) Reginning the
course by exar.ining Thcmewmmg is a good way .o start talking
about students’ writing, to begin chipping away at an obstatle to
good wrlrmg, to introdate students to an epistemic view of
composing, and to prepare the way for the more overtly eplstemlc
assignments which follow. \

I begin by passing out and reading aloud a seven-page est{ay .on
“The Philosophy and Structure of the Course.” It explains| what
the course will attempt to do and how it will attempt to \io it,
and advises students of the importance of composing thclrLown
conniections between one assignment and another. It also rges
. the students 1o face squarely and to s.cck at “coming to terms’’.
with any confusion or uncertainty thcy may feel in addressing
the ditficult and real questions each assignment poses.

Assignment 1 introduces the central thetae of “good prose™:

You have eleeted to 1ake English 8W:10, presumably, in order
to tmorove your abilny to write good prosc. Yet what is “'good
prose to onie person m.ay be *‘a waste of ink™ to wnother. '

tn your op.iniog, as of thys time, what i is “ge.od pro. :"'? And
what exactly is & good for?

Andin yeur vn opinion, at of this time, what is "'tad prose"'?
And wnat't so bad about it, realiy?

Addiess these questions in whatever way you €n make most
meaningful. You wili nole thar e Ultumate Ansicer is being
r~quesled. {Whv net. do yorr supposst)
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This assignment typ'ically results in one or two essays, often
from the students with the least-developed riting skills, that
contain what look like some genuinely personal bpinions. Most of
the essays will be hard-core Themewriting, interchangeable imita-
tions of third-rate handbovks. Generally “the essayists will fail to
enact most of the rules they propound-a fact on which some
class-discussions and later assignments can be based. (*“Descriptive,
colorlul words should be used,” advised onc typical essay, which
used nonc.) The essayists’ own opinions, as of this time, will
generally be that good prose “conveys” a writer’s thoughts with
correctness, concisencss, and above all clarity. This foundation
will be cmbellished with exhortations to add concluding para-
graphs, to avoid fragments, to get the reader involved, to make
transitions clear, and above all to communicate. Bad prosc will be
defined as the opposite of good prose.

Subsequent assignments invite students to recxamine these
platitudes by asking them to ¢dme to termts with writing that
obeys the preseriptions of clarity, correctness, transitions, and
apparent conveyance of thoughts yet nonctheless is insipid or
thoroughly unbelicvable, For in-class discussions rely at first
mainly on essays from a previous class, changing to my students’
own cssays—reprinted anonymously, of course—when I find some
with somc praiscworthy spots. I introduce Themewriting as a
concept by inviting students to composc somcdwnd then to engage
in some Jc“r*\cswlc ‘reflective reviewing” of what such com-
posing entals, Asslgmncnt 4 paraphrascs the basic contentions of
the students’ initial essays;

Compose 2 clear, * well-organized, concise, grammalically
correct essay one that clficiently conveys ideas to a reader—
on the subjeet of a good education. Let cach statement you
make in this essay be truc, more or less, Let th_ns cssay be in the
form honmess that you may eals “bullshit” or “an English
papc}. furm. thar { prefer to call “l'hcmcwrltmg * Note that
you ar¢ 1ot asked to wnite a1 ything that you actively believe ti
be false.

You mav {or may not) have composed sueh 3 doewncnt
before, You may possibly even have been rewarded i some way
ar other for dow so, (What would you say the rewards of such
wriing are, exactly? Your professor, inudentally, once reecived
a brass plaed teophy and some local {ame m exchange for a
comnposiion entitled “Optintisiu: Youth's Most b aluable Asset.”
As you see it does one stand to gan anything besules traphies by
suchvownang? What Jo you think one staneds to lose™)

When you have comnploied this essay on a gond edacation,
please address the followsng questions:
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’

1. Assuming you've followed all the instructions for writing your
essay—~and I can't imagine any reason You wouidn't be able to
~would you call that work z2n instance of good prose?

2. In your own opinion, as of this time, what is good prose?

5. Complete the following definition so that it accurately de-
scribes your essay on education and similar works:
“Themewriting: A sort of prose ...”

A listle later, in Assignment 7, { invite students to compose a
genuine essay, not a Theniewritten one. It asks that they come to
terms with why they are now here at this university. They must
also explain why their account should be considered somethlng
other than Themewriting. Two or three of the essays [ receive
will be truly fine; most will be Thcmcwmmg in 2 mock-personal
voice with a few specific details thrown in. Probably all of the
wnter‘s will say that their essay is not themewriting because it

is *personal” and because it makes specific statements, not just

. generalizations.

Assignment 8, Fegun in class, complicates matters further by
asking students to spend no more than ten minutes fleshing out
with a few specifics a pair of mock-personal, fake essays on college
life. For example:

. -
... These [{a}) hotshot professors with their big reputations
{b} immature TA's] care toc much about
and not enough about! . Fer
example, inmy " " class,

nr

Not that a lot of the courses are worth taking in the first place,
I nean, when you're majoring in ,like I am, what
earthly good do you get out of itrelevant and
[adfective] (but required') courses such as —_____ and

This essay’s format is a conflation derived frem two or three
"actual essays reccived for Assignment 7, as is its mate’s, which pro-
vides for & more paositive approach:

t came to the U of I. because I want to major in
as preparation foracareeras . Towa may not bc
the best in the couniry in this field. but its program at least is
highly regarded. .. .

Actually, T itke it here pretty well. fowa is big cnough
. yct small enough e
. I've golten to meet a lot of people different from tho. ¢
i my home town { [name}}) ...

Q N
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In subsequent class-periods wg'll try this game with other pieces of
student writing, good and bad. Assignment 8 ends by inviting .
students to articulate, in writing, what conclusions they can make
from their experiences in class, and to see what connections they
can draw between these fill-in-the-blank representations of the
wartld (and of personal experience) and other representations they
have seen or composed in the course. .

By mid-semester most students, often to their own surprise,
will find themselves and their classmates using written language to
create interesting and useful new orders out of their various per-
ceptions, experiences, and ideas. Themewriting will not vanish, but
it will decline substantially. No one will have found the Ullimate
Answer to the question of what js good prose, but most of us will
have discovered that writing can be mnore than fakery, can be more
than avoiding mechanical errors, can even be a2 means of dis-
covering things one didn’t know that one knew, or simply didn’t
know.

The second half of the sequence; the final twelve assignments, is
closely related to the first. Here students explore more directly the
epistemic implications of language-using. We cxplore thege not for
the sake of gencral knowledge--this is after all a course in compo-
sition, not in philosophy—but for the sake of understanding some
of the activitics that are involved in composing good prose. Here
students confront issucs such as what it means to name some-
thing; who determines “relevance” (Mother Nature? the individual
language-user? someone ¢lse?); the basis on which a writer decides
what phenomena and cvents to mention jn a composit' n, and
what ones to ignore (and what difference it would make, deciding
this one way rather than another); what the term “best’” means, as
in the best way of organizing material {sce Gibson’s Assignment 2,
above); how such decisions affect persona and apparent accuracy
{sce my Assignment 21, above); and so on.

" Assignment 17, a sort of culmination of all that comes before
and a"preparation for subsequent assignments, lays the ground.
work for examining the activities ¢ f naming and of selecting,

You have discovered vhat it is possible to talk Intelligently
about 3 piece of prose in a number of chfferent ways: its degree
of clanty, its degree of honesty, its freedom from error, its
diction and syntax, what 1ts writer may have learned il com-
posing 1t, what a reader might learn in reading ir, the nature of
the persona, the rclationship of one’s persona to one's self (as one
bikes to imagine 1t} the relationship of one's persona to the ideal
seif that one would Iike to become, what the essay invites the

g2
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reader to become, and of course—recall the essays on A Good
Education—the relationship of the wriler’s representation of
reality to reality-as-the.reader-understands-it. Eleven ways, at
least. .

Here are two essays. Talk about them (on paper) in the way(s)
that seem most profitable to you. Afterwards, discuss any con-
nections you might see between your way(s) and the others.

(1) A young woman, about twenty.five, sits on a red-white-
+ and-blue bench, eating a sandwich on rye bread, oblivious to the
roaring and fuming buses on Clinton Street. She is weating s¢arf
argund her neck, just 2 hint of makeup and lipstick, and {despite
the chill of the afternoon) a short, thin dress, Hershey-bar brown.
Next to her sit a paper Iunch bag and a eopy of Amold’s Culture
and Anarchy. She gently bites into the sandwich and curls her
’lcg! up beneath her. -

(2} A girl sits on a dirty wooden ber:h in the cold aflernoon,
eating a baloney sandwich. She is about twenty-five, thin, with
frizzy hair, not much makeup, and wearing an inexpensive dress.

. Her hair and dress are the same shade of dull brown, A bus roars
by, filthy, dirty, also colored dull brown. The girl chosses her thin
legs and bites into the baloney.

-

In the next few assignments students describe the “worid” and
the persona each of these paragraphs creatc . hey attempt sub-
stantially different descriptions of the same scene by selecting
other combinations of details to report. They can thcn explore (as
in Assgnment 21) what the conccpt of “accuracy” in wrmng may
ot way not mean, focus directly on the activiiy of namlng some-
thing, and ‘con<’der what happens when something is named one
way rather than another. Here is Assignment 23

And no matter what phenomena you select to report, you've
got to name them. Think back to the lady on the bench. Consider
these issues:

N Is she a young woman or a girl {or a Jady)?
Is her dress dull brown or Hershey+bar brown?

How about that proteinaceous object in her hand: isita
sandwich on rye bread or is it a baloney sandwieh?

Then explain what you mean, exactly, when you use the verb,
[T 1)

(L8

The final assignment begins with two quotations from Dewey:
“Teaching and learning [are] a continuous proccss of recon-
struction ot experience” and, “The value of an expericnce can be
Jjudged only on the ground of what it moves toward and into.” It
asks students to review the materials they've encountercd and the
expetiences they've undergone in the course, to reflect upon them,
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and then to assess, in writing, what they've managed to teach

themsclves about writing. Finally, it asks students to speculate on

the uses they might make, in thé near future, of what they have

learned.

-

<
The Rhetoric of Epistemic Teaching

A well-constructed epistemic course is not only theoretically
sound: it works in-practice. That is to say, the wrlting of most
students improves in many ways over the semester—tmproves at

“least moderately and in many cases substantially. Yet it would be

foolish to suggest that epistemic pedagogy is the profession’s sole
and last hope for solving the problem of student illiteracy, or 1o
suggest that an epistemic perspective yields a full and perfect view
of the field of human discourse. The approach is not without its
limitations,

Its most substantial limitation may be the relatively small
amount of attention it is able #o pay to the rhetorical aspects of
composing, to writing as persuasive communicating. The right-
hand side of the communications triangle, the side that contains
“READER,” is dealt with much less thoroughly than the left. To
be sure, anspistemic course is not grhetorical. Students do address
their writing to an audience {their professor and classmates) and

do respond as an audience to their classmates’ writing. Yet it is

true that the emphasis is principally on what writing can do for
the writer,

But it must be remembered that the epistemic approach is not
the only one students will ever have taken, Before most students
spend fifteen weeks or so in an cpistemic course they will drave
spent perhaps twelve years in courses based on the assumption
that writing js only communication—or, perhaps more accurately,
mainly communication, partly the obeying of scemingly arbitrary

" and seemingly meaningless tules, and parntly’ the Tomantic or

thereapeutic cxpressing of personal thoughts and feclings. “Good”
and “average” students come to college already knowing, though
not clways enacting, most of the basic techniques 6f effective
communication; they come already knowing most of the rules,
including some their professors will never have dreamed of. Some
come already “knowing,” alas, that it’s the (allcgedly preexisting)
thought or the thing, not the verbal expression, that’s important.
What stadents don't know is that they are able to and ought to

1
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compose words that have some real importance, some real
meaning to themselves and others. And they don’t know why they
should bother to try to write honestly, let alone why they should
spend the real effort it takes to write really well,

I would suggest, then, four rcasons why a well-designed epi-
stemic course is likely to make a substantial improvement in
students’ writing, It is pedagogically sound. It makes available
insights that are useful and important, It balances somewhat the
excessively formal and rhetorical orientation to writing that
students have acquired, And finally, and ironically, it's good
rhetoric for persuading our student audicnce to take the activity
of writing seriously. By way of cnabling students to see their
writing as having a real- connection’ to their knowledge, their
frecdom, and their sclves, an cpistemic course addresses the most
crucial question about writing that students will ask: “Why
bother?”

)
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6 Basic Writing:
First Days’ Thoughts on
Process and Detail

Harvey S, Wicner
CUNY LaGuardia

Right from *he start—in the ‘‘remedial” or *developmental”
course offered to college students—beginners at writing need
everything all at once, all the skills in language, form, and struc-
ture that ecach task demands. Yet instructors of beginncrs know
that to try to teach everythingat once is to be stuck in a quagmire
of good intentions. Like a picce of good wntmg, the basic couise

neéds a design thayfls clear and logical; and that means that'teach- .

ers must map out dne journey to competence {though there might
be many) by sta ng somewhere, by ending somewhere else, by
i and lcavmg some things out, and by dccu‘l-
ing bn an order of instrimtion,

In this chapter I will deal with beginnings, for writers just
starting out in any rigurous way, and for the teachers just starting
out to teach them. Few of the stfategies I will name are original
with me—experienced teachers move quickly into the samc terri-
tories—but I hope to athicve several goals by thcir treatment hcre.
Simply by stating these strategics I want to suggest first days
though ts for the teacher new to the still largely uncharted regions
of instructing beginners. Also, I want to propose with specific cxer-
cises ways to.achieve those early goals of instruction. Further, and
although this will challenge some stubbom classrocm practices, I

aifn to point out what to omit from the business ol't‘u: first days
in class.

But first considcr bricfly the kind of student sitting in basic
writing courses these days. Mina Shaughnessy in Errors and
Expectations, defined with searing modcls the range of.idiosyn-
cracies among Open Admissions writers, adding to thc writing
teacher’s vocabulary the indispcnsablc phrase *‘Basic Writer”
(BW). Shaughnessy’s remarkable book rebukcd forever the long-
standing concept of ‘“bonehead English” and redrcw linés for
tespectable courses in writing for the unprepared. For Shaugh-
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83 . . Harvey S. Wiener
nessy, BW names the student‘\ﬁglose writing shocks through
unpredictable error, through twisted, opaque prose. Yet the BW
is a student with a logical mind and with geserves of talent for
leaming,

Although institutions across the country that draw large Open

Admissions audiences are concemed with writers similar to these—
in degree, if not exactly in kind—the basic skills classroom is
by no Mmeans peopled only with students labeled a8 BW’s. Shaugh-
nessy (1976, pr 137) herself, with typical insight, wrote: “One
-school’s remedial student may be another’s regular or even ad-
vanced freshman.” That remark, if anything, is more true now as,
in 2 new decade, the “back-to-basics” movement continues to
dominate education. The student body is defined by diversity,
of course, because in an independent national college and univer-
sity system, each institution sets its own standards for college
literacy, and these are defined by faculty, by students, and by the
needs of the community.

In this light, the term begmnmg writer is preferable to bastc
writer. By bcgmners, I mean those just starting out to learn about
writing in any serious way. My term covers Shaughnessy’s BW’s,
certainly; but it also covers writers on campuses like Brown and
-Penn State and Stanford and Wisconsin, writers without the range
and depth of problems noted at the €ity University of New York
and other schools with widely varied student populations, yet
writers not viewed as ready for the freshman English course on
their campuscs.

One of the initial tasks for the instructor of begmmng writers
is to oversee investigation into tie process of writing. Beginners
nced help in visualizing and in expetiencing the stages of creation
from the moment a task for writing is defined until the moment
the writer submits finished pages for someone to read. This con-
cept of wtages is essential for the novice, for whom a word or a
sentence set down upon a page with appropriate agony is sacro-
sanct. As Shaughnessy (1977) points out, the beginner thinks only
amdteurs—never the accomplished writers—change things. Thus,
much early work must deal with talk and demonstration o[ how,
writers behave.

Beginning with the Process

Beginners need to consider these various stages of writing:

-~
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getting an idea to write about (This sometimes means starting
from scratch and identifying and narrowing a topic of the
writer's own choice and inferest; or, it at other times means
limiting a topic within the framework of a class assignment.)

detcm—'lining how to support‘thc ide-a, whether the writer has.

sufﬁcxcnt resoutce ., to dcvelop it and if not, where to tum for*

dcta:l
gﬂttmg the thought down and changmg it as it refines itself;

adding ideas, combining ideas, ripping open sentences at the

bcgnmﬂg; in the middie, and at the end in productwc explo-
ration . -

preparing the thought for someone else to read

Discussion with the class of the steps writers take to carry out’a

task will reveal a range of surprising misconceptions. “Based on

your past exper.snce with courses in school,” I always say on the
first days, “tell everything you usually do from the time you geta
writing usignmcnt until the time you actually hand it in for
someone to read.” As discussion ens.es, I corroborate or qucsuon
assumptions that arise, and I ask for more informatiop.

“You mean you start writing as soon as you sit down at the
kitchen.table? What do other peoplc in the class do?”’

“You start writing sentences immediately? I start by making.a
list of everything I can'think of.”

“What do you do if you get writer’s block?”

“What kind of paper and pencil do you use? Do they matter to
you? I must use long yellow sheets and pencils. Some people work
at their rough drafts at the typewniter, butlcan't.,” . .

Though the work habits revealed in these.conversations often
make me weak-kneed, I try to honor the subjective responses to
this talk of process by acknowledging strong points offered by
one student and then another, and by steering the discussion so
that, ultimately, I have touched upon the various stages in any
written effort. ¥ am not establishing rules here—conditions vary for
every task and with every individual-but I am laying out possibi-
litics, increasing awareness. Since process is our theme throughout
the semester, there will be lots of opportunities for adjustment
and expansion of the concept. At the outset though, I want to
impress the class with the idea that despite wide differences, most
writers go at their tasks in dcfimblc ways.

For the most praductwe instruction in thc writing process,

o
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students need to see what a®writer’s work looks like at as many
stages as possible. That’s why it’s important for a writing teacher

to see himself or herself as a teaching writer, willing to share

" effort and criticism. Those who have produced atticles or books

need to put them on display. [ bring my own haphazard jottings
and outlines to cfass or I duplicate the pages of a rough draft from
my own last written piece and show itto my students. If it’s been
published, I produce copyedited pages, galley or page proofs, final
prodiicts. .

Little will impress students more than a pock-marked sheet of
their teacher’s own rough drafts scarred with erasures and cross-
outs, with the\onps and arrows all writers use to excavate their
territory. Iloolfwith the class line by line at the starts and stops
on a rough draft of my own or of some other writer, at the choices
and rejccted phrases, at the insertions and excisions. [ ask students
why they think the writer did what he did on ecach line and if
there is a change they might make had they written the piece.
Another good idea in this vein is to find a page of rough dr: t
from a well-known, writer. Whether it’s a Keats ode, a stanza from
Ellot, a page from Dickens, a sheet of Lennon’s music, I try to
show how tentative and exploratory arc a writer’s thoughts when

.they reach a page for the first time.

Recent attention to prewriting as an essential area of instruction
insists, all for the good certainly, that a writer learn the sundry if
often desperate options for stimulating, dislodging, tracking, and
developing ideas as he sits alone at the desk amid the anguish of
solitary creation, First days’ instruction must call attention to
those options and must investigate them. Beginners need to know,
of course, abouc thinking through a topic, about getting up from
the chair and wandering about if the idea does not come quickly.
All writers furst think, about their subjects before doing anything
else. If that skems too obvious a point, it is not obvious to begin-
ners who tend to see a writer’s spill of words onto the page as
magical, inspired, and not at 2Jl rpoted in careful thought. Thus,
the thoughts and their pains, the sudden flashes and their inter
mittent pleasures are states in the writing process that must be
identified for the beginner. Also, those helpful techniques in
exploring and developing topics for writing—free association,
brainstorming, timed writing, subject trees, scratch or detailed

outlines—demand attention too.

Both before they-write and while they write, experienced writers
advance through prewriting and draft stages at least partially by
means of some intermal dialogue about their intended thought,
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about what reveals jiself in ink, and about how intention modifies
and is modified-by the written statement. But that is a conversa-
tion beginning writers have rarely practiced. Good instruction,
therefore, insists on doing out loud in class what a practiced
writer does quictly at home by himself. Instruction in prewriting
should attend to extemal models of awaiting, to private discus-
sions about writing and its process, and to models students can
internalize as essential parts of their own procedure. Eventually,.
guided practice in the informal coliection of ideas can move
towards the lists or clusters or outlines from which the rough and
subsequent drafts grow. ° . -

Predictably, this attention puts a high premium upon class-
room discussion as an essential element in carly writing assign-
ments Yor beginners. Students need to share experiences which
might lead to an effective written piece; and students need to
listen to what others in the room say as they grapple with the
activity, as they look for and evaluate clements of jdea and detaii.

For writers to take full advantage of class discussion, each as-
signment must be crystalline in jts requirements. Until much later
on in the writer’s development, I refrain from assigning the kind of
- open-ended task that allows completely free range of topic selec-
tion. Though it may seem thoughtful to lay a world of choices at
the student’s fee* I have found that only carefully defined and
structured writing assignments (with lots of opportunity for
creative activity within those struetures) allow incremental leam-
ing that can build upon prior achievement and that can be mea-
sured, even if only modestly. The more time spent, therefore, in
thinking instructions through, in laying out ¢xactly what students
must do, the better the results on an assignment.

Once instructions state expectations precisely, the assignment
is ready for class discussion. Let's’ assume that the assignment is
description, that the students will describe a place, and that some
generalization must control the_ details offered in support of the
topic. Now the class can talk the exercise through. One approach
I often use is to put on the chalkboard o¥ overhead projector a
list of incomplete sentences that either suggest some opinion
about a place or that encourage the student to offer some opinion

about it, Here are some possibilities.

‘The noisiest place I know is. ..

A summer place [1emember most is. ..
A room that always scared me was ., .
My brother's {sister’s) room is ., .

My supermarketis, ..

Lyg
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With a list of at least ten like these 1 allow some thinking time;
and then I go around the room, asking each student to select any
sentence and to complete it aloud. After each response 1 en-
courage students to explain, cxtractmg detail as 1 question or—
better still—as other students in the class question.

“Why do you say your son’s room is messy?” - .

“Things are all over the place.” ‘ ’
*“What kinds of things?”

“Oh, a baseball glove and some marblcs

“Just where are they?”

**On the floor near his bed.” .

“1f you were writing about that, what colors and sounds might
you add to help someone know the room?”

Having introduced the need for sensory diction, 1 ask students -

‘ m the class to help oui by suggesting possibilities for concrete-

ness and visual language. As many students as possible in a session
should be® called on to offer a few sentences ef detail. Every
member of the class should speak about the assignment in some
way, Although many of the students will not write about the sub-
ject they have discussed, they do collect ideas from one another;
they listen to others coming to grips with the exercise; they dis-
cover ways to expand ideas through questioning. 1t should be
made clear that the students will be expected. to do all this on
their own when they grapple in solitude with a writing task.
This kind of classroom discussion is, of course, only one model.
1 might simply say, “This week’s assignment is the descnption of a
place, one that is particularly lively, one that has some meaning or
importance to you. Let’s talk about places in your lives that might
fit into this category. You might think of a kitchen, your bed:
room, a llbmry Let’s have some people in the class talk about
places of meanmg in their lives.” Here, too, students talk, and 1
encourage and raise questions. “Why do you name your kitchen?
Show with words what kind of place it is. What colots are the
walls? Are there curtains? What does the table look like? What
noises would 1 hear if 1 were in your kitchen? What one word
would you use to give your overall impression of the place?”
Here, impression and evidence, generality and detail, proceed
togctllcr, interacting and refining cach other as the student spgaks
and the rest of the class listens. J
To ¢ncourage more independent discussion, 1 divide the class
into groups of three or four. Then I give clear directions: “Each
person will describe some important, unforgettable place to the
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rest of the people in the group. One person as secretary will take
notes as others talk; the rest of the group will ask questions which
will lead to sharp sensory pictures. Yoy might want to ask about
Iocation, color, sound, action, people. Don’t take more than a
couple of minutes with each speaker. After each group is finished,
the secretary will describe briefly what was said for the rest of
the class. And well all listen-for the clearest description.”

These are only suggestions; the point is to bring the class to
such a pitch of interest and excitement about the topic through
sharing ideas that these ideas will spill over onto a page once
formal writing begins. A second point, of course, is to supervise

searching for detail, weighing the validity of a generalization—that

" activities—thinking through the topic, asking questions about it, /

the inexperienced writer can practice alone before writing.
Another essential exercise in prewriting for beginners is examin-
ing and analyzing student essays written in response to the assign-
ment by others in the past. After explaining an essay and after
supervising class discussion, an instructor can provide through stu.
dent models tangible examples of writing that meets the goals
for the activity. But the examination of molels must be more
than someone reading and others merely listening, -with benign
but superficial and unconstructive comments afterwards. When
considering a model, students must be clear about why they are
considering it. Pointed questions asked beforthand can direct
concentration: “Listen to this desctiption by Lawrence Skibicki.
Afterwards, be prepared to answer these questions: What is the
topic statement? Which sensory appeal to sound did you find

most original? What transitions help the reader move from thought

to thought?" Without asking too many questions, instructors can
focus upon important concerns awaiting the writer on*thc essay
assignment. ’ .

For beginning writers, models from students, as opposgd to.

professiofials, have special value. A favorite among teachers,
perhaps, the professional model is at ti}nc\s, more a threat than an
opportunity for emulation. Models by students say something
important to the novice: “Here is a piece awritten a while back by
someone in a class like thic nne. It may be better than your
writing now, but it's not something you cannot reach if you apply
the principles we've been discussing.”

I have concentrated so far upon two important dimensions of
the writing process. First, I have pointed to the kind of exposure

to prewriting strategies required by beginners on the first day or |

8
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two of the ¢ourse. That exposure includes the various stages
through which writing generally proceeds and the various pie-
writing options available for writers o stimulate invention and the
successive production tof drafts. I have also proposed that pre-
writing for early assignments should involve active discussion as
.frodels for dialogues beginners can intemnalize and _sn use when
“¥they face a writing challenge unassisted. In a sense this second
suggestion gets me a bit ahead of myself, Before offering formal
essay exercises, a course for beginners should deal with some
critical skills in language I want,neither to neglect theni nor to set ~
them out of place.

Most teachers assert the priority of language skills right from
the start of the term. Unfortunately, however, in an attempt to
help beginners develop competence and facility with language
many ,beginning instructors attend to correctness as the first and
. majot task. They tum exclusively and almost by instinct to inten-

sive work in grammar angd the'structure of language. Starting the
term off -with instruction in parts of speeen, followed by drill
aimed at error, is wrong for many reasons but especially because it
is a miscue. It says that the first order of business in learning to
write is building a command over systems for describing and using
language instead of building a command over language itself.
Basic writing courses I have examined on many campuses are still
dark forests of nouns and verbs and adjective clauses, with stu-
dents as hunters circling the prey and fixmg it with mames. This is
true despite the general and longstanding disfavor of such zp-
proaches among theoreticians in writing instruction. Erika Linde-
mann in a finc book soon to be published by Oxford University
Press sums jt up crisply: ’

We cannct Improve pur sludent's writing abililies if we focus
exclusively: on the code, on grammar or on the surface features of
the writfen product. Students who cannol find anything 1o say,
even though théy wrile not Lhe first misspelled word, can be as
ineffeclive as communicalors as studenls who have briliianl ideas
But ignore Lhe reader's need 16 have them presented in reasonably
punctuated sentences.

Details

1
-

For effective communication, students sheuld worl closer to the
writer’s craft by focusing as soon as possible upon the nature and
& invention of precise languagc and detail instead of wpon labeling

-
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subjects, verbs, and objects. Few skills demanded from writers are
as important as skill in the use of detail. To expand an observation
by means of concrete diction is one of the hallmarks of clear,
persuasive writing; and the absence of specific detail.can easily
brand a written effort as superficial.

Though instruction in the use of detail is important for all stu-
dents, teaching novice writers about it is a special challenge.
Students must, of course, learn to marshal evidence in support of
an idea, But they must first leam how to construct that evidence
with anguage, how to rurn perception, idea, and observation into
words, how to use words to convey exactly the information the
writer wisk>s them to convey. Beginners must also expand an
often limited supply of language suitable for standard expression,
if they are to report accurately the sensory data the mind and
body program instinctively. Instructionin detail starts on the most

* basic levels of language awareness, vocabulary acquisition and shar-

ing. Classroom activities ‘need to focus upon words as carriers of
precise information.

Because the beginne:’s main disadvaritages in vocabulary are
both inability to remember forms and defiritions of words and
a lack of judgment in using words appropriately, Shaughnessy
(1977) suggests three kinds of leaming when the student ap-
proaches vocabulary: leaming about words, learning words,
learning a sensitivity to words, .

It is in her last category where I believe eatly course instructidn

.is essential and where it lays a foundation upon which a term’s

program can build productively. Teachers cannot werk too soon
nor, too much with, for cxamplc, the notions of general and
specific language, in order to give students 2 feel for the range.of
meanings words allow. A study of groups that move from general
to spcc:ﬁc is highly productive:

/ '
1. food 1. plant

* 2. meat N 2. herb &
3. swcak : 3. flower
4. sirloin 4. tulip

How do meanings change from 1 to 2 to 3 to 4? What advantages
serve a writer using 4 .. stead of 1, 2, or 3? Students should
examine lists of words, supplyigg specific ones for gcncral ones,
arranging them in their order of specificity.

Along with distinctions in language specificity, beginners also
need an undetstanding of denotation and connotation; by sub-

.
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n‘i’fgg for a key word in a sentence another with similar defi-
nition but with different connotation, instructors can offer

illustrations:
4]
The doctor treated my mother.

The physician treated my mother. .
The specialist treated my mother. . L

How does the meaning of the senténces vary with the change in
word?

With thc need established for specific languagc and for aware*
ness of shadés of meaning, the beginner's atténtion should tum to
E%ucre'tc sensory language and imagery. Probing the close-by
physical environment first, beginners must learn, as a starting
point for control over detail, how to generate language that evokes
the senscs. Teachers must explain the vray the mind acquires data
through the senses and the way a good writer attempts to turn
his perceptions into language that arouses the reader’s imagina-
tion. This calls for a review of the storéhouse of words that name
sensations: Aot, rough, bumpy for touch;smcky, sweet, dusty for .
smell; verbs like clatter, thud and whisper for sound; or plunge,
hobble, creep for actions—and innumerable others. Beginners will
see easily how colors establish immediate visual recognition, how
words for sounds fill the language. Lists df sense words organized
into appropriate categories help cxpand working vocabulary.

Once writers investigate and experiment with sensory languagc
they need to develop skill at imagery, the sustained sensory
pictures that capture time. A good beginning asks students to
compare words with images of different levels of concretcness, at
first without attention to complete sentences:

1. acar
2. agreen Ford
3. agreen Ford rattling to a stop

¥

How has the writer in 3 achieved a higher level of concreteness
than in 1 or 2? What word in 3 adds color? Which adds sound?
What words could the class substitute for the color word, the
sound word, even for the highly specific noun? Exgﬁimcnt with
turning the image in 3 into sentences that\paint ev

more exact
pictures: ) .

4. At dawn a rattling g'rccn Ford sputtered through the snow on
High Street.

5. At a'red light on 'Broadway and Eighth, a rattling green Ford
screeched to a hatt last night.
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Which do readers prefer—3, 4, or 5? Why? What details in 4 and®
5 create different pictures dcsp:te similarity of subjects?

Students can suggest their own images for familjar- ob_]ects and
can then build those images into full sentences. {Hure is a means
of assessing early on the class’s sentence sense without a formal
lesson in grammar.) When building sentences, students should
draw upon the lists of sense words. Verbs that state specific
actions are of particular value in these activities. After eXamining
sentences with vague verbs like walk and ¢ students can substitute
strong verbs that name actions clearly. Another productive exer-
cise asks the class to examine a short paragraph alive with sensory =
language but with alf the sense wprds removed, blanks in their

"places. Under each blank 2 word like sound or color or touch

signals the kind of sensory appeal the writer aimed for; students
then insert their own words. Afterwards she two_samples—stu-
dent’s and oiiginal-laid side by side provide valuable msnghts
into werd choice and individual creativity.

After exploration and practice of sensory language some begin-
ners develop problems with overmodification. Frequently a
student learning about sensory language will fill his prose with
adjectives. How could. the class change this—The tall, thin-legged,
nervous, red-haired woman rushed away—so that the adjectives do
not cluster before the noun? Sometimes 2 different, more expan- *
sive, structure provides flexibility; sometimes a more specific
noun will do it. An alternative like this one might better serve the,
writer: As the wind blew her red hair, a tall woman rushed away
nervously, her thin legs wobbling. Practice likée this in converting
the smothered-noun image lays foundations for later activities in
sentence expansion and embcddmg, foundatlons that require no
extensive grammatical brickwork.

Often efforts at infagery provide modifiers with few pictorial
qualities. No matter how clear the instructions, writers leamning
about detail are often more apt to tell than to describe. As a
result, work in distinguishing differences in phrases like these is
essential:

1. acute girl witha pleasafit smile
2. ablonde girl with freckles and with an open-mouthed smile

Though cute and pleasant aim for pictures, they miss the mark. .
The 1magc they are intended to draw is not yet transformed {rom
the writer’s mind into visual language. Just what does cute mean
to members of the class? Pleasant? Registering those words, would
student’s minds have called up the same images that appear in 2?

loe .
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Almost certainly not, and that provides another essential key to
the craft of the writer: unless he or she describes an observatio® =
precisely, adjectives that interptet can frequently ‘set a reader’s
resultant images at odds with the writer’s. Only by inference from
the verbal picture should a reader ﬁnbw that a child is cute or that
her smile is pleasaht. -
< As if excessive use of lntcrpretw' adjectlvcs were not problem
enough, the beginming writer’s supply of tRose adjectives is sorely
limited to a group noted for their vaguencss: good, nice, cute, bad,
higher, lower, less, worse, many, a lot, much, hard, easy. By means
of exercises in ‘word options, in careful observation, and in the
recording of observe¢ phenomena through sehsory: langua.gc
students can d:velop a trust in their own sensory perceptions.
The writing of clear, precise images is the heart of the matter, of
course, It is a §kill that most students can learn, even if they dem. .
onstrate their skills only intermittently at first, Once secure in
‘the construction of sensory detail, students ‘can then learr to
control it in a paragraph or an essay, eliminating images' that do
not'pertain to an established gcncral:zatlon
"Not always, but often in the beginner’s movement toward
command over concrete diction there follows a sequence starting
~with opinions not substantiated by detail, to opinions backed up
with details that are really editorial, to, finally, opinions rooted
in original ohservation. Despite a student’s ability to write images
in classroom =xercises, Ieammg to incqrporate imagery as an
element of supporting detail is a slow process. A set of sentences
like 1, 2, and 3 following, for example, can help to cncouragc
,LLXpansion: .

x,

1. The city has many problems. One problem is the bad trans.
portation. It's terrible. Another problem is sanitation ... .

While keeping in mind what has been Iearned about specific lan-

guage, supporting detail, and imagery, the student, revising, gener.

ates sentences such as the following which seem t6 meet the
.ﬁ request for detail:

2, The city has many problems. One problem is the subways. The
trains are dirty and unpleasant. The floors are filthy. Another
problem is.

& Now that’s an 1mprovcment Narmng subway and trains, the writer
moves into the territory of concreteness. Dirty, filthy, unpleas-
ant—although they are too general to evoke a picture and are

N examples morz of telling than of showing—take the writer some-

\ L
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what beyond thc realm of unsupported asscrtlon that appears in 1.
Still, no clear detals draw the rcadcr into the writer's mind.
Review, more work on cxpandm§ pictures with sense words,
repeated instructions to individualize 2 scefe can in time yield

sen tences hkc 3 follomng, much more consistent with the goals of

writing rich in supporting detail: -

3. The cify has many problems. One problem is the subways,
which are dirty and unpleasant. Yesterday on the Flushing loeal
cigarette butts and crumpled pages of The Daily News lay every-

, where. Streaks of black and yellow paint covered the windows,
On the only empty s¢at in the car sat a paper bag wet from cola
that dripped to a brown puddle on the floor, ,

It takes a whilé to bring a beginning writer as far as the few

consecutive sentences in 3. But to view those in 2 as"a good .

cnough end point for Qchlcvcment is no service to the beginning
writer, True, there is an attempt at presenting sensory data; but
it is too insubstantial to be accepted as a finished effort.

After instruction jn the writing process and in the use of detail,
whe course can proceed to the traditional rhetorical mode, starting
with paragraphs or description and narratiori. Throughou. the
course writers will work towards developing their skills in the use
of detail. As they learn to convey observations in thelanguage of
sound, color, action, smell, faste, and touch, studen s can move to
a higher and higher level of. concreteness. As instruction develops,
they can learn to offer other kinds of details—statistics, cases, and
other forms of reliable testimony~but these skills are often hard
to treat adequately within tlie initial course given the ranje of
skills that need developing.

For beginners, then—for teacner and student—process and
detail are springboards for reliable development during the course.
These basic elements need investigation before anything else,
certainly before issues of correctness demand attention, Itis only
when beginning writers are convinced that they have some thing
meaningful to say and that they can develop:their sentences
through a series of exploratory stages—only then do efforts wit
the conventions of written language sound a responsive chord
.anrong students just learning to take writing seriously,

Portions of this essay will appear in The Writing Room: A Resource Book
for Teschers of English, New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming.
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"7 The Writing Conference:
A, One-to-One Conversation

&

' Tl.iomas A. Carniceili , . .
University of New Hampshire
] b3
The conference method of teaching writing has become increas-
ingly known and accepted in recent years. A conference may be as
short as thirty seconds, or as long as the two parties wish to talk,
It may be held in a comer of a‘classroom, in a hallway, or cafe-
tenia. It may be conducted by tclephone. But 4ll the forms have
th. same essential feature: only two parties, a teacher and a
. student, not a teacher and a class. The conversation between these
s two parties, rather than statements or written comments by only

. one, is the strength o1 the conference method. -

! Thc conference method is regularly discussed at conferences
and workshops and in the professional .Jiterature, whers testi-
monials to its effectiveness have become quite common. Rather
"than simply adding my own testimony to the list, I've sought to
provxde evidence from a new, and perhaps more chj ective, source.
I've collected thg opinions of the other parties in the writing

« conference, the students themselves.
The Freshman English program at the Umversnty of New Hamp-
* shirethas relied on the conference incthad for the past eight years.

Bach student has a weekly, or bi-wec*ly, conference thro ~houta

fifteen-week semester. At the end of the sémester, each course

section is evaiuated by the students on a form which requireé ~—
detailed written comments, not mere check marks. In preparing
this -chapter, I have read all the student comments from the

“inety-two sections offered in the 1977.8 academic year. Since an

average of twenty out of the twenty-six students per section

actually filled out the form, I have examined approximately 1,800

student responses to conference teaching. This sample was more

than large enough”to provide a clear and consistent picture. I did

not perforin a statistical analysis of this material, but ﬂmply

~reeorded t{'pical and recurring comments. To compensate for my
own bias, I made a special effort te record any negative comments.
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Negative comments were, however, comparatively rare. The
great majority of the students liked the conference method, and
felt they had leamed a great deal from it. These student com-
. ments, both positive and negative, provide uhusually cledr insights
into why the conference mnethod workstand how it can be used to
best advantage. To supplement the discussion of the student
responsés to conference teaching, I present a transcript of a fairly
typical student conference—one which resulted in a satisfactpry
paper. Lest this example of conference teaching seem *too gdod
to be tme,” I dlso present a transcript and analysis of a New
Hampshire conference that failed. Conferences are not a panacea.
Conference teachers fail every day, just like ‘any other kind of
teacher. Yet our failures can be as instmctive as our suctesses.

A Definition of the Conference Method

L' impossible to discuss the individual conference in isolation.
Conlerences are parts of courses; they work hetter in some types
of courses than in others. When I refer to the conference method,
I mean the use of conferences within a course based on certain

. teaching principles. These principles are essential to the most
effective use of the conference itself. <t

The first principle is that writing should be taught as a process,
For my purpose here, I'll simply use the well-known definition of
the writing process as three stages: prewtiting, writing, and re-
writing. Traditional swriting instiuction usually stresses only the
writ.ng stage: the student is given a topic and writes a first draft;
the tcacher gradés the draft, then assigns another topic. There is
little or no time for prewriting or rewriting. Only the paper, the
product, rcecives the teacher’s attention. Teachers who use a
process approach stress all three stages, with special emphasis’ on
the third. In a process approach, _tudent papers are treated as
drafts, as papers-in-process. Revisions are counted as new papers,
and students are encounraged to work on the,same paper for several
weeks, rather than being foreed to drop a promising subject and
dig up a new onc. Weekly papers are not graded. Grading is done
at the end of the semester, and is based on several revised papers
of the student’s own ckoice.

Conferences are especially ¢ffeetive in a process approach be-
cause they occur when the student needs and appreciates.the
teacher’s help. If the student “can’t think of anything to write
about,” « prewriting conferenee can help identify some promising

Q b \-. !
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subjects. If the student has found a decent subject bt has wrjtten
a dead-end draft, a confei'cnce can suggest new quesnons to ask,
new possibilities to explore Studengs are hlghly receptive to help
in mid-process because it responds to problems they have actually
encountered, not ones they may possibly encounter, and it allows
them to work on those problems before submitting the paper‘fora
grade. A conference in mid-process is immediately useful. .In
contrast, a confer’nce after a paper haf been graded is an autopsy;
it dwells on past ..ilures, not future possibilities, and it provides
advice to be used in some nebulous “next time.” A student sjtting
there stanng at a poor grade will not be very receptive to that
advice, may not even hear it. Conférences after grading may have
some value, but only in a process approach can thc full value of
the conference be realized.

Even if a conference is offered at the right time in the writing
process, it may not be effective if the teacher does not follow the
second cssential teaching principle: “First things first.” A con-
ference teacher must have a reasonable set of teaching pnonnes in
responding to student papers. A student’s first ‘draft is likely to
have a multitude of problems, everything from confused ideas to
comma Splices. If the teacher tries to aCdress alf of them in 7 single
conference, the student will end up confused and discouraged. The
conference will be far more useful if the teacher focusses on one
or two of the most important matters and makes sure the student
understands them. Other problems can always be discussed in sub-
sequent conferences if they are still present in the revised drafts.

The priorities I use and recommend are borrowed almost whole-
sale from Roger Ga: rison (1974): content (idcas and informatibn)
point of view (purpose, persona, audience), organization, styl¢
{diction and syntax) and mechanics {grammar and punctuanon)
Content and point of vicw are my “first things” >ecause they scem
to me the basic clements of writing 1tsclf which I define as
somecone (persona) communiGating somcthmg {content} to some-
one else (audience) for some reason (purpose). I address the other
elements_on my list only after I feel the basic-problems of content
and point of view in a paper have been adequately dealt with. I
might, for instance, see tho same paper.two or three times beforg
paying much attention to style or grammar. A full defense of my
particular set of priorities is unnecessary here. My point is simply
that a conference teacher must develop a set of priorities based on
a reasonable understanding of what writing is. Not even confer-
ences will hclp the tedcher who treats grammar as more important
than content.

11y



S

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

104 . . Thomas A. Carnicelli

-

* : o
Conferences, a process approach, and a reasonable set of pri-

orities—that is my full definition of the conference method.

Courses jmay vary widely in specific details, but, if they adhere to
thiy definition, they are usig the same basic method of teaching
wrjting. ]

There are two common formats for Wliting courses based on the
conference method. One, which might be called the *shert confer-
ence” or “conference only” format, is best exemplified in Gar-
rison’s freshman course. In this course, conferences are everything.
After the first week or sd, class meetings are abolished and the
classroom becomes a writing workshop, where the teacher holds
conferences in one comer while the other students sit and write.
Papers are kept short--no more than six or seven paragraphs.
Conferences are also short, running from three to five minutes on
the average. In fdct, Garrison sometimes manages to hold up to
twenty conferences in a fifty-minute class hour. He Aachieves this
arnazing pace because he treats only one problem per conference
and he sees the same paper so often—sometimes in four or five
"drafts—that he can respond to it very quickly. In essence, Gar-

rison’s format relies on short papers and on short and frequent -

conferences to teach students to write,

This format is the most fcasible ay to use conferences when a
1cacher has a large number of students and no practical way to
meet with thern outsidc of class hours. It has been used 3-
fully’in many two-year colleges, and is especially suited t¢ om-
munity colleges where many of the students live off-campus and
hold full-time jobs. It has also been used successfully in high

schools, although it is no mean feat for a teacher to kegp a room-.

ful of young students Quiet while conferring wijth individuals in a
comer. _
Where the teaching load is not so heavy and Where students are
readily available outside of class hours, another, less Spartan
format can be used. ‘The freshman course at New Hampshire is a
convenient example. Conferences are the most important part of
the course, but they are not the 2ntire course. Classes do meet
regularly, although often one of the class hours is used for confer-
ences. Classes are used to critique student papers, to do certain
writing exercises. and to discuss writing in general, Papers and
conferences are both considerably longer than in Garrison’s
f~rmat. Students are required to write five pages a week, and to
attend a fifteen to twenty minute conference at least every other
week. Enough extra time is set aside so that every student may
have a conference ¢s 2ry week, and many choose to do so. Confer-
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ences - are usually held m the teacher’s office. Essentially, this

format relies on longer pa onger but less frequent confer-

ences, and on classes to teach students to write.

*Ihold no brief for orie format against the other, While I happen
to enjoy classes and would hate to give them up, I believe they are
far less lmportant than conferences in teaching writing, If a
teaching situation requires a choice between classés and.confer-
ences, classes shou'd definitely go. Whether short papers'cofbined
with short, frequent conferences are more effective than longer
papers and longer, less frequent conferences is not for me to say.
Teaching conditions and personal temperament should determine

. - which format a given teacher should use. Both have proven suc-

cessful for teachers who have used them. They are, after al,
aflaptations of the same teaching method, not two separate
methods, Virtually everything I say about conferences at New
Hampshige will apply equally well to conferences in the Garrison
t'orrr;a.x.)I .

A Rationale for the Conference Method -

There are many good reasons for using the conference method.
Some were readily apparent to the students in my study. Others
are best understocd and appreciated by teachers, I have grouped
them all together under five main headings.

Individualized instruction in writing i more effeciive than -
group instruction. The individual nature of conference instruction
is what impressed the students in my study the most. While 1
wasn’t seeking to make statistical analysis of the student re-
sponses, one statistic was easy to compile: not one of the 1,800

« students found classes as useful as conferences. Some of the

students put the matter quite bluntly, “Without conferences, the
course would be meaningless.” “Conferences are helpful, but class
is a waste of time.” Of course, if the classes were really bad, such
comments don’t say too much for the conferences. Most students
found at least some value in their classes, but even those who liked
their classes the most found them less useful than the conferences.
“Although valuable information was disseminated during class, I
learned about my writing in my lecckly conferences.” “As far as
the classroom is concerned, much is learned about general writing
practice, but as fareas mdmdual wntmg is concerned, the confer-
crllcc cannot be replaced. Here is where the most learning takes
place.”
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This type of comment appeared again and again. While many
different activities are used in our classes, not one was singled out
as especially h¥pful, not even class discussions of student papers—
by far our most common classroom activity. Students scemed tQ
perceive all class activities as devoted to *‘writing in general” and
found none of them directly relevant to their individual writing
problems. These responses may b+ disheartening, but they ar¢ not
surprising, at least to me. After years of laboring to design useful
and interesting writing classes, I'm under no great illusions about
what classes can accomplish in a writing coutse, Writing classes can
be moderately uscful, perhaps more useful than 3tudents imme-
diately realize, but they are certainly not essential. Leatning to
write is a uniquely personal process; students leam to do it pri-
marily by working on their own papers.

The strictly psychological value of individual writing confer-
ences was also apparent in the student comments. A number of |
students expressed deep insecurity about themselves as writers and
appreciated the privacy of the conference. “You’re never afraid of
being embarrassed because it’s between her and yourself.” “Ilere
you can discuss your writing alone with the teacher. You don’t

* have to fear criticism from other students.” Most students were

“impressed by the personalzmerest their teachers showed toward

them in conference. “The fonferences give me a sense of individ-
uality, that my paper means something to someone other than
myself.” Such advantages could be derived from individual confer-
ences in any course, but they are particularly important in a
beginning writing course, where so many students have such low
opinions of their own abilities. '

The teacher can make a more effective response to the paper in
an oral conference than in written con.nents. A teacher who reads
pabers at home and relies on written comments is working in a
vacuum. If the task were simply to assign a grade, this practice
would be sufficient; but, if the task is to help the student revise
the paper, the teacher can henefit greatly from the student’s actual
presence. '

A conference is far more effective than written comnients as a
way of communicating with students. The tongue is faster, if not
mightier, than the pen. It is possible for a tedcher to make more
comments in a conference than in argequal amount of time spent
writing. It is casier and more eclficiént to talk about complex
problems than it is to write about them. That’s why teachers give
up and write “See me’’ on certain papets. Written comnments serve

L1
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very well for correcting small points of grammar or styic, but it is
difficult t6 clarify a large problem ‘of content or point of view
without talking to thie student. The presence of the student allows
the teacher to_tailor a response to the student’s needs. A point

- that might take five minutes of painstaking writing to explain can

be dismissed in ten seconds if it’s-apparent that the student fully
understands jt. A comment that might seem*obvious to the teacher
may require a more detailed explanation than could have been
anticipated. Finally, the presence of the student enables the
teacher to be more tactful, or more forceful, as the student’s
attitude warrants. The confcrencc teacher can bettcr judge how
much to say, and how to.say it.

A teacher refding a paper at home is deprived of two invaluable

_resources: the student’s information and the student’s opinions. A
conference teacher can use these resources to respond more

accurately to the paper. Students come to conference with an
enormous ~mount of information about their papers. They know, ‘
more or less, what they were trying to accompllsh in the paper.
They know the problcms tk:y encountered jn writing it. They
know what they meant in specific words and sentences.” They
know other ideas and facts-about the subject that they couldn’t
marage to fit in. All of this information can be 1mmcnscly usefu]
to the teacher in diagnosing the paper and in suggestmg new
possibilities or entirely new topics. The student’s opinions of the
paper are equally valuable in shaping the teasher’s response to it.
The student provides another mind, another perspective on the
paper. The very process of discussing the paper with the student
tan help the teacher understand it better. If the discussion tuns
up significant disagreements, so much the better. A good argument
from the student can help the teacher clarify or modlfy an in-
adequate response.

Not srprisingly, this last advantage of the conference was not
apparent -to the students in my study. Students assume that the
teacher, the expert, always knows exactly what to do with a paper

. after reading it. They have not been trained to believe that they,

can actually. contribute to thé teacher’s understanding of their
work. They can, and do, con tnbutc in corrfcrcnccs, whether they
realize it or not.

The student can learn more from an oral response than fram
written comments. For most students, a wrltmg conference is a
new experience. They've hever discussed their writing with a
teacher before. They've simply received written *“corrections,”
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L usudly in red mk. Apart from the special demerits of the red
ink approach ‘which is unwersally detested by students, written
comments in general have serious disadvantages when compared to
criticism  givgaiyorally. Written "comments are more impersonal,
They are ofteifinore difficult to understand. Most importantly,
they are: stric one-way communication; the student has no
.. immediate chance to question or disagree.

Students are maore rcceptive to criticism given orally because
they can appreciate the spirit in which it is offered. They can sense
the teacher’s support and concern, and realize that even negative

L comments are intended to be constructive. It is difficult for a
. teacher to dcmonstrate the same degree of personal concern in
written ‘comments alone. Even the most tactfully phrased written
comment may seem destructive to a beginning writer. .

Written comments can be ambiguous or conlusing to students.
If students cannot understand a teacher’s response, they may
simply ignore it, ot elsc follow it-without knowing why any
change is necessary. In a confercnce, of course, this problem can
be outflanked. If the teacher’s response is unclear, the student can
simply ask for an explanation. Many students in my study stated
that the conference helped them understand the teacher’s r%ponsc
to their writing. “During conference, she helps me find a/better
way o ‘write it so that wc undcrstand why it should be' done,
not just that it should be changed.” Somc of the teachers here
writc commcnts on papers and return them prior to the confer-
encc—a practice I don’t much like, for reasons that should be
apparent. Thc commcnts of some of their students say a great
deal about the limitations of written criticism. *The instructor
can comment all hc wants, but the corrections don’t come to life
until he shows you exactly wnat he means in confercnce.” “The
triticism has been constructive. It helped a great deal when I could
sce what he meant by going to confercnces. If I had just read the
comments without explanation, I might have felt the criticism was
Gestructive.”

A student who has worked long and hard on a papet necds the
chance to defend it. Not all students arc willing to take that
chance, but the conference makcs it readily available. A number
of students in my study praised the opportunity to “disagree”
or “argue” with thc tcacher, Most saw argument as a kind of
advcrsary procccding, leading to a compromise. “Somctimes her
criticism lasn’t been correct, but then when the problem was
discussed wc camc to a compromise. I'm willing to stick up for my

s
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writing, and if she disagrecs, Il argue my point.§ While teachers
tend to take a less pugnacious view of argament, -seeing it more
as a joint opportunity than a battle, this differance in attitude has
~ o practical- effect--If the student “wins”_the argument, the

teacher “wins,” toosThe student gains confidence as a writer “and °

self-critic, as well as respect for the writing course itself. The
teacher gains a better msnght into the paper and, more impor-
tantly, the student’s active involvement in theeprocess of criticism.

Written comments do have their uses, even m the conference
*method. They’re more fpermanent than ora! comments, not
dependent on the vagaries of memory. Several students in the
study eommented on how difficult it was to remember what went
oh in conference, “The critictsm was worthwhile, but [ wish I had

written down the suggestions—there just isn’t time to do so in

conference.”” There’s a simple’ solution to this problem. Either
the teacher or the student can make notes on the paper during the
conference, Studerts don’t mind marks on their papers—~if they
have had a hand in making them. .

Conferences can promote se!f-t‘eaming When the teacher’s
response is given firsq whether orally or in writing, the student is
put in a reactive p&sition, Even though the student may ask
questions and raise Objections, the teacher’s response usually
determines the focus of the confererice. This is a useful type of
conference, and it may be the most effective in many teaching
situations; yet it doeg not fully exploit the greatest single advan:
tage of the conference method. Conferences are an jdeal way
to promote self-sufficiency and’ selfleaming in students. To
encouragt their students to make fully independent judgments,
‘ some teachers prefer not to give any response to the paper until
after the student has responded first. They try to make the student’s
response, not their own, the focus of the conference.

This is the most common type of conferent® 2t New Hamp-
shire, and the students in the study provided some good dessrip-
tions of it. The teacher attempts, through questioning, to lead the
student to make some conclusions about the paper. “He concen-
trated on my reaction to the paper. Just with' gentle hints, I was
surprised at what mistakes I saw mysell."” The teacher states an
¢ sion directly only after the student has done so, qr at least
u . to do so. “She gets me to criticize it first, which usually
cu .¢ts most of her criticisms, and then she adds on.”” The teacher’s
opinion is offered in response to tne stutent’s and serves either to
confirm it or suggest that it be modified. The student may accept
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the teacher’s opinion, reject if, or work out a combination of the )

two views, The ultimate decision of what to do with the paperis
left to the student. “She’ll ask you what you think should be
done, give het opmlor. on how to revise the paper, and then we
work out a compromlse on what should be done, If you don’t like
her way, you can do it your own way without being degraded.”
Although this approach is qultc different- from- traditional -
writing instruction, most students i my study understood it and
apprecxated its value. Most of them ®xpressed a clear willingness
to accept some respounsibility for their own leaming, Somé even
acknowledged that the teacher had a right to refuse to help them *
if they refused to helff themselves. “She made us think about why
we were writing the way we were and how to correct jt, She did
not always offer ways of changing oux papers if we did not give
any ideas or suggestions. If we did, she was very helpful.” “She

. Thomas A. Carnicelli
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is always willing to give suggestions for a new way %o present a’

paper as long as we shaw that we are thinking too, She’s not
about to do all the work forus.” -
The conference method is the most effxczent use of the teachers
time. The conference method is not only the most effective way
* to teach writing, it is also the most efficient, It can, increase a
teacher’s effectiveness with no incfease in teaching time, In some
formats, it can, increase the teacher’s effectiveness while actua.lly
decregsmg the amount of teachmg time.
The Garrison fornfat requires the least amount of the teacher’s
time, since the teacher has no classes to prepare for. If, as Garrison
+insists, the teacher reads the papers only in conference, then the

task of reading papers at home is also dispensed with. Gartison,

recommends some tasks for the teacher in addition to conferring
during class hours—notably, designing specific writing projects or
assignments that students may choose to perform. Still, the fact
remains that, for the teacher who has the skill and energy to Wdse
 it, the Garrison format is the lcast time-consuming way of teachmg
writing effectivelv.

While the Ijew. Hampshire format requires more time than
Garrison's, it is no more time-consuming than traditional writing
instruction, provided the teacher reads the papers for the first

time in conference. It is the task of reading papers at home that

is the real time-killer in traditional course formats. After twenty
years of experience, I still cannot read a five-page paper and make

a reasonably detailed writjen response to it in much less than .

twenty minutes, Given the same paper and a twenty-minute
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conferénce, I can accomplish a great deal more, without using any
more titne, In fact, I even gain some time: nights and weekends.
At the end of a full day of conferences, I may be exhausted, but
at least I don’t have a stack of papers to take home with me,

T've put the argument from efficiency last because educational
considerations ought to precede pragmatic ones, I also would not
like to advertise the efficiency of the conference method too  «
boldly, lest pragmatic administrators see it as a way to increase. A
teaching ‘loads. The teaching loads—of most writing teachers.are
alrcady too heavy. in fact, those excessive teaching loads are the
main reason why many beleaguered writing teachers don’t believe
the conference method'is feasible for them, A teacher who has five
sections of comp osition and 175 students a semester is likely to
'rcgard the i tﬁa of individual conferences as hopelessly 1mpract1ca.l
1 maintain, though, that conference teaching can be practical in
such a situation, that it may, in fact, be the best way to cope with
such outrageous teaching conditions. A teacher who is willifig to
give up cla;ses and written comments on student papers—no great
losses, ecucationally—can teach effectively by individual confcr-
ence ever. with large numbers of students. The choice is up to the
individual teacher, and there really is a choice. Conference teach-
ing is a practical option, not an impossible ideal.

The Conference Teacher’s Role I /—‘\5‘- i

Given the value of the conference method, what can a teacher do
to put it to best use? To answer this question, I want to define the
«onference teacher’s role more clearly, There are, I believe, six
essential tasks that a conference teacher must perform.

The teacher should read the paper carefully. This would be a
truism unworthy of comment, except for the fact that it leads
directly to one of the major issues in conference teaching. Should
the teacher read the paper beforehand or read it for the first time
“in conference? Most of the recent articles advocate inconference
rcading. I recommend it, too, but the i issue is not a simple one,

The basic question is, of course, whether inconference reading
allows the teacher to make an accurate and ‘thorough response to
the paper. Several students in my study found.the practice un-
satlsfac? ory “I do not think the teacher is prepared enough to
criticize.” One comment was unusually detailed and, I think,
perceptive, ‘‘Sometimes she will read my paper for the first time
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during the conference and will merely skim read it. This #s not .
good evaluation because in these instances I find her criticisms
concern wards or small phrases that she happens to come across
rather than the paper in general.” This kind of random and super-
ficial sniping is always a danger. Nevertheless, inconference reading
can be extremely effective after a teacher has learned how to useiit.
For a teacher new to the conference method, inconference
reading is usually too difficult, too threatening. At New Hamp-
shire, only a few bravg souls attempt it from day one. Most new
teachers here work into it gradually. For the first half or two-
thirds of the semester, they have a common deadline for all

. papers. They read the papers at home, making brief notations to

use as a guide in conference. Later in the semester, if and when
they feel sufficiently confident, they simply do away with the
common dzadline and have each paper due at the ‘time of the
student’s conference. Some teachers follow this procedure for
several semesters before switching entirely to inconference read-
ing. A few never do switch; but most experienced conference
teachers, at New Hampshire and elsewheie, rely entirely- on
inconference reading. ° ®

There are, of course, limits to what even an experienced confer-
ence teacher can accomphsh in a given amount of time, The longer
the paper, the longer the time needed to read it carefully. AtWNew
Hampshire, where, weekly papers average five pages in length, the
avérage conferencd time is fifteen to twenty minutes. Each confer-
ence teather must\work out a comfortable balance between the
length of the papér and the amount of time needed to read it

-carefully and confer with the student.

One minor problem about inconfetence reading is that it is a
little awkward, for both teacher and student. The teacher sits
there, trying to read the paper, but acutely aware of the student’s

. presence. The student sits there, trying not to stare, but consumed

with curiosity. A good way to ease the tension is to give the
student something to read—a magazine or another student’s paper.
The student won't really 1ead it, but it provides a place for restless
eyes. To break the silence, the teacher ¢an make an occasional
off-hand comment, or grunt encouragingly now and then. These
are not matters of enormous conscqucncc, but a conference
teacher should not ignore them.

Granted that inconference reading can be cffcctlve, wouldn’t
the ideal situation be a combination of careful athome readibg
and individual conferences? I don’t think so. Even if it were

L2y
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possible—and it ‘is tog time consuming to be practical in most
teaching situations—this combination is not so ideal as it might
appear. A teacher‘who has solved all the problems in the paper
ahead of time is more than likely 'o dominate the conference,
either through direct statements or leading, manipulative ques
tions. Student comments identify the.’ pltfall here, “He has really
read my papers and knows what he wants to say.” “He seems to
almost memiorize what he think; needs improvement.” Such
extensive -priov preparation may a‘we students but, by effectively
excluding them from the critical process, it deprives the confer-
ence of much of jts special educational value.

The teacher should effer enrouragement.: This-is another truism,
one that applies'to any type of teaching. Conference teaching is,
however, particularly wellsuited to encouraging studenys, and
writing is an area where encouragement s partlcularly nécessary.

Many students enter a writing course expectmg the teachdr to
tear their papers to shreds. Their previous experience with writing
has been so destructive shat they use the word “criticism” with no
idea that it could denote somcthmg constructive. “Hc hasn’t
really criticized my papsrs. He has just told me » what s wrong with
them and how I can improve it.” “Not much criticism was given.
£ «¢ told me my strong points and my weak points. If I was being+ ¢
caticized, I would not have put much .work into my papers. * For™
such students, *encouragrment from a writing teacher is enor
mously important. Many students in my study singled out the fact
that their teachers had always encouraged them, *She always tries
to tactfully point out how the paper can be 1mproved but she
doesn’t make me feel like an idiot.” “I never feel useless, helpless,
or dumb after a conférence.” The painful sense of inferiority
revealzd in these comments is, as any experienced writing teacher
know ., more the rule than the exception.

Students need the most encouragement early in the semesfer. .
The best way for the teacher to provide it is to focus early confer-
ences more on strengths than on weaknesses, There is always
something one can honestly praise in a paper; the teacher needs to
ftnd it and, if possible, get the studcnt to build on jt, Weaknes$es
should be addressed in the conference only after the student has
something positive to develop in the next paper dr draft, Since
students need encouragement throughout thg semester, the-basic
pattern of strengths before weaknesses is alivays a constructive
way to conduct a conference. It may become predictable, butit is
far more effective than its opposite. “Her criticism has sormetimes

-

+

1

123 -



114 o Thomas A. Carnicelli

been quite destructive for the simple reason that she points out all
the mistakes and bad stuff first, and by the time she gets arcund

to what is good about the paper, the darnage is done. Slmply .
. reversing the tactic would do a lot more good.”

Later in the semester, when the student has gained some confi-
dence and skill, the teacher can begin to focus more heavily on
: weaknesses, along with the strengths, Some students may become
confused by this shift in emphasis, but most can understand and
accept it without difficulty. Several students in the study de-
scribed exaetly how the process should work. “As my rewrites
became better, her criticism became harsher and down to the finer
details.” “At the beginning of the course, most criticism was
ositive, or maybe only slightly negative.' Only after she had
ensured our trust did her negative criticism become more-and
more predominant. By then, however, we had realized that she
cared about us, and her criticism was worth much more.”

This process works best if grading is deferred until at least the
middle of the semester. Honest grades early in the semester can be
dcvastatmg to students, but “encouragement grades put a teacher
in an impossible position later on. A teacher is better off waltmg
until grades can be both honest and at least moderately encour-
aging. At New Hampshiré, we give a mid-term grade, ht base the"
final grade on a group of papers submitted at- ﬂle eid of the
¢aurse. We find the mid-term grade a useful devxcq X some _
stidents’ have mistaken “encouragement’ for evaluation, 1*‘ shows
thitm what the sfandards are, whllc there is still plenty of time to
~ meét them,

The teaglier should ask the nght quest:ons. The right questxons
are those that Iead the student to become actively mvolved in_the =
criticism of the paper. The mor. students participate in the critical
process, the faster they become self-reliant, self-sufficient writers.
Questioning is the teacher’s main device for encouragmg and
guiding student participation. The right questions’ can lead a
student to respond accurately and honestly. The wrong questions
can ¢aus¢ a studcnt to answer cvaswcly, of not at all. The confer-
ence teacher must choose questions with considerable care, takmg
both the individual student and the time of the semester into
account. . '

Early in the semester, many students are still wary of the
teacher, uncomfortable in the conference situation and unsure of
their writing and critical abilities. To ask such students a question
like “What do you think of your paper?” is to put them in a




The Writing Conference . 115

terrible bind. They may like a paper but refuse_to admit it because
they ¢xpect anything they write to be tofn to pieces. They may
hate a paper but not admit that, either, because they don’t want
to hurt their grade. The most common early-semester answer to a
directly evaluative question is “I don’t know.” Perhaps some
students really don’t know, but I suspect most of them are playing
it sale, trying not to “look bad” in front of 2 teacher.

A better way to involve w2y, insecure students in the critieal
process is to ask them questions which do not require direct
evaluation. “What’s your z.u.pose in this paper?” is the single,
most prodyctive question I've found. It js always 2 useful opener
for a conference, with any student, at any point.in the semester.
Other useful questions are “What parts of the paper db you hke
the most?” and “What parts of the paper did you have trouble
with?” Such quiitions dlow the student to analyze the paper
without actudly judging it. More directly evaluative questions
should eventually be agked, but only when th2 teacher senses the
student is ready to answer them. In the seventh week of the
semester, “What do you thirk of you papcr?” is a fair ql.(cstlon,
and it is more likely to get an honest answer. .

Involvi udents in the criticism of their own writing canbe a
long and slow process. Students must learn to trust the teacher,
. the conf:rence method, and their own abilities. They must leam
" to view the teacher, not as a gradegiver, Fit as a resource and
guide. They must learn to understand that errors and bad drafts
are part of everyone’s writing process, that their mistakes will not
be held against them. They must learn to develop cenfidence as
writers and self-critics. Such profound changes don’t happen over-
nighg Still, if the teacher is patient and asks the right questions,
most students can at least begin to make them.

One common tactic for speeding up the process is requiting
students to come to conference with written answers t0 questions
about their papers. Students are often able to criticize their papers
much better in writing than in the conference itself. This practice
can be effective, but it can also produce written equivalents of “I
don’t know.” We can require out students to do certain things,
but what we are really aftcr is a fundamental chdnge in their
attitude toward their own learning. That change cannot be re-
_ quired; it can only Lgrencouraged,, through asking the right ques-
tions, then listening fatiently for the right kind of answers.

The teacher should evaluate the paper. Several students in the
study complained that they never knew how the teacher felt ahout
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their papers. “She doesn’t take a stand, doesn’t tell vou whether
she loves or hates the paper.” "Ile does not stronglv state any-
thing—which is e:{?:emely confusing.” The tmajor source of this
problem was, cleafly, the teacher’s effort to invelve the studentin
the critical process. A few stubbornly passive students reswted
and resented, all efforts to involve them. "Ehe always asks u:s what «
we think are the weak points or areas of our papers—if we knew
what they were, "we would correct them.”” This attitude was,
however, surpri.ingly rare. Most students in the study wesi more
than willing to participate in the criticism of their ¢ . papers; but
they wanted the teacher to be involved in the process, too. **Somé-
times I wish she would say alittle more about the paper instead of
" asking me what I think about it.” This is a perfectly reasonable
complaint. Students have a right to expect the teacher’s opinion of
tt eir work, and the teacher has a professional obligationto give it,

One student comment raises an important and controversial
“issue. **Not much help. Carl Rogers type of therapy. ‘Well, what
do you think?’ ‘What’s your best paragraph?’ It’s all self- ana.lysns
Charles Duke (1975}, using an esscntlally Rogerian model, has
advocated a “nondirective” approach t6 conference tcaching
Duke’s article has been influential,’and deservedly so; bit, while
Duke draws many useiul parallels between conﬁ»rcncc teaching
and Rogerian techniques, he tends to gloss ove. the essential
difference between a whtmg teachet and a Rogerian therapist. °
The teacher’s function is to Icad students to adopt the teacher’s
values, the common criteria of good wrmng shared by the teacher,
the English profession, and, with certain wide variations, edufated
people in general. The therapist’s function is to lead clients to
clarify or devclop their own individual.values. Because of this basic
difference in function, the wriung teacher has the obligation to
be more judgmental, and more directive, thar. a therapist should
be in the Rogerian approach.

,Despite this difference, the confercnce teacher can still be, like
the Rogerian therapist, a promoter of sclflcarmng The teacher’s
task is not to force studcnts 10 write in & certain way, but to
persuade students to@adopt certain vahies by demonstrating their
usefulness and validity. To demonstrate how those values can
operate, the teacher must be willing to nse them jn evaluating
papers. \f

The teacher should make specific suggestions revising the

paper. The students in my study expectfd the tc?ﬁ:'hcr’s help in
revising their papcrs. Most of them preferred that help i!‘l the form
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of specific suggestions. They 'valued a teacher’s ability to suggest
new possibilities and were disturbed when a teacher could not, or
would not, do so. “l had some good discussions with her ¢on-
cerning the heart of my paper and what I was trying to convey.
She really brought out new possibilities for the paper.,” “He is
willing to discuss revisions, but has trouble finding the possi-
bilities.” They -didn’t waat to be told exactly what to do; they
expected, and prcfcrrcd to' choose their own solutions. “No
., solutions were given, justisuggestions. This was good because I felt
" he expected me to work and leam from that?’ “She always gives
you at least an 1dea of what to do. She does just enough, without
doing it all for you.”

Only very few students complained abo notﬁ‘ecemng cxpllclt
directions. This was the clearest example. “Some of the criticism

‘was destructive in that the solution was not told to the student. I

must go back and find out what was wrong myself.” Quite frank-
ly, it is*hard to feel much sympathy for a student who considers it
an imposition to be asked to think for one’s self, There were more
complaints from the opposite point of view, from students who
felt the teacher had been.too directive. “He also tells us how to
change a paper so he will like it. This often changes the meaning of
the paper to me.”” *You may go to her office with a paper on
skung, and she may change everything around s6 it looks like your
paper is talking about snow. If we wanted to write about snow, we
would have.” This type of complaint I take much more seriously.
It indicates that the teacher, not the student, was at fault, that th
teacher talked, but didn’t really listen. A conference teacher must
not only offer suggcstions, but listen carefully to how the student
i1s responding to them. A teacher’s suggestion becomes a directior,
if the student feel$ pressured to accept it.

The teacher must listen to the student. A conference tcachc"
must know when to talk and when to listen. To offer encour-

- agement and suggestions, to evaluate, to ask questions, a teacher

must talk, carefully and tactfully. To encourage student particf
pation, and get the full benefit of it, 2 teacher must also listen.
Of all the skills a conference teacher needs, the ability to listen is
easilv the most neglccted, yet it may well be the most 1mportant
If student participatioa is desirable, students must be given a
chance to participate. If the teacher does most or all of the talk-

_ ing, the student may simply sit there, politely confused. *“I ofien

lose my tram of thought durifig some of the instructor’s z’engthy
criticisms.” The tcacher who asks a question must listen to the

A
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student’s answer. “Ir conferences, which are so important, she

doesn’t seem to ahways concentrate on you. She sgems rather to be
. thinking-of her next question instead of listening to the student
' comment about the writing.” Clgarly, this tedcher was so intent on
getting the student to follow btr own line of thought that she
lgﬂ0f€d what the student vasfactually saying. This is one of the
casiest mist.l:es to make  ~onference teaching—and also one of .
the most harnful. It depr .s both parties of the benefits of the’
student’s participation, and it viglates the very hature of the
conference. It changes the conference from a genuine conversation
to a form ofmampulatlon. .

The students in the study mentioned listening most often.in
reference to disagreements about a paper. They appreciated the
fact that the teacher took their arguments seriously. “If I felt a
criticism,was unfair, be would explain it further, or listen to me
to hear my point of view. He never gave out unfair criticism.”
While this kind of listening is highly important, there are other,
. less obvious, ways in which a teacher’s ability to listen is crucial
to the success of the conference method.

A New Hampshire colleague, Wilburn Sims, has rccently made _
me more aware of one of them. An expert in commtnications
theory, Sims has examined the patterns of student-teacher com-
municationn in writing conferences. His findings are quite dis-
turbing. In conference after conference he has found the same
basic pattern: the teacher asks a question then ends up’ proViding
an answer to it. This process occurs in two ways. In one, the
student simply niakes noncommlttal responscs t¢ the question
until the teacher finally supplies a direct answer. In the other, the
student draws “bints” from the teacher, then “pieces together’
an answer that is, in reality, the teacher’s own. Sims has noted that
teachiers seem generally, unaware that this process is going on, and
often praise their own idcﬁ as original contributions by the
student. Sims has not completed his study, and this problem may
not be so witlespread as his tentative conclusions seem to indicate.
Still, it is clear that conference teachers need to listen very care-
fully to where the ideas in the confercnce are actually coming
from. If they're all coming from the teacher, then the student
isn’t really participating, just appearing to be.

Perhaps the most common and useful kind of lisiening a con-
. ference teacher can’ do is what 1’d call “listening for clues.” Often,
’ a student brings in a draft that is nothing but a mass of raw

material, and has no idea of what to do with it. The draft itself
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may be hopeless, but the material may have potential that tife
student cannot see. In this situation, the teacher’s best co i
to discuss the material with the student, listening carefully for
signs of special interest on the student’s part. If and when the
student does show special interest in some feature of the material,
the teacher can lead the student to talk about that feature in more

detail. Often, as the focus of the discussion narrows, the student_

can find a topic and purpose fbr the next paper. This kind of
listening is especially important early in the semester, when
students see no possibilities in their own material. Possibilities are
usually there. The teacher who listens in this way can help
students iind them.

“The six ’essential tasks of the conference teacher require a
variety of skills and virtues: critical ability, common sensé, com.
passion, patience. Not the least of these is simple patience. Confer-
ence teaching, as I've defined it, is an indirect method, designed to
help students find their own way. Few students find their way
quickly. As the conference, or the semester, grows short, a teacher
can become sorzly temptéd to stop questioning and listening and
suggestlng, and start telling the student exactly what to do. Only
the patient can resist this temptation.

A Typical Conference with Good Results

A wntnng conference is a conversation between a student and a
teacher about the student’s paper. Since it is, or sbould be, a

genuine conversation, it fallows no set pattern;it simply evolves as
the two parties talk. Hence, I cannot provide a formula for a
successful writing conference, a series of steps to be followed ina
certain order. Nor do I want to present a “perfect” conference,
one in which the two parties mo ¢ quickly and neatly to a mcetmg

of mmds lest conference teaching seem rmuch- easier than it.

“asually fs. A siccessful writing conference is much niore likely to
have somce false starts and dead-endsin it before a clear agreement
is recached. The following conference, taped at the University of
New Hampshire last year, is a fairly typical example. It is certainly
not a perfect conference—~there arc at least two apparcnt dead-

ends before the student seems to find a promising direction for his.

next draft—but it proved to be very helpful to the student. He
returned the next week with a much better paper, and made use of
all the muterial generated in the last third of the conference.

}
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Thls particular conference took fifteen minutes and was held in
the teacher’s office. It’s the eighth week of the semester. A
student comes into the teacher’s office for his weekly confer-
ence. He hands the teacher a four-page paper entitled, ‘A Life of
Music?”, then sits down by her desk as she reads it. The paper is
a jumble of material with no clear focus or purpose. It is essen-
tially a narrative of the student’s experience with music: how he
began as a trumpet player in the fourth grade; how he gave up the
trumpet and concentrated on singing; how hefeventually became a
member of the All.Eastern choir in his senior year. Interspersed in
the narrative are occasional comments that his schoolmates
mocked him and called him “queer” for being interested in
singing. The question of the title—should he make a career of
,music?~receives very litile attention: he merely states that he
decided not to attend Emerson College, a school which trains
people for careers & the various arts, because “music just isn’t
stable enough™ as a profession. The teacher reads the paper
through, then begins the conlference.

T: 0.X., what do you think about this paper?

S: 1 don’t know. I had to write this the night before, but I think it’s
really bad.

T: This picce is? o

S: Well... I have so much to say about my music because I've done
quite a Iew things, and so it's really crammed. I could’ve written a
16t more, with more interesting things. »

T: 1 think you've really hit the nail on*the head. What you've got
here is almost a short chronology of all the things you've done,
and 1 don’t think that's the thing you really want us to know
about: "Should L go on?"—your rusic and how you feel about it.

- I mean, the titW is “A Life of Music?”* and you don't really
address that as much as you could have, I think it's really inter«
esting to see your varied experiences and how professional they
really were, but I think you could tighten that section way down.

- -——8: I think with a fivevpage papet... or-it-would take about-a ten-

page paper, casily. .

T: Yeah, but I'd want you to focus in, though. There’s s0 much in
this. paper. Why did you decide not to go to Emerson? I think
that’s something you should tell us more zbout.

$: They didn't offer me 2 seholarsh;p or anyl.hmg They just offered
me an appointment to come in and tafk to them, to see what was
happening and possibly for some help, because it does cost over
$6,000 to go there. A lot of money. | ran into this girl, Jill, Jast
wcekend, who's going there, and she's doing a lot of work, and
stand-ins in 2 couplc of movies, It's really working out well for
her.

i': Did that get you thinking about it again?

s 1 a
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S: No, not at all. It"s too unstable.

T: Unstable? ’

§:-Yeah, I could end up doing summer stock for the rest of my life,
and I don’t want to do that. I've done summer stock. I know
what it's like—it's not what people think. You get $50 plus room
and board, s week, and there’s no way you can do anythihg with
yotur life like that.

T: Unless you just love it so much that you accept that’s afl yon'll
ever do.

8: Yeah, and 1 love musicals a lot, and I love performing in front of
people.

T: That's the risk you take, isn't it? And you're not ready to take

+ that risk quite yet? Are you in voice and music here?

§: Oh, yeah! There’s some good teachers here, :

T: Do you think you could get a good enuugh professional back-
ground here that if you did want to continue, you could do that—
or have you given that up?

§: No, 1 haven't given it up at ail,

T: 0X, then, thut's what we really want to see here, and that's
what's not clear yet: do you want to make music your life, or
not? That’s the question you're asking, and you very rarely
address that in the entire piece, Which leads me to think that
either you haven't really, or yéu have to do a lot more thinking
sbout it to clarify it.

S: T haven't really.

T: I kngw. I think you have a lot of other thmgs in here you might
alto want to develop,

8: I'd like to talk more about my All-Eastem experience hecause
that was so fantastic.

) Tt Your what?

8: The All.Eastern experience—when I.went to Washington, That
' wag g0 great, with so many things happening in a short time, that
it’s really hard to say anything about it all.

T: O.K., maybe write & paper on just that. I'm sure you could write
an entire paper on that if you wanted to. Look at this: “It wasa

nothing, “It was the firat time 1'd ever ridden on a plane and 1
wat scared to death.” Well, that's a little better, but*'scared to
death” is sl a cliche. “The conductor at All-Eastern was a real
excellent guy and a fine director.”” Nol [laughter from student]
“I made a lot of friends T don't think I'l ever forget.”” Whoosh!
We have nothing to hold on to. Now, wiikt it. was—you were
trying to compress so much in so little time that you didn't
develop mything adequately. So, get all the rest of the junk out.
Find the most important things, and then really tell usa lot about
thote-maybe some of the expmeqces that changed you, that set
you in your commitment”to music. Don't give us the strict
chronology. Do you think you may have some sense of what you
want to do with this now?

Fl
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§: Yes, possibly.

T: You can telf us what it is to be invoived in music—~why everyone
should be involved in music? Do you want to persuade people?

8: No, maybe just show them.

T: With hope of persuading them to share that?

8:7Yes, because they don't krtow what they're missing. Like you're
in theddootball locker room and a guy's singing—a guy who's
supposed to be a Yeool"” guy-—and he's not going to join the
chorus; but he has 2 fantastic natural voice hc‘,a never done any- -
thing with. Like" myse!f, I've been singing in choirs since fifth
grade, but I couldn’t sing at alt when I started. I had to develop
my own voice, E S

T: 1 think you've just hit on sombething clse that's really interest:ng.
and something you did spend some fime op in the paper, and that
is2 to a lot of people, singing is “sissy,’” but it's really not, You
might be able to write a piece just on that. And I'm glad you hit
on that because I could tell you felt very strongly about that,
about moving znd bem; “gool” to be a good foothall plaver, and
being so Yqueer” to sing.

8: And all the tough guys who really have good voices.

T: Ur who really enjoy singing, on the other hand.

- §: It's all rock and roll. But they coyld sing rock and roll in a choir,
:}'lc have plenty of pwcet that really go, that are that kind of
ing.

T: O.K., now here's your original ending: “If it is, maybe some of
the so-cailed tough guys who are against singing and playing
instruments, except in a rock and roll band, and who are talented
in various fields of music will be singing in choirs. Maybe not. But
they will never know what a fantastic fceling of achievement one
can feel from making somcthing that has quality.” O.K., that's

, how you ended your piece, but that has nothing to do with your
titic. So, you see how your picce goes around and around?

§: Yeah, it's really all over the place. "

T: 0.K., s0 what do you think you might like to do with it now?
1 mean, in terms of which thing you want to focus on?

». 83 1 think what! should focus on ia the ending. I could leave out the,

band completely, and go ngl'lt into the singing, and about how o
people thought about my singing. I can bring back a lot of things
people said—1 have a good memory for that,

T: About how singing is sissy and all that?

8: Like, opne day I was walking out opn the bascball field—I was -
starting catcher—and the pitcher came up to me and tays: “Hey, |
hear you made All-Eastern—that’'s really great.” And just the
week before, they'd been having this conversation in the corner
about how "1 den't believe this kid sings.”

T: O.K., that’s what you want to get into—what it's like to get that
constant harassment.

§: That"s true. 1 got it all through school, until the end.

g L3 . 4 ‘
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T: Right, until the end, and then, all of 2 mddeu it's 2 good thing to
do‘

O.K., ! think this souuds good. I think you've got a better
understanding of what you want to do with it now. I think you
can focus it a little better. You think about it, and if you get
tome other ideas, or if you decide t0 do something different with
it, bring it hack in and Iet me know. We'll talk about it some
more, Does that sound good?

S: Yes, O.K. <

-

A Confcre/ncc that Failed
To illustrate more of what I've been saying, I want to present
another transcript of an actual conference, a conference that
failed to produce an improvement in the paper. I choose this
conference as a reminder that conference tzaching is not so casy
as it might look.
« I have two drafts of the paper, one written before the confer-
ence, the second written after it, The first draft is a narrative of a
week the author, an eighteen-year ‘old freshman, spent with a
group of her friends after -they had just graduated from high
school. This is the opening p?).rqgraph. )
Seagulls soaring through the air, waves swaying back and
forth, and a cool summer breeze. A typical nice and calm scene
from a day at the beach? Possibly, but for me, along with nine
other googly-eyed girls who shared a cottage at the beach last
sumnmer, hice and calm was far from the case, The events of that
week could be betser described as nasty and chaotic. Ten girls
together for a week means nothing but trouble, but fun trouble
it wasl

There are ten paragraphs in all. Seven of the middle paragraphs
are descriptions of the “fun”: how they fooled the realtor to get
the cottage, how crowded it was, how hectic their meals were,

their parties were. Paragraph seven, which describes the tensions
that built up, is the only exception.

. Jealousy was among oue of the causes for flare-ups. Those
seven days, we also fought about everything from a missing
earting tO stolen boyfriends. Occasioually, the ramifications were
felt through outbursts of anger, Que day, after returning from a
thopping spree, Robin opeued her jacket to reveal to Kim, who
had been aggravating her, a T-shirt bearing the message, “You
8_ __ " Luckily, similar situatious were temporary and the two
foes were always frieuds again within the same hour,
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Then'it’s right back to how “we partied until we were blue in the
face {and the head, and the stomach . ..).” Thisis the conclusion.

Yet that one week in August was not only onc big bash. We all
learned about ourselves and ecach other. Although we spent a
great deal of time at cach others’ throats, the ten of us wild
women were never closer in our lives, Cddly envugh, that week of
sharing closcts, clatter, and craziness was one of the best weeks of
my life,

Clearly, this ijs not a very promising draft. It is a pointless
narrative by an unusually immature freshman. It has no purpose
other than to show fiow much “fun” the experience was. Perhaps
the teacher could have asked the student to show the “fun” in-
more detail, but detailed accounts of teen-age drinking bouts are
just not what college m‘ting is all about, In the conference, the
teacher tried to get the student to reflect on the experience, to
consider why it was so important to her,

This effort got nowhege. Afterthe conference, the second draft
came in almost identieal to the first, except for two significant
changes. Paragraph seven, the only one dcvomo something

-

other than “fun,” had been deleted; and there a new con-
A cluding paragraph,
- Yet our fairyland dida't 1:st forever. Eventually the hangovers

sct in, we started getting on cach others’ nerves, and it was time

to give our cottage over to another unsuspectipng party. When |
got home, my house never scemed bigger or phore welcoming. 1

. truly appreciated everything my home had id offer, from boring
b nights to strict parcnts. But if you wére to ask me if I would ever
share another week's worth of craziness, claustrophobia, and

clatter, the answer would undoubtediy be yes, for thot was one of

This pious addition of appreciation for “boring nights” and * strict
parents’’ is not particularly convincing, and not in hanmony with
the rest of the paper, o L -
Perhaps the student was rushed, and the revised draft was a
last-minute effort, Perhaps, as seems likely, she was not ready for
much heavy reflection. ‘Still, after reading the transcript of the
conference, 1'm convinced that she could have written an inter-
esting and thoughtful paper about this experience, if the teacher
had done a better job. .
" Here is the transcript of the conference. My commentary is in
the notes at the end of this chapter.
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T: Do you have any idea where you're going to go from here?

.5t 1t seems like , . . I'm not sure. . . It scoms Like some of this stuff
could be expanded, and I'm not sure exactly what is kind of
boring and what [ should leave out, because it just involves so
much that .

T: ‘The experience, you mean?

S: Right.
T: Okay. Maybe we could make that decision if we talkcd alittle bit

about what you mean by “crazy"” and “fun.” Um, in terms of |

your experience living 3t the beach with all these girls, what was
crazy about it? Maybe you could list some things on paper.

_T:1 wonder if we could generalize it all--all these things you’ve
listed as crazy.! .

8: Umm. It was all wild, like, um, chaos or wild. People were coming
and going, and you were doing this and when, well,..I don't
know. H was just all these aspects, all these different things—all
made it fun; because it was, you know . .. It was so crowded and
we partied so much. Little things". , . like having our supper to-
gcthcr and everybody was always on the lookout for boys. It just
" brought us all together and it made 1t more Fun.

T:Humm. Okay, I'm hemng a couplc of things. I’'m hearing you say
that, uh, in all this chaos and craziness, that you devclopcd a kind
of group {eeling because you were sharmg thmss 2

5: Yeah,

T: Okay, well, that’s part bf it, Iwant you to write that down. Was
it, did it seem real to you?®

§: Um? What a funny questiontt Well, when I look back on it now, it
doesn't seem real, but then 1t was very real.

T: Okay. Maybe I didn"t ask the qucsucnin a very good way, | was
wondering, um ...t seems like it’s really divorced from what
your everyday hl'c is likc

§: Oh, yeahl :

T: Yeah?

S: It was a complete, like, breakaway. . . . Some of the kids’ parents

. _were $o strict, And it was just 3 complete breakaway-from home.

So, in that aspect, it was like 2 l'airyhnd ‘They had no parents, no
any thing.

T: Okay. Now that rnlght be something you'd want to touch on.
Um, “falryland™ is sort of an interesting word—sort of a never-
never land. 1s it a place you’d like to stay Forever? {Pause} Why
not?

S: Because it takes such effort.

T: Physlcaily?

S And mentally. Your body can only take so much and after a
while . . . but it was a good release, like that . .
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: ) T: “Release™ i3 an interesting word, too. [ think people do need
kinds of releases like that, or visits to fairyland, or whatever you
want to call it, Um, maybe tuat’s what you mean by "crazy”—
that it was just so removed from anything familiar. Your meals
weren't at the regular time and your food wasn't gotten or
procured in the same way, you didn’t sleep in a regular place or at.
regular times, you weren't living with your family, you were

v hvmg with all these gitls. ., . So that might be what you mean by
« "erazy.” OKay?
8: Okay. ’
v T: Now that also might be what you meant by “fun * And I think

you mentioned a group fecling. Well, that might be something
you’d want to emphasize in the paper.

§: But, along with that group fecling, there were alway$ personality
confijcts and, up, other conflicts.

T: Okay. .

§: Another thing | was thinking about is how different characters
develop.- There was one girl who was always on, like .. . We Had a

: 1 cottage alcoholic and a cottage flirt and, um, thcrc were different
\ characters like that evolved.® But .

l T: Didn't know how that fit?

§: Yeah. '

T: Well, I guess that's kind of what wvc’te talzing ahout now—what
you want to make the main point of thé paper. So you can make
some decisions on what fits and what doesn’t fit. Okay?

§: Maybe I ought to just forget about that. That was just an idea. ’

T: Well, no, [ don’t think you qught to forget about it because ...
what I see us doing now is looking at some more complicated
aspects of what that week was. You know, what it did to people
and what it represented to people, And, um, before, you were
pretty much talking about the physical parts of it—how it was
crowded, and how you partied, and how youlooked for boys, . .
um, but you didnt really talk about what that Meant to people
or what that scemed like to people.

§: Oh, yeah. .
o . .. T:DoyouseewhatImean __ . -
- §: Yep. ,
{T: Qkay, and I $ce you beginning to explore that idea now.
§: Oh, yeah.
T: What about you? What did it mean to you? "
§: Um, well it, to me, it was just an cxpericncc.7 You } 10w, being

with my friends and being in such close contact with them and it
just. .. I don'tknow .. Ilearned a lot about myself.

T: What.did you Jearn?
-~ St As far as what | can and can’t ..,
T: Take?

Q 1 31
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. S: Ye a
T
$: And also, like, living t.hat dose t0 somebody, you're gonna
icarn v, } mean—ten girls! It was kind of the digue from high
school, Ahd you kind-of learned really wllo your friends are and,
you know, which ones aren’t your friends
, T: All right. That might be an mtcrcmng central point to the paper.
What other things did you lcam? .
§:Uh,., ~
_T: You said you Iearned what you could takc and what you couldn’t
take.
5: Yeah. .
T: And you Jearned what your limitations ‘were or what lines you
were willing to draw for yourself. -
S: Exactly, Like, how farI wouldgo. . |
T: Did it surprise you?
8: Kind of. Well, it didn’t really gurprise me. It just sort of brought
myself out. Like, I kncw Wctl' I thought I could go that far, but
I wasn't sure.
T: What are you tatking about-gmng that far?
v 8: Like as far as, well ... maybe doing a favor for somcbody,
maybe doing crazy thipgs at four o'clock in the moming.
T: Maybe it did surprise you.
S: Well, [ did do some crazy things, now that I think about it.
* T: And liked them?
S: Yeale
T: So, that might be something you'd like to explore in the paper:
what you leained about yoursclf. Do you have that written
down? I keep pushing you to write things down ;w.st in case
you're like me.
§: No. 1, ah, rcally like it~it helps. - .
T: Okay. S0, you have two things there: who your friends are, and
something .about your own limits in, maybe, lots of ways—how
crazy and uninhibited you were going to be,
S: So; are you saying this is“more physical stuff and I should get
into, kind of like, psychologically, aspects of it? Like emotions?
S Things like that?
T: Ycah, I guess that's kind of what I'm saying. I think the physical
A\ part is interesting; but I think it's more interesting to be able {o
apply what's in here. I gucss, if I were working on the paper, 1
would take onc of these big ideas here—these two—and then look
through the paper, and then see which cxamples help you expand
that idea, and, then, which ones don't. Okay?
§: Yeah,
T: And you might want to try both of these,
S: Yeah. _ .
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T: I think it's going to be a to'ally different papf.:r now.
8: Yeah. .
T: You're using this as base material t» get into another thing. [

don't think I would like to use this about friends.!> Okay, how
about this one?

8:-I like this idea—you know, how far I'd go. I just went wild,
uninhibited.
T: You said some of the girls came from very serict famitles?'?

S: Yeah, like there was this one gl who always had 1 be in by
eleven, and she just went crazy.

T: Like how”

S: There was no word to dcscnbe it. So, in that case, it was a total
social release for her.

T: You might think in terms of your own social relcasc—was there

any for you?

Um... 5

: And what were they? And what did you learn about yourself

from that?
Okay.
1 It seemns to me it's going to be a little heavier paper now.
. Yeah, heavy!
1 But, I think, mote interesting.
All right. Should I kcq_p.this stuff in?
: You have 1o measure ail the #tuff in this paper against whichever
idea you decide to work on. Let’s see if we can take an example.
Okay: *I learn<d how far I would go."” (Pause} You may have to
restructure some of your examples 1o fit, Let’s say, drinking. Did
you learn any thin ou! how you felt about drinking? Did you
like it or not? Was it worth it? That's the way I would look at the
examples.
S: Okay. I kind of like this idea about how it's a release, though.'*
T: Yeah, Okay. I think that is interesting. Um, I have a lot of dogs
ami my dogs were never pn a leash until. .. Well, I never had
trouble getting my dogs 16 follow me, They 2lways stayed pretty

- closel but-friendsof piinewho had dogs who'd never been off the
leash had trouble with the dogs running away and not coming
back again. In fact, we took a dog like that and, within three
months, the dog didn’t wander off. And now I can put a Jeash on
ot I can not put a leash on. But, I think there is a comparison that
can be made here: that, if restraints are loosened, why, people go
wild. I'm pnot sure if that's terribly relevant. But, to what extent
did this happen to you, {f at all?

S: No, 1 think that’s relevant.’® I think that would be a good point,

then. Do you think that would work?

T: Yeah, I think it ceuld work. I think that it could be 2 rcally

interesting paper that way.

"'1':"!’
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¢
5: Okay. .
T: And you could also tie in the part of what you learned from It.
§: Oh, ~

T: What you learned about your own seif: restraint or develop it
or the need for i, or ... ] don't know. Whatever you wam o do
with it! But you could tie these two things together, the leaming

t  part and the release part.

5: Okay. Good enough.

T: Thank y'i_:u for coming in.

S: Thank you. “

Some af the problems in. this conference-seem unique to the
particular situation. The teacher’s personal questions put both
parties in awkward positions at times. First, the student seems to
and spe ~ific details; later, the teacher seemgto. |

- The basic problem, though, is all too common. The teXeher
bégan with an open, supportive stance and ended up being highly
directive. She did so because she didn%really listen to the student.
"She heard the student’s idea aboat group relations—at least, she
“ackngWwledged it four times—but she was not alcrtf
bilities in it. The student brought jt up repeatedly, and was eager
to supply specific details. Thrse were strong’ “clues'” that the
suk‘2ct had potential. The teacher didn’t hear them. Nor did she
st..n to hear how unres, onsive the student was to the idea about
self-limits throughout most of the eonference. The teacher kept on
pushing that idea until she ended up virtually forcing it on the
student, The revised draft is the worst of‘both worlds, The student
has dutifully removed her own best paragraph, and almost all
other traces of the idea she seemed most interested in. She has
used the teacher’s idea only in & pious conclusion which belies the
spirit of the whole paper.

With the benefit,of hindsight, " like tc think I would have done

better. Don't we all?! We would have picked up those clues, drawn -

out the material that tas so obviously there, and gotten that
student to write a fine paper. It all’seems so easy, in rgfrospect.
But conference teaching is'not easy. We all make the same mis-
takes this teacher made. We miss opportumtxcs We talk; and don’t
listen. It’s so®hard to be patient in conference sometimes, so
frustrating to sit there listening to studhu struggling to find an
answer we alre~dy see, How easy it would oe to’give them the
answer, the neat solution to .ne yroblem, We'd be happier. The
students would be happier. They just wouldn't learn as much.

Lyy
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Notes - ~

1. The ~mitted segment consists of nineteen bncf exchanges. In it, the
student, in response to questions, lists the *‘crazy™ things and writes them
down. The written list is as follows: “chaos, crowdedness, partied so much,
getting cottage, having supper, searching for boys.” Since all of these things
were already in the paper, this forced recapitulation seems pointless to me.
Presumably, the teacher’s point was to lead the student to “gcncraljfc."

2. This is an accurate restatement of an idea the student hasjust expressed,
an idea about group relations. That idea is not, howevcr, the general defi-
nition of “‘craziness” the teacher has been seekingr

3. Rather than develop the student’s idea about group relations, the
teacher contintes to press for a definition of “craziness.” Her question clearly
throws the student off track.

4. The teacher has now arrived at definitions of “crazy” and “fun,” but
only by prowdmg them herself. The student’s "“Okay" is 2 minimal response.
N Perhaps sensing that the student isn't with her, the teacher returns to the

student’s own idea about group feeling.

5. Paydirt! The student has suddenly cotne to life. She has volunteered
sompe general Ideas and begun to give son.e specific examples. This is what a
conference teacher should alwdys be listening for.

6. Three straight minimal responses from the student. Why has she backed
off? Probably because the teachdr has jumped in to generalize and intellectu-
alize about what the experience'*meant to people.” Perhaps, If the teacher

. . had held back and drawn out more specifics about “personality conflicts”
and “different characters,” the student might have been encouraged to
develop some general ideas of her own. The teacher has.trled to be helpful,
but she has “come ot} too strong” and smothered the student's initiative,

7. Once again, the teacher has taken thc initiative and the student is

: perplexed.
‘ 8. The student takes the in ative back and returns to her idea about
group relations.

5. The teacher acknowledges the sl:udcnts idea, but brushes it off and
continues on the track she is interested in.

10. The tcachcr has put both of them in an cmbarasslng position. If the

- student has really “'goi ¢ too far” in any significant Wway, she’s not gomg to
tell the teacher about it. Nor would the teacher be eager to ﬁpar it. The
teachet's question was irresponslble, The student may well have “nothing to
hide” anyway, but her answer js salely bland and vague. Perhaps relieved,
the teacher does not press for further detailz, and moves quickly back to
generalities.

1° The teacher summarizes the twu main ideas that have come out of the .
discussion: “who your friends are,” the idea the student volunteeréd, and
“something about your own limits," the idez the teacher has been pushing.

12, Hcre, the teacher rejects the student's ideas "about friends,” and, in
effect. directs the student to use the teacher-proposed ldea about “limits.™

-
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13. The student finally shows some enthusiasm for the teacher’s ides, and
scems ready to provide some personal examples after all. For some reason,
though, Perhaps because she doesn't really, want to hear them, the teacher
quickly shifs the focus to the other girls.

i4. The siudent has dutifully supplied a promising specific about another
gizl and, lo and behold, the teacher shifts back once again to,the student's
own case. After this last shift, the studentiapses back into a noncommital
“QOkay.” I don't blame her. I can't, for the life of me, figure out what the
teacher iv doing hete, and I don't see how the student could have, either.

15. The student still shows some interest in the idea’of “'release,” 2 word
she herself introduced into the discussion. Rathér.than drawing out the
student, the teacher breaks in with the long anatogy.

16. The student claims to find the analogy “relevant.” ean’ hclp wen.
deting how much this analogy contnbuted to the safe and conventional
ending of the revised draft, The underlying moral of the anatogy s that, given
enough freedom: an individual will stay safely home. That's exactly the moral
of the revised ending. 1s the student, in her revision, simply telling the teacher
what she wants to hear?

W



8 Writing in the Total Gurriculum:
A Program for
Cross-Disciplinary Cooperation

Robert H. Weiss
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Virtually all departments of English in colleges and secondary
schools now prepare students for academic writipg in advanced
cougses. This mission is both formidable and delicate, As eachers
of 'writing, we work in 2 context of service to other departments
and are accountable In ways that teachers of physics and history
are not. Qur composition students enter academic disciplines
and postgraduate occupations. ¥t is impossible for us to be well
informed ‘about the kinds of writirig demanded in even a small
number of thes¢. The good wptmg that we sece our students pro- )
duce is not in itself a sufficient accom lishment. Sometimes we
are held responsible for subsc:;ucnt work that we rarely or never
see, and over which we have no direct influence. For these {znd
other .gdod}) reasons we often argue that composition instruction is
a responsibility to be shared by all weachers in all departments.
The arguments for sharing are sensibls, not fabricated to get
English teachers, off the hook. Since composing skills tend to
atrophy if they ate not used, the work of even the most excellent
of writing teachers may not “take” without complementary
exercise, in other disciplines, Writing done as part of the struggle
for learning achievement has a tcadily comprehensible purpose. If
writing essays—short impromptu ones in examinations or long
research ones in term papers—does indeed help students to learn
by .enabling them to synthesize information or to scrutinize it
from several’ porspectives, then faculty in the content areas have a
vested interest in teaching students to write in such traditional
academic genres, If preparation for content-related writing is the
chief end of the composition course—an assumption with which
few of our colleagues would disagree—then instruction in the
specialized writing forms familiar to them should follow or super-
sede instruction in the “literary” forms familiar to us: narration,
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descnptjon, exppsition, and pcrsuas:un. The licit appeal of
these arguments for teachers in oti.er departmentiis not that their
participation in writing instruction will necessarilyvimprove their
students’ writing, but that it will improve their students’ learning,

Our mission actually challenges us to ‘revise a curriculum in
which we are central; to create not just a course but a complete
program, and not a program confined within the department of
Engllsh but one extending outward and mvolvmg faculty members
in other departments. The program may consist of consultations
among faculty, informal workshops, or formal seminars; of volun.
tary “faculty development” activities or curricular requirements;
of team-teaching, course pairings, or course clusters; of special
training for writing teachers to serve particular areas of a disci.

. pline, or of reciprocal training for content teachers to give writing

courses in their departments. It may be connectéd with some
kind of writing center offering support services to students,
faculty or both. Such a global program can have many names:
writing throughout or across the curriculum, as the British phrase
it; interdisciplinary writing; or cross-disciplinary writing. I prefer
the latter phrasing because it is brief and does not imply lofty
interdisciplinary studies or degree programs bridging several
academic disciplines.

This chapter explores some ways in which teachers can cooper-
ate in cross-disciplinary efforts to improve student writing, first in
composition courses, then in the content area.

An Engiish Course for %Cros&Disciplinary Writing Program

Because composition courses have no fixegl content and no stan-
dard body of materials to be studied, they are often cross--
disciplinary in a sense. The traditional anthology of essays’ from
diverse disciplines represents the willingness of English teachers to
satisfy their obligation to the general curriculum; but jt does not
reflect any shared rcsponsnbihty for student writing, This is true
also of the thematic course covering an area of intellectual in-
terest (love, the environment, fringe religions); of the career-
oriented course (Writing for Engini:ers); and even of the composi-
tion course which is paired with a content course to provide
students with subject matter for their writing, While these course
types have the advantages of interesting students in subject matter
and of preparing them better for subsequent studies, the English
department as cver remains solely responsible for writing instruc-
tion

L1y
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A general writing: course, serving a broad range of academic
disciplines or postgraduate professions but not attached tv any of
them in particular, would overcome the limitations of current
offerings. Some courses with such a pugpose now exist, and more
are planned. But before the new effort is installed firmly in the
cumiculum and perpetuated, in tcxtbooks, we need intelligent
debate, based in solid theory and rescarch

The ideal cross-disciplinary writing course, as I sec it, origi-
nates with an English instructor who surveys and consults with the
entire faculty to discover what kinds of writing they actually
assign. Related research would survey a wide variety of courses.
{Such research is now being considered by several of my estimable
colleagues.) A writing course could then be devised which would
simulate tHe writing conditions and constraints found throughout
the entire curriculum. Course readings would include only samples °
of the writings gathered in the survey and would set the stage and
establish models for assignments. In this way the readings would
preface what the students were asked to write more directly and
"closely than in traditional composition courses. Writing assign-
ments woyld be related to the types of writing the students will

“likely encounter in other disciplines, rather than being based on a
theogetical classification of the kinds of writing, The general
cross-disciplinary writing course would be a rhetorical sampler.
There might be a process analysis essay in history, an examination
question in biology, a memorandum in engineering, an abstract
in psychology, a proposal in social welfare, and so on. Traditional
theme-writitg would be assigned only if the survey found it
frequently in academic courses or anywhcre else—in other words,
notatall.

The prototypical text for a cross-disciplinary writing course
would be a book touching all of the academic disciplines—both
liberal and applied. Yet an author trying to organize a text iccord-
ing to the numerous categories of academic and tical writing
would produce chaos. Under one cover, no text cplyd adequately
deal with laboratory notebooks- and reports, literary analyses,
surveys of secondary sources, book and article reviews, propo’
sals, crlthues, rcscarch rcports, case histories, constitutions,
feasibility studies, nursing “processes,” logs, journals, field notes,
lesson plans, policy ‘statements, observation reports, summaries,
abstracts, and memoranda (hardly an exhaustive list). Since many
of these genres mix informative, persuasive, and expressive pur-
poses in varying proportions, and since the range of audiences
"also varies, the four traditional rhetorical modes would make no
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"sense as an organizing principle cither. The sheer varicties of
writing in school and at work would seem to call for an encyclo-
petdia rather than a single text, an centire writing curriculum
rather than a course.

A more plansible approach is this: gwcn the pu}posc, orcaswn,
tone, and audience of a piece of academic or practical writing,
English instructors could concentrate on the choices of language,
logic, and structure the writer must make, Although not the only

* legitimate problems for a writing course, these are usually con-
strued as the major ones by schools and employers. Moreover, i{a
students arc to focus on all of the options before them in a writing
situation, they should be given a full and atithentic context for
writing and full and authentic information to write about, not
just‘brief guidelines for carrying out a task. This means, that to
provide students with writing practice as well as a , we should
clevate the writing aSsignment to a place of primac yi the writing
text and course. Qur texts should be thin and contain few maxims,#
as E. D. Hirsch argues in The Philosophy of Composition (1877).
They should include a good selection xf contextual assignments

. that embody those few precepts we would teach—not be like the
. comprchensive hut untcachable “rhctoncs” and “handbooks”
before us today.

Onc way for an English course to fulfill these.goals js to present
students with a rnumber of authentic case situations that call for
them to write in 2 full range of forms, for a variety of academic
and nonacademic audiences and purposcs, with a variety of tones,
and from a variety of perspectives (voices or personae). The cases
should illustrate the materials and structures and tones available to
novice and practiced writers in those forms. In a highly focused
case situation detailing real people, events, and motives, students
are given a role that includes writing to a specific andience and
a.(usually) for a_utilitarian purpose. A true-to-life dramatic fiction is
cstablished, prowdmg cOntext, cons*raints, and options for the
writer, as well as a functional problem:solving objective for each
assignment. Some cases can be completely sclf-contained units—
banks of data to be processed in writing—while others can be
vehicles for invented solutions or for research. Each case integrates
rhetorical precepts and jssues of composition pedagogy into the
contextual information and the language of the assignments, but
without identifying them as such.

Cascs have the power of authentiolty and are not as artificial as
other academic exercises. In composition as jn content courses,
cascs can prfovoke active inquiry and discussion. by their very
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nature as open-cnded writing problems faced by real people. A
case assumés an answer to the questipn “Why write?” It can bé a
bridge connecting any academic area to writing. Traditionally, a
case approach is used in such fields as medicine, law, science,
psychology, and business, so a request from an English teacher to
help develop cases that call for writing should be well receivedin a
number of departments. Of course, composition students would -
only be getting a foretaste of such fields. Rather than simply*
studying the case content, they would attend to the forms, prin-
ciples, and strategies required to compose it jn the case situation,
A case which calls for translating a medical article into plain
glish can yield valuable lessons on audience analysis, technical an
plain. language, and paraphrasc a case which considers the
stltut:onahty of legislative initiative and referendum c
instruct studemts to analyze a process; a case which establishes
perception and introspectiye. analysis as prerequisites for a job
candidacy can illustrate observation and the use of detail; and a
case set in the business world éan be a vehicle for teachmg thesis-
and- -support structure.

A writing course based on cases, or on any other approach
steeped in subject matter related to the academic curriculum,
would represent a notable form of servite for an English depart-
ment. Jt would also be a graceful means to achieve collabgration
among departments, one that could well encourage further co-
operative endeavors. Indeed, if the problem of teaching writing is
Aarger than can be solved through any course of study in English,
aud if writing instruction is best when jt exists within a larger
framework which gives it direction and nurture, a composition
course like the one I have just described could have ipportant
“political” benefits, By demonstrating one department’s willing-
ness to bend in the direction of others, it would be a powerfully
persuasive example of the desirability of a writing program reach-
ing across the curriculum.

English as Advisor to Other Disciplines

For a cross-disciplinary writing program to be successful, writing
must hold an important place in an institution’s routine, writing
experientes must be numerous and varied in kind and purpose,
and good writing must be defined wisely and rewarded consis-
tently, Good thinki-z—perhaps the sole purpose of education—
must be equated at least roughly with good writing; conversely,
good writing must be seen as good thinking, not mere conformity
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to codes of grammatical, lexical, and orthograpglc etiquette. This
does not mean that English teachers abandon either their humanis-
Yic heritage or their jobs, nor that other teachers become gram-
marians or leam the discipline of composition. Rather, it means
that English departments may realize the hope so.often expressed
that our efforts will be supported and reinforced {and perhaps
rewardcd) by our colleagues.

Such a comprehensive program means a climate in which g’?od
wntmg will thrive as 2 matter of course, and not be aluxury.
is not an enterprise to be simply legislated into existence. It must
be developed out of concern for the purposes and functions of

'writing and for the relation of writing to grammar, usage, agd
mechanics—and to speech. It should also reflect coherent theories
of how writing skills develop. Undertaken with these goals in

ind, this program would actually enlarge the responsibilities of
the English faculty, who have or can readily gain the knowledge
to implement it. They would no longer serve the rest of a school
or college in a restricted fashion, as with a writing center or a
remedial program to which poor writers are remanded. Rather,
thcy would be activcly engaged jn supporting the faculty at large
in the use of writing assignments that fulfill their diverse instruc-
tional goals.

To give the best adv:cc, we should know our audience, why
they want our advice, and what they expect to hear from us. Most
faculty members appear to be “writing conservatives,” people who
think of writing sblely as a means of communication. Responding
in predictable ways to various pressures on them, including the
general media commentaries on literacy and their echoes in the
professional as well as academic journals, these teachers are en-
couraged to assume the posture of the rigorous schoolmaster of
bygone days and to try to enforce higlt standards of articulatey
correct expression. They tend to show little toletance for error;
to some it is a distastcful confirmation of the cultural inferiority
of the times. Many simply do not know how, or can not recollect
what it is like, to write perfect academic prose under pressure.
Their attitudes show little respect for the writing process. At
best, faculty “conservatives” can help to produce good writing
by creating an environment in which it is expected. At worst,
they might pose a problem by returning freshman English to the
weeding-out function of twenty years ago. Without guidance and
advice, therefore, they ar not really prcparcd to participate in
writing instruction.
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There is also a smaller faculty contingent of “wniting progres-
sives” whose awareness of the intellectual and emotional growth
that can come with writing makes them more tolerant of the
inevitable error and inelegance in student work. They accept the
idea that writing is itself a route to ncw knowledge, not simply a
device to express or communicate what is already or should be
known. These teachers are often ready to do things that charac-
terize the “liberated” kinds of composition teachers: ta use
writing in class; to assign prewriting exercises and rough’ drafts;
to hold conferences with their students; to teach the essay exam;
to require their students to keep academic journals; and to con-
sider voice, audience, and situation in writing assignments. They
are often ‘eager to evaluate fon‘natively, ti:at is, to guide students
to improvement through revision, rather than merély to test and
grade their performance. As with_ the “conservatives,” some of
these teachers are themselves g&)od wiiters, some poorones

Our advice must be fitted to the whole spectrum of faculty in
order to influence it toward common goals—without polarizing it,
as has occurred in many English departments, over the goals
themselves or the methods of attaining them. We must speak
both abstractiy and practically, never introducing “methods”

“materials” as gimmicks but only as they fit>our best theories,
supporting research, and experience. Issues in our profession (for
, example, students’ rights to their own lua age) should be clar-
ified by openly discussing opposing views with our cofleagues in
the content areds. This guidance can only inérease their sensitivity
to the effects their teaching and evaluation can have on student
writing and speaking, Yet not all such’ issues, nor all features of
composition instructior, are adaptable to all content courses
(picture the psychology instructor with ninety students who tries
to focus on rhetorical modes, holds writing conferences, or asks
students to consult a compendious handbook on usage). We must
select wisely the advice we feel most serviceable proximately and
important remotely.

On the level of theory, we should ask content instiuctors to
consider what the purposes of writing assignments should be—
communicative or expressive, learning or testing—and whether stu-
dent responses should be judged for their quality of writing as
well as for their content. Theoretical questions of purpose quickly
become issues of practice: how many papers to assign, what sort,

how to evaluate them. Should their purpose always be communi-

cative—to test the students’ knowledge? Should the audience

¥
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always be the teacher? Should long papers be assigned to deter-

mine the student’s prowess,at amassing and organizing a large .

body of information? Or should a series of shorter; analytical
papers be assigied to obwiate plagiarism? Can ‘“expression” or
“form” be separated from content, and how much should it
count toward a student’s grade? Must all student writing be
evaluated? Can some of it be evaluated by other students? Should
performance on a given date be evaluated, or might periodic cumu-
latiye evaluations guide students to higher levels of performance?
The answers to some of these questions will become broadly
applied policies: others will appeal only to individual teachers.

Given 2 field so rich in’ideas and practices as composmon, En- -

glish teachers have much 'to offer their colleagués in other depart-
ments. They can provide a varicty of suggestions both traditional
and innovative, both standard and experimental.

Advice in the Traditional Mode

The ¢ssay examination is the typical embodiment of the time-
wom purpnse of school writing: testing. Teachers in content
area incorrectly assume that their students know how to take
essay tests and are often disappbinted with the essays they receive,
These teachers can be shown how to improve the instructions they
give students, how to explain very clearly what they expect, and
how to provide rhetorically equivalent tasks when choices are
available. They will be happily surprised to learn that process
analysis may be a simpler mode than definition. They can also
take a cue from composition instructors who use. models of
student or professional writing. Well before an examination, they
can use the overlicad projector and/or dittoed handouts to illus-
trate what they consider excellent. They can also identify what
they adwire in such a pcrformance: its clear prescntation of a
dorminant idea, its analysis of the idea's cotnponents, its marshal-
ling of detailed evidence, its logical relation of the data to the key
idea, its movement toward an affirmed conclusion, its clarity of

~expression. They can have their studeuts make mnk order evalua-
tions of essay responses, and even develop a set of essay scales.
Confronted with student- produtcd samples of work ranging from
A to F, and given the opportunity to discuss them, students can
formulate and sharpen their ideas of competent erllng This kind
of teaching does not take too much class time if it produces sig-
nificant student achievernent; it may even be an effective ‘way to
ingroduce and teach a new topic.

11>
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Similarly traditional but effective- advice can significantly
improve ttachers’ understanding of the term paper—and of why
and how students should do this standard school assignment.
There are teachers who will frankly admit never having thought
about this, They believe students should write term papers, but
have not scruti?'zcd their belief. There are some who simply
distribute a list df general topics for long papers and expect their
students to carry the ball thereafter. These practices can be
redressed if teachers come to recognize that they should justify
the lengthy assignments they make, ard that they can only test
the ability to compose at length about a technical subject within a
discipline is they prepare students for the exercise and give them -
proportionately full guidance, something more than a sheet of

instructions accompanied by a few minutes of talk.

" This approach presents the task as a learning experi¢énce, A
number of practical suggestions from the standard repertory of
English instructors can deepen the learning experience: students
can be taken to the library, shown how to use the card catalogue,
indexes, abstracts, government documents, and other materials
pertinent to research in the field, It is also helpful if they hear
comment on the overall organization of long papers in the dis-
cipline, and on how to introduce and conclude them. Outlining is
worth suggesting as well as ¢ther organizing techniques. The sys-
tem of attribution to be used—parenthetical textual references or
footnotes—should he explained and illustrated. Since research and
experience demonstrate that student writing improves when
instructors comment on it, commentary on one or more drafts
before a finished product has every chance of yielding a superior
final version. As one of my colleagues somewhere across the cur-
riculum put it, "Before, being a perfectionist, I had to ask sixty
to seventy percent of my students to rewrite their term papers;
now, however, my gcommgnting on their rough drafts has reduced
that Tate to under ten percent, A little guidance from me really
pays off.”’

By demonstrating to collcagues that we can cooperate on their
terms, we can then proceed to illuminate more significant issues of
language, grammaf, and writing. In other words, rather than let
the mo¥¢ment “back to basics” put us in the position of commend-
ing unworkable and unfortunate practices whose efficacy hasbeen
disproved time and again, we should take advantage of our role as
consultant and guide, seize the opportunity to enlighten and
persuade, and strive to develop the kind of total writing envion-
rent that will improve student attitudes to writing and writing
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performance. If asked to proyide other departments with style
manuals or correction sheets, we should consent to do so; but
when we write them, we should not simply rehash the overgrown
handbooks that lay out everything se carefully, condescendingly,
and boringly, and so often in defiance of several decades’ worth of
information about language. We should instead tum our col-
leagues’ attention to issues of assignment-making, language variety,
error as distinct from inelegancy, supportive (“formulative™)
commentary on student papers, and the practices our research has
demonstrated to be effective for short and long term improvement
of student writing e

LT

Innovative Ideas

Several of our profession’s most innovative practices are Hikely to
be accepted readily by some content instructors. Three of these in
particular are profitable: teacher modelling, peer involvement in -
various stages of the writing process, and conferencing. Each
may be used in teaching the customary academic genres or-more
practical rhetorical forms.

If a teacher spends class time writing out an essay exam answer
or an article’s conclusion, the class benefits immensely by secing
how it is done—and by seeing the false starts, the choices to be
made, the way a writer progresses toward a not-quite-clear goal.
If the best teachers of writing are those who themselves wnte,
and if one of the most dramatic and foreeful ways to illustrate
the writing process for students is to write before their very eyes,
to compose on the blackboard, then content instructors who wish
to give some writing instruction can do so simply by becoming
models. As advocated and successfully practiced through the Bay
Area Writing Project, teachers who themselves write tend thereby
to be sympathetic (o student problems, including the personal
struggles of a writer confronted with an assigned rather than self-
generated task. They will also be aware of the shortc wings
inherent in the writing fask (*I ecouldn’t say wlat I wanted to,”
“The topic bored me,” “Other things were more important’).
Students who can watch teachers of biology, philosophy, or social
work compose will possess vivid models of true writing triumphs
and failures.

In addition to leaming to write from observing and imitating
their instructors, students in content courses can also leam from
assisting onc another in structured ways in prewriting and post-
writing. Peer critiquing has the disadvantage of taking up elass
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time but (k= binefit of improving student practice without exces- |
sive teacher eticri~always a Rey consideration. If we can per-
sttade content instructors that assigning much writing tends to
improve writing quality, that only obsessed teacher-martyrs
believe that they have to read or evaluate all assigned writing, and
that any feedback on a writing assignment tends to help the
writer improve, then they are free to assign 10,000 words or more
per semester, and, without feeling guilty, to evaluate only a small
portion of them. Peer evaluation can occur in a content course in
small groups which exchange papers, with all students reading
short papers aloud to the others and receiving feedback, or with atl
students carrying one anothers’ papers home for review.

A content instructor can also break a.class into small groups of
students for peer review/criticism, for writing on different per-
spectives of a course issue, and for assuming roles in a course-
related situation. Some of the discussior} sessions can be taped so
that students have a verbal record as th basis for developing or
revising a written assignment. As withgpeer tutoring in compo-
sition classes, the more adept writers cAg be given responsibility
for assisting the others who feel they heed help. A checklist
reflecting the particular concerns of the content instructor may be
used by the class as a whole or by peer evaluators. <

Conferencing can also be done by content instructors. If they
can be inspired to hold at least one conference with each student
in the process of writing, a5 well as to make themselves available
for subsequent trouble-shooting or band-aid conferences, they will
almost surely be more satisfied with the quality of work submitted
to them. A system of rough drafts followed by conferences
would be ideal, but at least some person to person exchange over

, the students’ writing can abate many of the writing. rclatcd prob.
lems of content facuities.

1

Evaluation and Placement

Composition teachers can also 2id an academic department in
using writing to evaluate students for entry into the mgjor 02 into
advanced courses, or for writing proficiency, as an exit criterion.
For small numbers of students and teachers, a checklist of writing
skills developed according to clearly defined rubrics is prebably
sufficient, provided that the writing fcatures itemi%ed and the
number of determinations of quality far each jtem are kept short.
While English teachers may be comfortable in analyzing all of the
characteristics of a piece of writing (for example, paiagraph
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develupment, sentence structure, word choice, and punctuation)
and. in making subtle disciiminations for each feature (with tags
itke mature, acceptable but indistinctive, incoherent, childish),
we can hardly expect collc&ucs in other disciplines toghare our
expertness in critical reading of manuscript, However, we c¢an
suggest a brief list of writing features for acceptability. .

Aside from a category for the evaluation of ideas, such advice
might produce a checklist Tike the following:

/ Yes No~
Do the generabzatinns make sensc?

Are shey adequately supported by evidence?

Arve the parzgraphs linked to a dominant idey?
- Do the sentences Vflow''?

Are word choices appropriate?

Are grammar, spci’lm g, and mechanics appropriate?

RERRN

RERE

With 51ich a form an academic department should then be able to
test incoming students and identify students who would benefit
from individual attention, remedial work, or an honors program,
This evaluation is best conducted not by individual professors but
by a team, which woud reflect a departinenta! consensus and
minimize the |d|05) ncracies of individual raters. The same system
could be used Jor exit proficiency cxaminations.

For large numbers of studenis, holistic evaluation of writing is
most feasiblc. A large department can be prepared by one or more
compositto® iustructors to a point of considerable accuracy in.
dumg, quick, first-impression cvaluative readings of impromptu
assignments. Aftcr initial preparation, ten instructors can dispatch
with 500 brief essays in about tnree hours, whereas analytic
reading and scuring (two readings of ten minutes cach) would take
about two full work davs. Initial preparation time would be only a
{ew hours, and the tiine for subsequent standa: d setting exercises
with the same readers would be shorter.

Writing to Learn 1

The most cowlpelling argument to other faculty for wograding
the writing vnvironment is fiat it may Icad to improved leaming
achicvement. A writing ccgimen is really a learning regimen,
whether in just unc e ol study or in an entire school program.
Net all faculty ven? 1¢ tronbled by the quality of writing
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they see, yet all can be presumed to be concerned about increasing
the Icammg power of students. Some will accept the arg - .ent
that writing produces leming, but they mva.nably do so as an act
of faith or on the evidence of personal experience. The relation-
ship of writing to learning has not been demonstrated in ways that
satisfy doubting administrators and faculty members reluctant to
prescribe or participate in a “‘writing curriculum.”

English teachers and other humanists assume (as I did when I
first started teaching literature twenty years ago) that writing rein-
forces, fixes, or even produces learning. Yet that assumption,
which logically places writing and the writing teacher at the center

.of the curriculum, is based strangslv enough in those most un.
imaginative and unstimulating of schoo: exercises: essay exami-
nations, book reports, term papers, short papers, and the like.
Rationales for what some psychologists call the mathemagenic—
learning inducing—effects of writing typically refer only to these
and similar genres of academic writing, certainly never to the kind
of thing produced in a journalism course or poetry workshop.
Phrased another way, the assumption is that doing formal trans-
actional wriiing, a highly complex communicative activity drawing
on cognitive reservoirs, increases cognitive retention or produces
new cognition. This may have been so for those of us who as
students were highly literate. That it may also be so for others I
doubt. The assumption does justify the habitual {and comfortably
anexamined) practice of schools and colleges. But we have Moffet,
Britton, and Emig to tell us that writing is developmental, self-
expressive and self-concerned before it can be-outward-looking
and self-effacing, and we have Piaget, Bruner, and other psy-
cholpgists to tell us that ali learning proceeds personally {“affect-
vely ). Both sets of theorics pcrsuadc that the traditional school
wiiting assignment is indeed not the best writing mode to induce
leaming. We know that such tasks as essay ¢xaminations and term
papers are met by students, even high-achieving students, as
threatening ordeals, on which depend grades, status, careers,
prestige, life. Whatever the real va'ue of these tasks, we should put
the lie to their justiication as learning experiences.

Writing exercises accompanied by less apprchension are prob-
“ably far more fruitful as learning inducements or reinforcers and
may be assigned infaddition to or instead of essay tests and long
research papers. ltr'jthe more that students become involved in a
subject, the moggAhey can leam it. then encouraging or requiring
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frequent or continuous writing related to that subject is a poten-
tially excellent teaching device, ‘This is especially true if some of
that writing is expressive or speculative, the kind which Britton
{1975) claims is “best adapted to exploration and discovery™
because it “externalizes our first stages in tackFng a problem or
coming to grips with an experience.” Only writing that is engaged,
not threatening, invnlves the imagination and links with learning.

Writing engagedly about 2 subject may be the ultimate “siudy
skill.” If a writing regimef can work to produce learying, tite
writing done need not be error-free. Acquisition of content is
independent of linguistic puncdlio, even of rhetoreal appro-
priatcness. Writing done in a cross-disciplinary writing program
might take place between evaluations of the learning if cortent
instructors give many briel writing tasks about thcir subject in a
va.icty of modes, encourage personal expression, and abandon
puritinical concern to read or attack what is said therein or how,
they may well be improviug their students’ retention and dis-
covery of concep’s, attitudes to writing aisd leaming, and wntmg
performanee jtself. :

One effective exercise is writing clanity statements, It consms of
.mmcdmtc and bricf written Tesponses to a lecture; discussion, or
reading, nd may take either of two forms: (1) a personal state-
rment that a concept is elsar or confusing to the student, and why,
or (2} a bricf answer to a question presented by the teacher to
interrupt or end a class, or as a hemcwosk assagnmcnt. Claritv

. statcments may be done more conveniently on 3 x 5 cards . .d

turned in to the instructor than cntered in an academic journal or
notebook. Then the teacher has an immediate opportunity to
respond, - to monitor what students are Icarning, to establish
dialogue about points coming across well or cldudily. Teachers
who use elarity statements find that students are n8t satis{ied with
merely {illing the cards, Rather, they write all over the place, ask
direct qucstions of the tcacher, and desire additional space. This
is engaged wrmng and engaged learning. Observing i it is dclaghtful
participating in it is exciting,

»And it is a far different cry from Jhat of the Engllsh (or other)
professor who piously expostulates to colleagues that aseigning

Papers is a better test of fearning (sy athesizing, analyzing) than a

short-arswer quiz. It is also far removed from the practice of most
English teachers in their literatu & or language courses. We, as well
as our colleagues, will have to cxperience this use of writing before

Fl

.

153




i i

N N —
L)

Writing in the Total Curviculum . 147

we will convinee ourselves of jty practicality. Yet the idea is not
reaily new, as can be seen in Rollo Walter Browns 1915 study,
How the French Boy Leamns to Write. The key is to immerse
students in weiting: to have them daily respond in writing to
questions posed by the teacher, to have thent review and rework
their nintebooks, to have them keep an acade~ic journal separate
Hrom or as a prrt of their notebooks, t., aurtuu. alt sorts of writing
in addidon te formal modes, to direct them in reading and as-
sisting one another’s writing o

The Writing Environment

g En ~,
Understagding how writing assignmcnt}\c/an be veal vehicle: {or
learning is vital for teachers of composition even thougb wr have
historically devoted our attention to other concerns--how writing
develops thinking, how it expresses feeling, how it commun: “ates,
Yet it is we whe may be called upen to assist content teat 75 in
developing studen’s who can write intelligently (and contectiy)
about an academic subject; wve shouid be prepzred to mect that
request. Cornposition was entrusted Lo English departments almost
by accident. Few English teachers were taught tc be teachers of
writing, and many English teachers prefer not to teach Co;mpo.
sition courses, Nevertheless, the theones, research, and collective
experience of our discipline, especially in recent years, make us
the only logical source of thest wrifing-rcla ed ideas and practices.
Model methods for excellent instruction in writing are gradually
emerging from what is known and-promulgated, ard significant
features of these may be modlf'cd fer instructors in any academic
disipline.

The featurss most Promsmg for successful transfer of know-
ledge about writing to the academic disciplines can be summarized
as follows. Writing done for school can have various purposes,
forms, and audiences. All of it nced not be done for the traditional
purposes of testing or disciplining students, nor nee§t consist
exclusively of the traditional forms (book repotts, research papers,
essay examinations). Some of it may be expressive—personal,
speculative, even “creative’” or poetic. (The chair of my coliege’s
Department of Earth Sciences recently confided to m: his desire—
not just willingness—to have the students in his introductory
course compose poems and s‘ugrt stories.) Some school writing can
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specify audiences other than the teacher and can be action-
oriented rather than informative, Much of this writing need not be
evaluated; some which js written to “count” can be evaluated in
rough draft stages. Instructions for most assignments should be
made painfully clear. Commentary on student papers should not
be vague, condescending, or prédominantly negative, Finally, ali
teachers can ‘teach something/ about the appropriate language,
rhetorical patterns and purpois, research tools, and mechanical
conventions for writing in their disciplines.

None of these suggestions requires special training.in grammar,
rhetoric, or composition, nor that the teacher be an excellent
writer or critic of wrmng The sole prerequisite is that a teacher
experiment with writing assignments and writing instruction as
part of the quest for improved learning. Teachers who abandon
the habit of requiring only impersonal, transactional writing can
help to create an environment in which writing is a.student’s
friend, an aid to learning: This calls for them to give writing
assignments .regularly, to be aware that writing is a process, to
evaluate writing constructively, to vary the purpose or mode of
assignments so that personal expression is permitted or encour-
aged, to illustrate or model the kinds of writing wanted or not
wanted, to preface a' writing task with Instructions and with
the kind of strategy discussion or activity that characterizes
“pre-writing,” and.to teach the organjzation, logic, word choice,
ard mechanical considerations of the “‘language”’ of their discipline.

Creating a writing environment will produce longterm im-
provement in the quality of student ertlng’ although not neces-
sarily in ways mcrementally noticeable in any one classroom.
Demanding good writing and proscribing errors yiclds satisfactory
results with a few students—those most like ourselves, But since
the key to writing improvement is a combination of positive
attitude and positive achicvement, a comprehensive program for
nurturing writing will be more satisfactory in producing genuine
improvemnent in greater numbers of students. Achievement in
learning can Re increased through writing, and positive attitudes
to writing cap be encouraged by the adoption of our biest tech-
niques ol compos-tion instruction in content courses.

We do indeed have allies in our desire to improve student
writing. We must offer them a program grounded in theory,
research, and collected experience. To exert the most beneficial
influence on the total curriculum, to becone better advisers for
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both the communicative agd heuristic uses of writing, we may

have to probe our own purposes and methods as writing teachers,

educate ourseives about writing as it is done outside of English

classes and writing centers, and reform our own courses and .
textbooks, We must enable others to see writing humanistically,

as a bridge to meaningful expression and Iearning in all school

work.
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