DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 474 209 . CS 511 853

AUTHOR Villanueva, Victor, Ed.

TITLE Cross-Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader. Second Edition, Revised
and Updated.

INSTITUTION National Council of Teachers of English, Urbana, IL.

ISBN ISBN-0-8141-0976-4

PUB DATE 2003-00-00

NOTE 873p.; For the first edition (1997), see ED 402 614.

AVAILABLE FROM National Council of Teachers of English, 1111 W. Kenyon Road,
Urbana, IL 61801-1096 (Stock no. 09764-1659: $31.95 members,
$42.95 nonmembers). Tel: 800-369-6283 (Toll Free); Web site:
http://www.ncte.org.

PUB TYPE Books (010) -- Collected Works - General (020)

EDRS PRICE EDRS Price MF06/PC35 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS Audience Awareness; College Students; Higher Education;
*Rhetoric; *Theory Practice Relationship; *Writing
(Composition); *Writing Instruction; *Writing Processes

IDENTIFIERS Collaborative Learning; *Composition Theory; Writing Contexts

ABSTRACT

This revised and updated resource contains a total of 43
essays that serve to initiate graduate students and more experienced teachers
into the theories that inform composition studies. Under Section One--The
Givens in Our Conversations: The Writing Process--are these essays: "Teach
Writing as a Process Not Product” (Donald M. Murray); "Writing as a Mode of
Learning" (Janet Emig); "The Composing Processes of Unskilled College
Writers" (Sondra Perl); "Revision Strategies of Student Writers and
Experienced Adult Writers" (Nancy Sommers); "The Writer's Audience Is Always
a Fiction" (Walter J. Ong); "Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of
Audience in Composition Theory and Pedagogy" (Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford);
"Post-Process 'Pedagogy': A Philosophical Exercise" (Lee-Ann M. Kastman
Breuch). Under Section Two--Talking in Terms of Discourse: What It Is; How
It's Taught-+are these essays: "Basic Aims of Discourse" (James L. Kinneavy);
"An Ontological Basis for a Modern Theory of the Composing Process" (Frank J.
D'Angelo); "Spectator Role and the Beginnings of Writing" (James Britton); "A
Discourse-Centered Rhetoric of the Paragraph" (Paul C. Rodgers, Jr.};
"Frequency and Placement of Topic Sentences in Expository Prose" (Richard
Braddock); "Grammar, Grammars, and the Teaching of Grammar" (Patrick
Hartwell); "Coherence, Cohesion, and Writing Quality" (Stephen P. Witte and
Lester Faigley); "Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical
Theories" (James A. Berlin). Under Section Three--Scientific Talk:
Developmental Schemes--are these essays: "A Cognitive Process Theory of
Writing" (Linda Flower and John R. Hayes); "Cognitive Development and the
Basic Writer" (Andrea A. Lunsford); "Diving In: An Introduction to Basic
Writing" (Mina P. Shaughnessy); "William Perry and Liberal
Education" (Patricia Bizzell); "Is Teaching Still Possible? Writing, Meaning,
and Higher Order Reasoning" (Ann E. Berthoff); "Narrowing the Mind and Page:
Remedial Writers and Cognitive Reductionism" (Mike Rose); "Cognition,
Convention, and Certainty: What We Need to Know about Writing” (Patricia
Bizzell). Under Section Four--Talking about Writing in Society--are these
essays: "Collaborative Learning and the 'Conversation of Mankind'" (Kenneth
A. Bruffee); "Reality, Consensus, and Reform in the Rhetoric of Composition

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
F TC from the original document.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



Teaching”" (Greg Myers); "Consensus and Difference in Collaborative

Learning" (John Trimbur); "'Contact Zones' and English Studies" (Patricia
Bizzell); "Professing Multiculturalism: The Politics of Style in the Contact
Zone" {(Min-Zhan Lu). Under Section Five--Talking about Selves and Schools: On
Voice, Voices, and Other Voices--are these essays: "Democracy, Pedagogy, and
the Personal Essay" (Joel Haefner); "Beyond the Personal: Theorizing a
Politics of Location in Composition Research" (Gesa E. Kirsch and Joy S.
Ritchie); "Language of Exclusion: Writing Instruction at the

University" (Mike Rose); "Composing as a Woman" (Elizabeth A. Flynn);
"Feminism in Composition: Inclusion, Metonymy, and Disruption”" (Joy Ritchie
and Kathleen Boardman); "When the First Voice You Hear Is Not Your

Own" (Jacqueline Jones Royster); "Inventing the University" (David
Bartholomae); "Arts of Complicity: Pragmatism and the Culture of

Schooling" (Richard E. Miller); "On the Subjects of Class and Gender in 'The
Literacy Letters'" (Linda Brodkey); "Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching
Writing" (Maxine Hairston). Under Section Six--Continuing the Conversation--
are these essays: "Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class" (James
Berlin); "Cognition, Context, and Theory Building" (Linda Flower);
"Composition Studies and ESL Writing: A Disciplinary Division of Labor" (Paul
Kei Matsuda); "Distant Voices: Teaching and Writing in a Culture of
Technology" {(Chris M. Anson); "The Public Intellectual, Service Learning, and
Activist Research” (Ellen Cushman); and "On the Rhetoric and Precedents of
Racism" (Victor Villanueva). Contains a 77-item resource list. (NKA)

Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
E TC from the original document.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



. Revised and Updated

CROSS-TALK IN'

COMP THEORY

ED 474 209

- EDITED BY
VICTOR VILLANUEVA

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Office of Educational Research and Improvement

EDUCATIONAL RESQURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

O This document has been reproduced as
received from the person or organization
originating it.

O Minor changes have been made to
improve reproduction quality.

Points of view or opinions stated in this
document do not necessarily represent
official OERI position or policy.

CS 511 853

i BESTCOPYAVAILABLE

.« v - s

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND

DISSEMINATE THISMATERIAL HAS
BEEN GRANTED BY

M.A. M}/ﬁrQ

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)



CROSS-TALK IN COMP THEORY




NCTE Editorial Board: Elizabeth Close, Willie Mae Crews, Colleen Fairbanks,
Cora Lee Five, Ray Levi, Andrea Lunsford, Jaime Armin Mejia, Carolyn Phipps,

Kyoko Sato, Zarina M. Hock, Chair, ex officio, Kent Williamson, ex officio, Kurt
Austin, ex officio




CROSS-TALK IN COMP THEORY
A Reader

Second Edition
Revised and Updated

Edited by

Victor Villanueva
Washington State University

National Council of Teachers of English
1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, [llinois 61801-1096

L

5



Staff Editor: Tom Tiller
Interior and Cover Design: Precision Graphics

NCTE Stock Number: 09764-3050
©2003 by the National Council of Teachers of English.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in
any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, or any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the copyright
holder. Printed in the United States of America.

It is the policy of NCTE in its journals and other publications to provide a forum
for the open discussion of ideas concerning the content and the teaching of English
and the language arts. Publicity accorded to any particular point of view does not
imply endorsement by the Executive Committee, the Board of Directors, or the
membership at large, except in announcements of policy, where such endorsement
is clearly specified.

Although every attempt is made to ensure accuracy at the time of publication,
NCTE cannot guarantee that all published addresses for electronic mail or Web
sites are current.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Cross-talk in comp theory : a reader / edited by Victor Villanueva.—
2nd ed., rev. and updated.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8141-0976-4

1. English language-Composition and exercises—Study and teaching.
2. English language-Rhetoric—-Study and teaching. 1. Villanueva,
Victor, 1948-

PE1404.C755 2003

808'.042'071~dc21

2002156573



Table of Contents

Acknowledgments iX
Preface to the Second Edition Xi
Preface to the First Edition xiil

SECTION ONE

The Givens in Our Conversations:

The Writing Process 1
"Teach Writing as a Process Not Product 3
Donald M. Murray
Writing as a Mode of Learning 7
Janet Emig
The Composing Processes of Unskilled College Writers 17
Sondra Perl

Revision Strategies of Student Writers
and Experienced Adult Writers 43

Nancy Sommers

The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fiction 55
Walter J. Ong, S.].

Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of Audience
in Composition Theory and Pedagogy 77

Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford

Post-Process “Pedagogy”: A Philosophical Exercise 97
Lee-Ann M. Kastman Breuch




Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

SECTION TwoO

Talking in Terms of Discourse:

What It Is; How It's Taught

The Basic Aims of Discourse
James L. Kinneavy

An Ontological Basis for a Modern Theory
of the Composing Process

Frank ]. D’Angelo

Spectator Role and the Beginnings of Writing
James Britton

A Discourse-Centered Rhetoric of the Paragraph
Paul C. Rodgers, Jr.

The Frequency and Placement of Topic Sentences
in Expository Prose

Richard Braddock

Grammar, Grammars, and the Teaching of Grammar
Patrick Hartwell

Coherence, Cohesion, and Writing Quality
Stephen P. Witte and Lester Faigley

Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories
James A. Berlin

SECTION THREE
Scientific Talk: Developmental Schemes

A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing
Linda Flower and John R. Hayes

Cognitive Development and the Basic Writer
Andrea A. Lunsford

Diving In: An Introduction to Basic Writing
Mina P. Shaughnessy

William Perry and Liberal Education
Patricia Bizzell

vi

8

127

129

141

151

175

189

205

235

255

271
273

299

311

319



Table of Contents

Is Teaching Still Possible? Writing, Meaning,
and Higher Order Reasoning 329

Ann E. Berthoff
Narrowing the Mind and Page: Remedial Writers

and Cognitive Reductionism 345
Mike Rose

Cognition, Convention, and Certainty: What We Need

to Know about Writing 387

Patricia Bizzell

SECTION FOUR
Talking about Writing in Society 413

Collaborative Learning and the “Conversation of Mankind” 415
Kenneth A. Bruffee

Reality, Consensus, and Reform in the Rhetoric

of Composition Teaching 437
Greg Myers

Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning ‘ 461
John Trimbur

“Contact Zones” and English Studies 479

Patricia Bizzell

Professing Multiculturalism: The Politics of Style
in the Contact Zone 487

Min-Zhan Lu

SECTION FIVE
Talking about Selves and Schools:

On Voice, Voices, and Other Voices 505
Democracy, Pedagogy, and the Personal Essay 509
Joel Haefner
Beyond the Personal: Theorizing a Politics of Location |
in Composition Research i 523
Gesa E. Kirsch and Joy S. Ritchie
The Language of Exclusion: Writing Instruction at the University 547
Mike Rose -




Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Composing as a Woman
Elizabeth A. Flynn

Feminism in Composition: Inclusion, Metonymy, and Disruption
Joy Ritchie and Kathleen Boardman

When the First Voice You Hear Is Not Your Own
Jacqueline Jones Royster

Inventing the University
David Bartholomae

The Arts of Complicity: Pragmatism and the Culture of Schooling
Richard E. Miller

On the Subjects of Class and Gender in “The Literacy Letters”
Linda Brodkey

Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing
Maxine Hairston
SECTION SIx

Continuing the Conversation

Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class
James Berlin

Cognition, Context, and Theory Building
Linda Flower

Composition Studies and ESL Writing:
A Disciplinary Division of Labor

Paul Kei Matsuda

Distant Voices: Teaching and Writing in a Culture of Technology
Chris M. Anson

The Public Intellectual, Service Learning, and Activist Research
Ellen Cushman

On the Rhetoric and Precedents of Racism
Victor Villanueva

A List of Resources
Index

Editor

l 0 : viii

571

587

611

623

655

677

697

715
717

739

773

797

819

829

847
853
883



Acknowledgments

Joyce Middleton had picked up a copy of Cross-Talk from a table. “Good
book,” she says, kind of to herself, kind of to me. “But not much on women.”
Ritchie and Boardman had written the same.

Same meeting. John Scenters-Zapico: “Good book. How come nothing
on technology?”

“Yep.”

Samantha Andrus and Tom Henry liked the book too. And they too had
suggestions. Sam and Tom are graduate students, tour guides on a campus
visit some time back.

So—though I probably have not made John and Joyce or even Sam and
Tom happy, I owe you thanks in rethinking Cross-Talk. I owe thanks to grad-
uate students beyond Sam and Tom —thanks to the real users of Cross-Talk,
for talking to me about the book as I travel to campuses and to conferences.
You're the ones who tell me what works for you and what doesn’t. You're the
ones who tell me if and how the book has helped, causing me to rethink and
recast. This second volume is yours, no less than the first. Thank you all for
using the book and for talking to me about the book.

And thanks to NCTE. I mentioned a second edition to Zarina Hock. It
was she who pursued “Son of Cross-Talk.” Kurt Austin followed through,
when too many commitments had me on the brink of saying “forget about
it.” Tom Tiller worked through the details. Thanks, Zarina, Kurt, and Tom
(and Kent and Eileen and Jacqui, and all the NCTE folk I've worked with
over the years).

Y Mami, mi corazén pa’ casi un cuarto siglo, la madre de nos nifias, este
libro no es para ti. Pero yo soy. Mi hijo y mis hijas— pienso de ti siempre.

X

11



Preface to the Second Edition

Second editions are like movie sequels. And I don’t figure I've got a Part Il to
The Godfather or Aliens. But the profession has continued to move ahead, so
the sequel to Cross-Talk seems like a good idea. One of the editors kept refer-
ring to it as “Son of Cross-Talk.”

The acorn hasn’t landed far from the tree, though. The book isn't all
that different from the first edition. It’s still divided into the same categories.
My biases remain my biases, though as in the first edition, I try to remain
true to the profession by giving preference to essays that are most frequently
cited. And as in the first edition, there are a lot of interesting things going on
in composition studies that don’t get addressed, things like empirical re-
search, assessment, or linguistics. A

But some things have happened since I conducted the research for the
first edition in 1992 to 1994. The most remarkable has been the technologi-
cal explosion, with new software packages that affect our work coming out
weekly, or so it seems, and with the pervasiveness of the Internet and its
World Wide Web. The Net changed the way I conducted the research for
this volume, a two-year process reduced to a few weeks on computerized
databases and journal archives on the Web—often with whole texts avail-
able at the stroke of a few keys. Yet for all that, it doesn’t appear as if technol-
ogy has made its way into our theoretical discussions. Despite the great work
of Cynthia Selfe and Gail Hawisher, not much has emerged in our journals
that can stand the test of time—not because of any shortcoming in our
scholars but because of the speed with which the things written about be-
come archaic, this morning’s innovation becoming this evening’s anachro-
nism. Technology has been included in this version, but not significantly,
surely not as significantly as its presence in our lives would suggest.

In a very real sense, Cross-Talk is intended as a historical artifact, a way
of tracking theoretical discussions in a field that continues to find itself form-
ing its theoretical foundations. Even the givens of comp—writing as
process—are contending with cross-talk, like post-process theory. It’s hard to
track the history we’re in.
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Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

The other big change in composition studies—at least in our journals—
has been the increased presence of writers of color and the greater accep-
tance of critical pedagogy. As I point out in the final essay to this volume,
writers of color are still not present in this profession in the kinds of numbers
that would affect our discussions on racism in truly meaningful ways, but
something did happen in the second half of the 1990s: the beginnings of
rich discussion on racism clearly centered on the concerns of this profession
(a somewhat different set of discussions on racism from those which took
place in journals like College English at the beginning of the second half of
the twentieth century).

Readers of the first edition will likely miss the discussion between Peter
Elbow and David Bartholomae. It was, I recognize, an interesting discussion
centering on academic discourse versus other kinds of writing. It’s gone be-
cause the discussion has taken a different turn —the personal versus the aca-
demic. That discussion has its representatives here, through Gesa Kirsch
and Joy Ritchie, through Jacqueline Jones Royster, and in some sense
through Richard Miller. Joy Ritchie and Kathleen Boardman broaden the
discussion on feminism. And service learning is introduced, a relatively new
entry into the conversation on composition.

Composition studies has moved on. New students are learning of our
field, a field still in flux, still growing. It was time to account for the 1990s
in the conversation, in the talk and cross-talk. Something gets lost with a
sequel, I know, even a good sequel. Robert De Niro might have been
great, but I missed Brando. Some of the Brandos will be missed in Son of
Cross-Talk, but I trust this sequel will continue to serve, to initiate gradu-
ate students and more experienced teachers into the theories that inform
composition studies.

_E. 3 Xii



Preface to the First Edition

I wanted to prepare a healthier pancake for the children. The whole-wheat
recipe in the healthier cookbook hadn’t quite gone over. But my adjust-
ments made for pretty pancakes that came out, time and again, uncooked at
the center. I figured I'd better add another egg to the batter next time
around. And that worked. That egg added just the touch more leavening the
batter needed, the touch more air to cook the batter through. If I had
wanted to go just a bit healthier, I could have substituted that egg with two
egg whites, beaten to a froth, since the fat of the yolk wouldn’t have been
necessary to the batter, as it would have been for, say, a custard. I made
healthy pancakes that the kids would (and did and do) eat.

The point is this: I could adjust, take control of the process, because I
had an understanding of how eggs work in cooking. I understood the theory.

But then, theories of leavening have been pretty well worked out. Theo-
ries of written composition have not. And operating from the gut, what feels
right, what sounds right, what might be fun for the students, can too easily
lead to theoretical contradictions. And students know. I don’t know how they
know, but they seem to sense or maybe outwardly recognize theoretical in-
consistencies, reacting too often with passive compliance, never arriving at
the full benefits possible in engaging—really engaging—in written dis-
course.

What those benefits of literacy might be aren’t exactly clear, though.
Plato tells of the god Thoth claiming that writing would be the key to re-
membrance. And writing was, we are told, used as a memory aid, a
mnemonic device. In recent times, as we will find in the articles to follow,
writing has been credited with learning, cognitive development, social cohe-
sion, political power. What writing can provide has never been altogether
clear.

So composition studies has divided itself, either to find out what writing
is, or how to teach it better, or to discern the degree to which it either removes
or bestows power. Composition studies finds its historicists (with some
compositionists as revisionist historicists), current-traditionalists, cognitivists,
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xiii



Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

expressionists, social-constructionists (who tend also to be epistemicists), em-
piricists, anti-foundationalists, and leftists, among others. Academic books on
composition studies tend to historicize, theorize, polemicize, or synthesize, as
well as proselytize. Composition is complex and diverse.

But with the greater diversity and sophistication has come greater confu-
sion. I have seen teachers come to accept writing as a process, a common-
enough notion nowadays, without recognizing the theoretical bases to
different approaches to process. | have heard a new compositionist on the
job market betray his confusion, claiming a Marxist bent, yet aligning him-
self with Kenneth Bruffee and Peter Elbow—highly respected composition-
ists, but hardly representatives of the political left. Another candidate clearly
knew research on composition (for which there are several good collections)
but seemed not to know of the philosophical objections to classical-
empirical research. The overwhelming majority of candidates—even those
fortunate enough to study with prestigious compositionists—seem unable to
navigate their ways through composition’s currents.

What follows, then, is an aid for you—the teacher of graduate composi-
tion theory, the graduate student of composition, the veteran teacher of
composition back in the graduate comp course. What follows is a book of
readings whose objective is to introduce you to some of the concepts and
methods available to writing teachers today and to have you regard some of
the controversy. This is a reader of previously published works, mainly by
those who tend to be mentioned in the works of others. The book’s further
objective is to have you begin to consider your own predispositions toward
language, discourse, writing, and writing instruction, predispositions which
can then be considered critically and discussed knowledgeably. The list of
suggested readings adds book-length considerations. With the books [ have
suggested, the books and articles cited in the essays that pique your interest,
and the essays themselves, you should be able to come up with quite the
pancake recipe, something you can swallow.

I mention the readings and the works the essays themselves cite because,
though this book is comprehensive, it is not complete. It is not intended to
establish a canon of comp. It’s an overview, manageable within an academic
quarter or semester. So the readings contained herein do not encompass all
there is to composition studies. There are gaps. Writing across the curricu-
lum is absent. Linguistics is minimally represented, which means there is
little here on research on those who come into the classroom speaking a
nonstandard dialect or those whose primary language is other than English
(which includes sociolinguistic and applied linguistic studies of the hun-
dreds of American Indian languages still spoken in the United States today).
There is little on grammar, and the current discussions on multiculturalism
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Preface to the First Edition

and the comp classroom aren’t explicitly represented. But all of these con-
cerns really are here, in large terms, in the theoretical discussions concern-
ing those who have been traditionally excluded or underrepresented in the
academy.

Nor is evaluation explicitly represented. I know that the teacher is al-
ways concerned with evaluation and assessment. And how a teacher decides
to respond, evaluate, and grade essays should be a reflection of the philoso-
phy or theory of writing that the classroom curriculum embodies. But the
subject of evaluation is large, almost another theoretical sphere, more con-
cerned with what you do with writing in the classroom than with what writ-
ing is or even what writing instruction might be. I've relegated evaluation to
the list of suggested readings. In other words, to learn more you'll still have
to read those more complete academic books on composition contained in
the list of readings or mentioned in the collection. But after going through
this book, you will have a sense of who you might want to read. This book is
intended as a primer, drops to activate the pump.

Selection suggests a selector, one with particular biases. But though my
own biases in selecting the readings will no doubt come through, no single
viewpoint is presented. The readings are presented in such a way as to es-
tablish a dialectic—a way for you to come to your own conclusions by con-
sidering opposing viewpoints. The process approach espoused in the first
section receives a critical assessment in the “Mulligan Stew” article. Walter
Ong provides a necessary reconsideration of product. The cognitive expla-
nations of basic writers’ problems advanced by Andrea Lunsford and by
Frank D’Angelo are countered by Mike Rose’s article on cognitive develop-
ment. Cognitive explanations generally are countered by social-construc-
tion’s explanations, with Patricia Bizzell explicitly drawing the comparison,
offering the critique; both the cognitivist and the social-constructionist be-
come subject to ideological critiques. Points find counterpoints throughout
the book—talk and cross-talk.

Some articles will address matters of race or ethnicity, gender, the poor
or working class. Considerations of race and the like have had a great deal to
do with establishing the theoretical controversies. One compositionist of
note, at least, Maxine Hairston, has argued that our changing theories of
composition are in part the result of the introduction into our college class-
rooms of those we have come to call basic writers, those who come to col-
lege not quite prepared to undertake college writing, most often people of
color and the poor. There are always a few in every composition classroom,
at every level, from first-year college students to seniors. To ponder how
composition might affect the more troublesome, those basic writers, would
inform our approach to the less troublesome. |
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Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Although the book’s layout is principally concerned with establishing a
dialectic, presenting varying views, there is something of a chronology to the
ordering, a near chronology of the profession’s changes—process to cohe-
sion to cognition to social construction to ideology. The first two sections
present the views that seem to have lasted: writing-as-process, writing as a
means of learning, James Kinneavy’s aims of discourse, some basic research.
Yet even these sections contain some controversial matters: the generaliz-
ability of case studies, Frank D’Angelo’s ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny
(terms you’ll come to understand through the reading). The third section
looks to the cognitive sciences and developmental psychology, pretty popu-
lar till recently. The fourth section addresses that which has compromised
cognition’s popularity: social construction. It introduces Kenneth Bruffee
and something of a counter in John Trimbur; there is also Charles Schus-
ter’s reading of Mikhail Bakhtin as informing social construction. Section
five looks to the debate over whether freshman composition courses should
concern themselves with narration or with academic discourse, with the dis-
courses about and by those traditionally excluded from the academy—
women, people of color. Then an important set of postscripts. And so the
profession stands, kind of, for the moment.

}_ 7 | xvi



SECTION ONE

The Givens in Our Conversations
The Writing Process

That writing is a process sounds pretty obvious. We know that texts don’t ap-
pear magically on pages as whole products. There is a process in getting
from mind to page. As obvious as that might be, however, teachers of writing
have until relatively recently been trained to behave as literary critics—look-
ing at texts so as to analyze what happens within those texts. Students in
composition classes were enjoined to look at texts, analyze and discuss what
happens in those texts, and then produce something of their own that fol-
lowed the patterns they found in those texts. Ideas were to be provided by
the text, the form provided by the text, with evaluation based on how well
the student paper emulated the ideal text. The process was rather like hav-
ing students watch and discuss a videotape of a prima ballerina and having
the students attempt the same dance, with the students then being evaluated
based on how well they approximated the ballerina’s performance — without
knowing how the ballerina came to master those steps. No attention was
given to the process of arriving at the product.

In 1959 the National Academy of Sciences sponsored the Woods Hole
Conference. Its director was a cognitive psychologist with a keen interest in
education and language — Jerome Bruner. The result of the conference was
a shift in emphasis for all schooling to the process of cognitive develop-
ment. “Process” became the new catchword. In 1966, about fifty teachers
of English from England and from the United States met to discuss com-
mon problems. What the Americans discovered was that the British did not
teach writing as discipline specific. The British, rather than teach writing to
serve some external purpose or genre, taught writing as a process of individ-
ual development, a matter of self-discovery. This was the Dartmouth Con-
ference. Its discoveries fit well with the Woods Hole discoveries.
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Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Woods Hole and Dartmouth made for a new attention to the whole con-
cept of process. Writers and teachers like Donald Murray, Ken Macrorie, and
Peter Elbow turned to what they knew as writers and as teachers to shed light
on what writers do when they write. At about the same time, researchers in
composition were heeding the call provided by Richard Braddock, Richard
Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer’s Research in Written Composition, a collec-
tion of research on composing to 1963. Their call? More research on writing
itself (as opposed to products or pedagogy). Janet Emig’s The Composing
Processes of Twelfth Graders was the first significant answer to the call. Others
presented here looked to what professional writers do when they revise that
students in writing classes don’t do, and what Basic Writers—students not
quite ready for the tasks of college literacy —do when they write.

So writing is a process. But that doesn’t mean that at the end of the
process there won’t be a product. The idea is to place greater emphasis on
the process than on the product. Rhetorician Walter Ong reminds us in a
classic article that combines matters of literary criticism with rhetoric and
the teaching of writing, that there are consequences to the writing pro-
duced, that what is written affects and is affected by audiences, by readers.
Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford broaden the picture on audience. Then
comes the question as to whether “process” has overshadowed other con-
cerns with writing. This comes to be called “post-process theory,” a recon-
sideration of the givens of our conversation. Lee-Ann M. Kastman Breuch
tells us about post-process.
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Teach Writing as a Process
Not Product

DONALD M. MURRAY

Most of us are trained as English teachers by studying a product: writing. Our
critical skills are honed by examining literature, which is finished writing; lan-
guage as it has been used by authors. And then, fully trained in the autopsy, we
go out and are assigned to teach our students to write, to make language live.

Naturally we try to use our training. It’s an investment and so we teach
writing as a product, focusing our critical attentions on what our students
have done, as if they had passed literature in to us. It isn’t literature, of
course, and we use our skills, with which we can dissect and sometimes al-
most destroy Shakespeare or Robert Lowell to prove it.

Our students knew it wasn’t literature when they passed it in, and our at-
tack usually does little more than confirm their lack of self-respect for their
work and for themselves; we are as frustrated as our students, for conscien-
tious, doggedly responsible, repetitive autopsying doesn’t give birth to live
writing. The product doesn’t improve, and so, blaming the student—who
else? —we pass him along to the next teacher, who is trained, too often, the
same way we were. Year after year the student shudders under a barrage of crit-
icism, much of it brilliant, some of it stupid, and all of it irrelevant. No matter
how careful our criticisms, they do not help the student since when we teach
composition we are not teaching a product, we are teaching a process.

And once you can look at your composition program with the realiza-
tion you are teaching a process, you may be able to design a curriculum
which works. Not overnight, for writing is a demanding, intellectual process;

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Donald M. Murray presented this paper at the 1972 con-
vention of the New England Association of Teachers of English; it appeared in their journal,
The Leaflet, in November 1972. Reprinted with permission.
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but sooner than you think, for the process can be put to work to produce a
product which may be worth your reading.

What is the process we should teach? It is the process of discovery
through language. It is the process of exploration of what we know and what
we feel about what we know through language. It is the process of using lan-
guage to learn about our world, to evaluate what we learn about our world,
to communicate what we learn about our world.

Instead of teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished writ-
ing, and glory in its unfinishedness. We work with language in action. We
share with our students the continual excitement of choosing one word in-
stead of another, of searching for the one true word.

This is not a question of correct or incorrect, of etiquette or custom.
This is a matter of far higher importance. The writer, as he writes, is making
ethical decisions. He doesn’t test his words by a rule book, but by life. He
uses language to reveal the truth to himself so that he can tell it to others. It
is an exciting, eventful, evolving process.

This process of discovery through language we call writing can be intro-
duced to your classroom as soon as you have a very simple understanding of
that process, and as soon as you accept the full implications of teaching
process, not product.

The writing process itself can be divided into three stages: prewriting,
writing, and rewriting. The amount of time a writer spends in each stage de-
pends on his personality, his work habits, his maturity as a craftsman, and
the challenge of what he is trying to say. It is not a rigid lock-step process, but
most writers most of the time pass through these three stages.

Prewriting is everything that takes place before the first draft. Prewriting
usually takes about 85% of the writer’s time. It includes the awareness of his
world from which his subject is born. In prewriting, the writer focuses on
that subject, spots an audience, chooses a form which may carry his subject
to his audience. Prewriting may include research and daydreaming, note-
making and outlining, title-writing and lead-writing.

Writing is the act of producing a first draft. It is the fastest part of the
process, and the most frightening, for it is a commitment. When you com-
plete a draft you know how much, and how little, you know. And the writing
of this first draft—rough, searching, unfinished —may take as little as one
percent of the writer’s time.

Rewriting is reconsideration of subject, form, and audience. It is re-
searching, rethinking, redesigning, rewriting—and finally, line-by-line edit-
ing, the demanding, satisfying process of making each word right. It may
take many times the hours required for a first draft, perhaps the remaining
fourteen percent of the time the writer spends on the project.
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How do you motivate your student to pass through this process, perhaps
even pass through it again and again on the same piece of writing?

First by shutting up. When you are talking he isn’t writing. And you
don’t learn a process by talking about it, but by doing it. Next by placing the
opportunity for discovery in your student’s hands. When you give him an as-
signment you tell him what to say and how to say it, and thereby cheat your
student of the opportunity to learn the process of discovery we call writing.

To be a teacher of a process such as this takes qualities too few of us
have, but which most of us can develop. We have to be quiet, to listen, to re-
spond. We are not the initiator or the motivator; we are the reader, the
recipient.

We have to be patient and wait, and wait, and wait. The suspense in the
beginning of a writing course is agonizing for the teacher, but if we break
first, if we do the prewriting for our students they will not learn the largest
part of the writing process.

We have to respect the student, not for his product, not for the paper we
call literature by giving it a grade, but for the search for truth in which he is
engaged. We must listen carefully for those words that may reveal a truth,
that may reveal a voice. We must respect our student for his potential truth
and for his potential voice. We are coaches, encouragers, developers, cre-
ators of environments in which our students can experience the writing
process for themselves.

Let us see what some of the implications of teaching process, not prod-
uct, are for the composition curriculum.

Implication No. 1. The text of the writing course is the student’s own
writing. Students examine their own evolving writing and that of their class-
mates, so that they study writing while it is still a matter of choice, word by
word.

Implication No. 2. The student finds his own subject. It is not the job of
the teacher to legislate the student’s truth. It is the responsibility of the stu-
dent to explore his own world with his own language, to discover his own
meaning. The teacher supports but does not direct this expedition to the stu-
dent’s own truth.

Implication No. 3. The student uses his own language. Too often, as
writer and teacher Thomas Williams points out, we teach English to our stu-
dents as if it were a foreign language. Actually, most of our students have
learned a great deal of language before they come to us, and they are quite
willing to exploit that language if they are allowed to embark on a serious
search for their own truth.

Implication No. 4. The student should have the opportunity to write all
the drafts necessary for him to discover what he has to say on this particular
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subject. Each new draft, of course, is counted as equal to a new paper. You
are not teaching a product, you are teaching a process.

Implication No. 5. The student is encouraged to attempt any form of
writing which may help him discover and communicate what he has to say.
The process which produces “creative” and “functional” writing is the same.
You are not teaching products such as business letters and poetry, narrative
and exposition. You are teaching a product your students can use —now and
in the future—to produce whatever product his subject and his audience
demand.

Implication No. 6. Mechanics come last. It is important to the writer,
once he has discovered what he has to say, that nothing get between him
and his reader. He must break only those traditions of written communica-
tion which would obscure his meaning.

Implication No. 7. There must be time for the writing process to take
place and time for it to end. The writer must work within the stimulating
tension of unpressured time to think and dream and stare out windows, and
pressured time —the deadline—to which the writer must deliver.

Implication No. 8. Papers are examined to see what other choices the
writer might make. The primary responsibility for seeing the choices is the
student. He is learning a process. His papers are always unfinished, evolving,
until the end of the marking period. A grade finishes a paper, the way publi-
cation usually does. The student writer is not graded on drafts any more
than a concert pianist is judged on his practice sessions rather than on his
performance. The student writer is graded on what he has produced at the
end of the writing process.

Implication No. 9. The students are individuals who must explore the
writing process in their own way, some fast, some slow, whatever it takes for
them, within the limits of the course deadlines, to find their own way to their
own truth.

Implication No. 10. There are no rules, no absolutes, just alternatives.
What works one time may not another. All writing is experimental.

None of these implications require a special schedule, exotic training,
extensive new materials or gadgetry, new classrooms, or an increase in fed-
eral, state, or local funds. They do not even require a reduced teaching load.
What they do require is a teacher who will respect and respond to his stu-
dents, not for what they have done, but for what they may do; not for what
they have produced, but for what they may produce, if they are given an op-
portunity to see writing as a process, not a product.
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Writing as a Mode of Learning

JANET EMIG

e

Writing represents a unique mode of learning—not merely valuable, not
merely special, but unique. That will be my contention in this paper. The
thesis is straightforward. Writing serves learning uniquely because writing
as process-and-product possesses a cluster of attributes that correspond
uniquely to certain powerful learning strategies.

Although the notion is clearly debatable, it is scarcely a private belief.
Some of the most distinguished contemporary psychologists have at least im-
plied such a role for writing as heuristic. Lev Vygotsky, A. R. Luria, and
Jerome Bruner, for example, have all pointed out that higher cognitive func-
tions, such as analysis and synthesis, seem to develop most fully only with
the support system of verbal language — particularly, it seems, of written lan-
guage.! Some of their arguments and evidence will be incorporated here.

Here I have a prior purpose: to describe as tellingly as possible how writ-
ing uniquely corresponds to certain powerful learning strategies. Making
such a case for the uniqueness of writing should logically and theoretically
involve establishing many contrasts, distinctions between (1) writing and all
other verbal languaging processes—listening, reading, and especially talk-
ing; (2) writing and all other forms of composing, such as composing a
painting, a symphony, a dance, a film, a building; and (3) composing in
words and composing in the two other major graphic symbol systems of
mathematical equations and scientific formulae. For the purposes of this
paper, the task is simpler, since most students are not permitted by most cur-
ricula to discover the values of composing, say, in dance, or even in film;
and most students are not sophisticated enough to create, to originate for-
mulations, using the highly abstruse symbol system of equations and formu-

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 28.2 (May 1977): 122-28. Copy-
right © 1977 by Janet Emig. Used with permission.
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lae. Verbal language represents the most available medium for composing;
in fact, the significance of sheer availability in its selection as a mode for
learning can probably not be overstressed. But the uniqueness of writing
among the verbal languaging processes does need to be established and sup-
ported if only because so many curricula and courses in English still consist
almost exclusively of reading and listening.

WRITING AS A UNIQUE LANGUAGING PROCESS

Traditionally, the four languaging processes of listening, talking, reading,
and writing are paired in either of two ways. The more informative seems to
be the division many linguists make between first-order and second-order
processes, with talking and listening characterized as first-order processes;
reading and writing, as second-order. Firstorder processes are acquired
without formal or systematic instruction; the second-order processes of read-
ing and writing tend to be learned initially only with the aid of formal and
systematic instruction.

The less useful distinction is that between listening and reading as re-
ceptive functions and talking and writing as productive functions. Critics of
these terms like Louise Rosenblatt rightfully point out that the connotation
of passivity too often accompanies the notion of receptivity when reading,
like listening, is a vital, construing act.

An additional distinction, so simple it may have been previously over-
looked, resides in two criteria: the matters of origination and of graphic record-
ing. Writing is originating and creating a unique verbal construct that is
graphically recorded. Reading is creating or re-creating but not originating a
verbal construct that is graphically recorded. Listening is creating or re-creating
but not originating a verbal construct that is not graphically recorded. Talking
is creating and originating a verbal construct that is not graphically recorded
(except for the circuitous routing of a transcribed tape). Note that a distinction
is being made between creating and originating, separable processes.

For talking, the nearest languaging process, additional distinctions should
probably be made. (What follows is not a denigration of talk as a valuable
mode of learning.) A silent classroom or one filled only with the teacher’s
voice is anathema to learning. For evidence of the cognitive value of talk, one
can look to some of the persuasive monographs coming from the London
Schools Council project on writing: From Information to Understanding by
Nancy Martin or From Talking to Writing by Peter Medway.? We also know
that for some of us, talking is a valuable, even necessary, form of pre-writing.
In his curriculum, James Moffett makes the value of such talk quite explicit.
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But to say that talking is a valuable form of pre-writing is not to say that
writing is talk recorded, an inaccuracy appearing in far too many composi-
tion texts. Rather, a number of contemporary trans-disciplinary sources sug-
gest that talking and writing may emanate from different organic sources and
represent quite different, possibly distinct, language functions. In Thought
and Language, Vygotsky notes that “written speech is a separate linguistic
function, differing from oral speech in both structure and mode of function-
ing.”> The sociolinguist Dell Hymes, in a valuable issue of Daedalus, “Lan-
guage as a Human Problem,” makes a comparable point: “That speech and
writing are not simply interchangeable, and have developed historically in
ways at least partly autonomous, is obvious.” At the first session of the Buffalo
Conference on Researching Composition (4-5 October 1975), the first point
of unanimity among the participant-speakers with interests in developmental
psychology, media, dreams and aphasia was that talking and writing were
markedly different functions.> Some of us who work rather steadily with writ-
ing research agree. We also believe that there are hazards, conceptually and
pedagogically, in creating too complete an analogy between talking and writ-
ing, in blurring the very real differences between the two.

What Are These Differences?
1. Writing is learned behavior; talking is natural, even irrepressible,
behavior.
2. Writing then is an artificial process; talking is not.

3. Writing is a technological device —not the wheel, but early enough
to qualify as primary technology; talking is organic, natural, earlier.

4. Most writing is slower than most talking.

5. Writing is stark, barren, even naked as a medium; talking is rich,
luxuriant, inherently redundant.

6. Talk leans on the environment; writing must provide its own
context.

7. With writing, the audience is usually absent; with talking, the lis-
tener is usually present.

8. Writing usually results in a visible graphic product; talking usually
does not.

9. Perhaps because there is a product involved, writing tends to be a
more responsible and committed act than talking.

10. It can even be said that throughout history, an aura, an ambience, a
mystique has usually encircled the written word; the spoken word
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has for the most part proved ephemeral and treated mundanely (ig-
nore, please, our recent national history).

11. Because writing is often our representation of the world made visi-
ble, embodying both process and product, writing is more readily a
form and source of learning than talking.

UNIQUE CORRESPONDENCES
BETWEEN LEARNING AND WRITING

What then are some unique correspondences between learning and writing?
To begin with some definitions: Learning can be defined in many ways, ac-
cording to one’s predilections and training, with all statements about learn-
ing of course hypothetical. Definitions range from the chemo-physiological
(“Learning is changed patterns of protein synthesis in relevant portions of
the cortex”)® to transactive views drawn from both philosophy and psychol-
ogy (John Dewey, Jean Piaget) that learning is the re-organization or con-
firmation of a cognitive scheme in light of an experience.” What the
speculations seem to share is consensus about certain features and strategies
that characterize successful learning. These include the importance of the
classic attributes of re-inforcement and feedback. In most hypotheses, suc-
cessful learning is also connective and selective. Additionally, it makes use
of propositions, hypotheses, and other elegant summarizers. Finally, it is ac-
tive, engaged, personal —more specifically, self-rhythmed —in nature.

Jerome Bruner, like Jean Piaget, through a comparable set of categories,
posits three major ways in which we represent and deal with actuality: (1)
enactive—we learn “by doing”; (2) iconic—we learn “by depiction in an
image”; and (3) representational or symbolic—we learn “by restatement in
words.”® To overstate the matter, in enactive learning, the hand predomi-
nates; in iconic, the eye; and in symbolic, the brain.

What is striking about writing as a process is that, by its very nature, all
three ways of dealing with actuality are simultaneously or almost simultane-
ously deployed. That is, the symbolic transformation of experience through
the specific symbol system of verbal language is shaped into an icon (the
graphic product) by the enactive hand. If the most efficacious learning oc-
curs when learning is re-inforced, then writing through its inherent re-
inforcing cycle involving hand, eye, and brain marks a uniquely powerful
multi-representational mode for learning.

Writing is also integrative in perhaps the most basic possible sense: the
organic, the functional. Writing involves the fullest possible functioning of

10
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the brain, which entails the active participation in the process of both the
left and the right hemispheres. Writing is markedly bispheral, although in
some popular accounts, writing is inaccurately presented as a chiefly left-
hemisphere activity, perhaps because the linear written product is somehow
regarded as analogue for the process that created it; and the left hemisphere
seems to process material linearly.

The right hemisphere, however, seems to make at least three, perhaps
four, major contributions to the writing process—probably, to the creative
process generically. First, several researchers, such as Geschwind and Sny-
der of Harvard and Zaidal of Cal Tech, through markedly different experi-
ments, have very tentatively suggested that the right hemisphere is the
sphere, even the seat, of emotions.” Second —or perhaps as an illustration of
the first—Howard Gardner, in his important study of the brain-damaged,
notes that our sense of emotional appropriateness in discourse may reside in

the right sphere:

Emotional appropriateness, in sum — being related not only to what is said,
but to how it is said and to what is not said, as well —is crucially dependent
on right hemisphere intactness.!?

Third, the right hemisphere seems to be the source of intuition, of sudden
gestalts, of flashes of images, of abstractions occurring as visual or spatial
wholes, as the initiating metaphors in the creative process. A familiar exam-
ple: William Faulkner noted in his Paris Review interview that The Sound
and the Fury began as the image of a little girl’s muddy drawers as she sat in a
tree watching her grandmother’s funeral.!!

Also, a unique form of feedback, as well as reinforcement, exists with
writing, because information from the process is immediately and visibly
available as that portion of the product already written. The importance for
learning of a product in a familiar and available medium for immediate, lit-
eral (that is, visual) re-scanning and review cannot perhaps be overstated. In
his remarkable study of purportedly blind sculptors, Géza Révész found that
without sight, persons cannot move beyond a literal transcription of ele-
ments into any manner of symbolic transformation —by definition, the cen-
tral requirement for reformulation and re-interpretation, i.e., revision, that
most aptly named process.!?

As noted in the second paragraph, Vygotsky and Luria, like Bruner, have
written importantly about the connections between learning and writing. In
his essay “The Psychobiology of Psychology,” Bruner lists as one of six axioms
regarding learning: “We are connective.”!* Another correspondence then be-
tween learning and writing: in Thought and Language, Vygotsky notes that

11
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writing makes a unique demand in that the writer must engage in “deliberate
semantics” —in Vygotsky’s elegant phrase, “deliberate structuring of the web
of meaning.”!* Such structuring is required because, for Vygotsky, writing
centrally represents an expansion of inner speech, that mode whereby we
talk to ourselves, which is “maximally compact” and “almost entirely pred-
icative”; written speech is a mode which is “maximally detailed” and which
requires explicitly supplied subjects and topics. The medium then of written
verbal language requires the establishment of systematic connections and
relationships. Clear writing by definition is that writing which signals with-
out ambiguity the nature of conceptual relationships, whether they be coor-
dinate, subordinate, superordinate, causal, or something other.

Successful learning is also engaged, committed, personal learning. In-
deed, impersonal learning may be an anomalous concept, like the very no-
tion of objectivism itself. As Michael Polanyi states simply at the
beginning of Personal Knowledge: “the ideal of strict objectivism is ab-
surd.” (How many courses and curricula in English, science, and all else
does that one sentence reduce to rubble?) Indeed, the theme of Personal
Knowledge is that

into every act of knowing there enters a passionate contribution of the per-
son knowing what is being known, . . . this coefficient is no mere imperfec-
tion but a vital component of his knowledge.!®

In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Robert Pirsig states a compa-
rable theme:

The Quality which creates the world emerges as a relationship between
man and his experience. He is a participant in the creation of all things.!®

Finally, the psychologist George Kelly has as the central notion in his
subtle and compelling theory of personal constructs man as a scientist
steadily and actively engaged in making and re-making his hypotheses about
the nature of the universe.!’

We are acquiring as well some empirical confirmation about the impor-
tance of engagement in, as well as self-selection of, a subject for the student
learning to write and writing to learn. The recent Sanders and Littlefield
study, reported in Research in the Teaching of English, is persuasive evi-
dence on this point, as well as being a model for a certain type of research.!®

As Luria implies in the quotation above, writing is self-rhythmed. One
writes best as one learns best, at one’s own pace. Or to connect the two
processes, writing can sponsor learning because it can match its pace. Sup-
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port for the importance of self-pacing to learning can be found in Benjamin
Bloom’s important study “Time and Learning.”!” Evidence for the signifi-
cance of self-pacing to writing can be found in the reason Jean-Paul Sartre
gave last summer for not using the tape-recorder when he announced that
blindness in his second eye had forced him to give up writing:

[ think there is an enormous difference between speaking and writing. One
rereads what one rewrites. But one can read slowly or quickly: in other
words, you do not know how long you will have to take deliberating over a
sentence. . . . If [ listen to a tape recorder, the listening speed is determined
by the speed at which the tape turns and not by my own needs. Therefore I
will always be either lagging behind or running ahead of the machine.?

Wiriting is connective as a process in a more subtle and perhaps more
significant way, as Luria points out in what may be the most powerful para-
graph of rationale ever supplied for writing as heuristic:

Written speech is bound up with the inhibition of immediate synpractical
connections. It assumes a much slower, repeated mediating process of analy-
sis and synthesis, which makes it possible not only to develop the required
thought, but even to revert to its earlier stages, thus transforming the sequen-
tial chain of connections in a simultaneous, self-reviewing structure. Written
speech thus represents a new and powerful instrument of thought.?!

But first to explicate: writing inhibits “immediate synpractical connec-
tions.” Luria defines synpraxis as “concrete-active” situations in which lan-
guage does not exist independently but as a “fragment” of an ongoing action
“outside of which it is incomprehensible.”?? In Language and Learning,
James Britton defines it succinctly as “speech-cum-action.”?* Writing, un-
like talking, restrains dependence upon the actual situation. Writing as a
mode is inherently more self-reliant than speaking. Moreover, as Bruner
states in explicating Vygotsky, “Writing virtually forces a remoteness of refer-
ence on the language user.”**

Luria notes what has already been noted above: that writing, typically, is
a “much slower” process than talking. But then he points out the relation of
this slower pace to learning: this slower pace allows for—indeed, encour-
ages—the shuttling among past, present, and future. Writing, in other
words, connects the three major tenses of our experience to make meaning.
And the two major modes by which these three aspects are united are the
processes of analysis and synthesis: analysis, the breaking of entities into
their constituent parts; and synthesis, combining or fusing these, often into
fresh arrangements or amalgams.

13

30



Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Finally, writing is epigenetic, with the complex evolutionary develop-
ment of thought steadily and graphically visible and available throughout as a
record of the journey, from jottings and notes to full discursive formulations.

For a summary of the correspondences stressed here between certain
learning strategies and certain attributes of writing see Figure 1.

This essay represents a first effort to make a certain kind of case for writ-
ing —specifically, to show its unique value for learning. It is at once over-
elaborate and under specific. Too much of the formulation is in the
off-putting jargon of the learning theorist, when my own predilection would
have been to emulate George Kelly and to avoid terms like reinforcement
and feedback since their use implies that I live inside a certain paradigm
about learning I don’t truly inhabit. Yet I hope that the essay will start a cru-
cial line of inquiry; for unless the losses to learners of not writing are com-
pellingly described and substantiated by experimental and speculative
research, writing itself as a central academic process may not long endure.

Figure 1 Unique cluster of correspondences between certain learning strategies
and certain attributes of writing.

Selected Characteristics of Successful Selected Attributes of Writing
Learning Strategies Process and Product
1. Profits from multi-representational 1. Represents process uniquely multi-
and integrative re-inforcement representational and integrative
2. Seeks self-provided feedback: 2. Represents powerful instance of
self-provided feedback:
a. immediate a. provides product uniquely

available for immediate feedback
(review and re-evaluation)

b. long-term b. provides record of evolution of
thought since writing is epi-
genetic as process-and-product

3. Is connective: 3. Provides connections:
a. makes generative conceptual a. establishes explicit and
groupings, synthetic and analytic systernatic conceptual groupings

through lexical, syntactic, and
rhetorical devices

b. proceeds from propositions, b. represents most available means
hypotheses, and other elegant (verbal language) for economic
summarizers recording of abstract formulations

4. Is active, engaged, personal — 4. Is active, engaged, personal —
notably, self-rhythmed notably, self-rhythmed
14

31



Writing as a Mode of Learning

NOTES

1. Lev S. Vygotsky, Thought and Language, trans. Eugenia Hanfmann and Gertrude
Vakar (Cambridge: The M.LT. Press, 1962); A. R. Luria and F. la. Yudovich, Speech and the
Development of Mental Processes in the Child, ed. Joan Simon (Baltimore: Penguin, 1971);
Jerome S. Bruner, The Relevance of Education (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1971).

2. Nancy Martin, From Information to Understanding (London: Schools Council Pro-
ject Writing Across the Curriculum, 11-13, 1973); Peter Medway, From Talking to Writing
(London: Schools Council Project Writing Across the Curriculum, 11-13, 1973).

3. Vygotsky, p. 98.

4. Dell Hymes, “On the Origins and Foundations of Inequality Among Speakers,”
Daedalus, 102 (Summer, 1973), 69.

5. Participant-speakers were Loren Barrett, University of Michigan; Gerald O’Grady,
SUNY/Buffalo; Hollis Frampton, SUNY/Buffalo; and Janet Emig, Rutgers.

6. George Steiner, After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1975), p. 287.

7. John Dewey, Experience and Education (New York: Macmillan, 1938); Jean Piaget,
Biology and Knowledge: An Essay on the Relations between Organic Regulations and Cogni-
tive Processes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971).

8. Bruner, pp. 7-8.

9. Boyce Rensberger, “Language Ability Found in Right Side of Brain,” New York
Times, 1 August 1975, p. 14.

10. Howard Gardner, The Shattered Mind: The Person After Brain Damage (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), p. 372.

11. William Faulkner, Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews, ed. Malcolm Cow-
ley (New York: The Viking Press, 1959), p. 130.

12. Géza Révész, Psychology and Art of the Blind, trans. H. A. Wolff (London:
Longmans-Green, 1950).

13. Bruner, p. 126.

14. Vygotsky, p. 100.

15. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Toward a Post-Critical Philosophy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1958), p. viii.

16. Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (New York: William Mor-
row and Co,, Inc., 1974), p. 212.

17. George Kelly, A Theory of Personality: The Psychology of Personal Constructs (New
York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1963).

18. Sara E. Sanders and John H. Littlefield, “Perhaps Test Essays Can Reflect Signifi-
cant Improvement in Freshman Composition: Report on a Successful Attempt,” RTE, 9
(Fall, 1975), 145-153.

19. Benjamin Bloom, “Time and Learning,” American Psychologist, 29 (September
1974), 682-688.

20. Jean-Paul Sartre, “Sartre at Seventy: An Interview,” with Michel Contat, New York
Review of Books, 7 August 1975.

21. Luria, p. 118.

22. Luria, p. 50.

23. James Britton, Language and Learning (Baltimore: Penguin, 1971), pp. 10-11.

24. Bruner, p. 47.

15 32



The Composing Processes

of Unskilled College Writers

SONDRA PERL

This paper presents the pertinent findings from a study of the composing
processes of five unskilled college writers (Perl, 1978). The first part summa-
rizes the goals of the original study, the kinds of data collected, and the re-
search methods employed. The second part is a synopsis of the study of
Tony, one of the original five case studies. The third part presents a con-
densed version of the findings on the composing process and discusses these
findings in light of current pedagogical practice and research design.

GOALS OF THE STUDY

This research addressed three major questions: (1) How do unskilled writers
write? (2) Can their writing processes be analyzed in a systematic, replicable
manner? and (3) What does an increased understanding of their processes
suggest about the nature of composing in general and the manner in which
writing is taught in the schools?

In recent years, interest in the composing process has grown (Britton,
1975; Burton, 1973; Cooper, 1974; Emig, 1967, 1971). In 1963, Braddock,
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer, writing on the state of research in written compo-
sition, included the need for “direct observation” and case study procedures
in their suggestions for future research (pp. 24, 31-32). In a section entitled
“Unexplored Territory,” they listed basic unanswered questions such as,
“What is involved in the act of writing?” and “Of what does skill in writing

Reprinted from Research in the Teaching of English 13.4 (December 1979): 317-36. Used

with permission.
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actually consist?” (p. 51). Fifteen years later, Cooper and Odell (1978)
edited a volume similar in scope, only this one was devoted entirely to issues
and questions related to research on composing. This volume in particular
signals a shift in emphasis in writing research. Alongside the traditional,
large scale experimental studies, there is now widespread recognition of the
need for works of a more modest, probing nature, works that attempt to elu-
cidate basic processes. The studies on composing that have been completed
to date are precisely of this kind; they are small-scale studies, based on the
systematic observation of writers engaged in the process of writing (Emig,
1971; Graves, 1973; Mischel, 1974; Pianko, 1977; Stallard, 1974).

For all of its promise, this body of research has yet to produce work that
would insure wide recognition for the value of process studies of composing.
One limitation of work done to date is methodological. Narrative descriptions
of composing processes do not provide sufficiently graphic evidence for the
perception of underlying regularities and patterns. Without such evidence, it is
difficult to generate well-defined hypotheses and to move from exploratory re-
search to more controlled experimental studies. A second limitation pertains to
the subjects studied. To date no examination of composing processes has dealt
primarily with unskilled writers. As long as “average” or skilled writers are the
focus, it remains unclear as to how process research will provide teachers with a
firmer understanding of the needs of students with serious writing problems.

The present study is intended to carry process research forward by ad-
dressing both of these limitations. One prominent feature of the research de-
sign involves the development and use of a meaningful and replicable
method for rendering the composing process as a sequence of observable and
scorable behaviors. A second aspect of the design is the focus on students
whose writing problems baffle the teachers charged with their education.

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

This study took place during the 1975-76 fall semester at Eugenio Maria de
Hostos Community College of the City University of New York. Students
were selected for the study on the basis of two criteria: writing samples that
qualified them as unskilled writers and willingness to participate. Each stu-
dent met with the researcher for five 90-minute sessions (see Table 1). Four
sessions were devoted to writing with the students directed to compose
aloud, to externalize their thinking processes as much as possible, during
each session. In one additional session, a writing profile on the students’ per-
ceptions and memories of writing was developed through the use of an
open-ended interview. All of the sessions took place in a soundproof room in
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Table 1 Design of the study.
Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5
(S1) (S2) (S3) (S4) (S5)
Mode Extensive Reflexive Extensive Reflexive
"Topic Society & Society & Interview:  Capitalism  Capitalism
Culture Culture Wiriting
Profile
Directions Students Students Students Students
told to told to told to told to
compose compose compose compose
aloud; no aloud; no aloud; also  aloud; also
other other directed to directed to
directions directions talk out talk out
given given ideas before  ideas before
writing writing

the college library. Throughout each session, the researcher assumed a non-
interfering role.

The topics for writing were developed in an introductory social science
course in which the five students were enrolled. The “content” material they
were studying was divided into two modes: extensive, in which the writer was
directed to approach the material in an objective, impersonal fashion, and re-
flexive, in which the writer was directed to approach similar material in an af-
fective, personalized fashion. Contrary to Emig’s (1971) definitions, in this
study it was assumed that the teacher was always the audience.

DATA ANALYSIS

Three kinds of data were collected in this study: the students’ written prod-
ucts, their composing tapes, and their responses to the interview. Each of
these was studied carefully and then discussed in detail in each of the five
case study presentations. Due to limitations of space, this paper will review
only two of the data sets generated in the study.

Coding the Composing Process

One of the goals of this research was to devise a tool for describing the move-
ments that occur during composing. In the past such descriptions have taken
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the form of narratives which detail, with relative precision and insight, observ-
able composing behaviors; however, these narratives provide no way of ascer-
taining the frequency, relative importance, and place of each behavior within
an individual’s composing process. As such, they are cumbersome and difficult
to replicate. Furthermore, lengthy, idiosyncratic narratives run the risk of leav-
ing underlying patterns and regularities obscure. In contrast, the method cre-
ated in this research provides a means of viewing the composing process that is:

I. Standardized —it introduces a coding system for observing the com-
posing process that can be replicated,;

2. Categorical —it labels specific, observable behaviors so that types of
composing movements are revealed;

3. Concise—it presents the entire sequence of composing movements
on one or two pages;

4. Structural —it provides a way of determining how parts of the process
relate to the whole; and

5. Diachronic—it presents the sequences of movements that occur
during composing as they unfold in time.

In total, the method allows the researcher to apprehend a process as it un-
folds. It lays out the movements or behavior sequences in such a way that if
patterns within a student’s process or among a group of students exist, they
become apparent.

The Code

The method consists of coding each composing behavior exhibited by the
student and charting each behavior on a continuum. During this study, the
coding occurred after the student had finished composing and was done by
working from the student’s written product and the audiotape of the session.
It was possible to do this since the tape captured both what the student was
saying and the literal sound of the pen moving across the page. As a result, it
was possible to determine when students were talking, when they were writ-
ing, when both occurred simultaneously, and when neither occurred.

The major categorical divisions in this coding system are talking, writ-
ing, and reading; however, it was clear that there are various kinds of talk
and various kinds of writing and reading operations, and that a coding sys-
tem would need to distinguish among these various types. In this study the
following operations were distinguished:
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General planning [PL]—organizing one’s thoughts for writing, dis-
cussing how one will proceed.

Local planning [PLL] —talking out what idea will come next.

. Global planning [PLG]—discussing changes in drafts.

Commenting [C]—sighing, making a comment or judgment
about the topic.

Interpreting [I] —rephrasing the topic to get a “handle” on it.

Assessing [A(+); A(-)]—making a judgment about one’s writing;
may be positive or negative.

7. Questioning [Q] —asking a question.

8. Talking leading to writing [T—W]—voicing ideas on the topic,

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.
15.

tentatively finding one’s way, but not necessarily being committed
to or using all one is saying.

Talking and writing at the same time [TW]— composing aloud in
such a way that what one is saying is actually being written at the
same time.

Repeating [re] —repeating written or unwritten phrases a number
of times.

Reading related to the topic:

a. Reading the directions [Rp)

b. Reading the question [Rg]

c. Reading the statement [Rg]

Reading related to one’s own written product:

a. Reading one sentence or a few words [R?]

b. Reading a number of sentences together [R* ]

c. Reading the entire draft through [RV!]

Wiriting silently [W].

Writing aloud [TW].

Editing [E]:

a. Adding syntactic markers, words, phrases, or clauses [Eadd]
b. Deleting syntactic markers, words, phrases, or clauses [Edel]
c. Indicating concern for a grammatical rule [Egr]

d. Adding, deleting, or considering the use of punctuation [Epunc]
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e. Considering or changing spelling [Esp]

f. Changing the sentence structure through embedding, coordina-
tion or subordination [Ess]

g. Indicating concern for appropriate vocabulary (word choice)
[Ewc]

h. Considering or changing verb form [Evc]

16. Periods of silence [s].

By taking specific observable behaviors that occur during composing
and supplying labels for them, this system thus far provides a way of analyz-
ing the process that is categorical and capable of replication. In order to
view the frequency and the duration of composing behaviors and the rela-
tion between one particular behavior and the whole process, these behaviors
need to be depicted graphically to show their duration and sequence.

The Continuum

The second component of this system is the construction of a time line and
a numbering system. In this study, blank charts with lines like the following
were designed:

A ten-digit interval corresponds to one minute and is keyed to a counter
on a tape recorder. By listening to the tape and watching the counter, it is
possible to determine the nature and duration of each operation. As each
behavior is heard on the tape, it is coded and then noted on the chart with
the counter used as a time marker. For example, if a student during prewrit-
ing reads the directions and the question twice and then begins to plan ex-
actly what she is going to say, all within the first minute, it would be coded

like this:

Prewriting

RDRORDRQPLL

If at this point the student spends two minutes writing the first sentence, dur-
ing which time she pauses, rereads the question, continues writing, and
then edits for spelling before continuing on, it would be coded like this:
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I\

f N
TW, /s/RQ  TW,[Esp]TW,

At this point two types of brackets and numbering systems have ap-
peared. The initial sublevel number linked with the TW code indicates
which draft the student is working on. TW) indicates the writing of the first
draft; TW; and TW; indicate the writing of the second and third drafts.
Brackets such as [Esp] separate these operations from writing and indicate
the amount of time the operation takes. The upper-level number above the
horizontal bracket indicates which sentence in the written product is being
written and the length of the bracket indicates the amount of time spent on
the writing of each sentence. All horizontal brackets refer to sentences, and
from the charts it is possible to see when sentences are grouped together and
written in a chunk (adjacent brackets) or when each sentence is produced
in isolation (gaps between brackets). (See Appendix for sample chart.)

The charts can be read by moving along the time line, noting which be-
haviors occur and in what sequence. Three types of comments are also
included in the charts. In bold-face type, the beginning and end of each
draft are indicated; in lighter type-face, comments on the actual composing
movements are provided; and in the lightest type-face, specific statements
made by students or specific words they found particularly troublesome are
noted.

From the charts, the following information can be determined:

the amount of time spent during prewriting;

the strategies used during prewriting;

the amount of time spent writing each sentence;

the behaviors that occur while each sentence is being written;

when sentences are written in groups or “chunks” (Huent writing);

NV W

when sentences are written in isolation (choppy or sporadic
writing);

7. the amount of time spent between sentences;

8. the behaviors that occur between sentences;

9. when editing occurs (during the writing of sentences, between sen-
tences, in the time between drafts);

10. the frequency of editing behavior;

Q 23
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11. the nature of the editing operations; and

12. where and in what frequency pauses or periods of silence occur in
the process.

The charts, or composing style sheets as they are called, do not explain what
students wrote but rather how they wrote. They indicate, on one page, the se-
quences of behavior that occur from the beginning of the process to the end.
From them it is possible to determine where and how these behaviors fall into
patterns and whether these patterns vary according to the mode of discourse.

It should be noted that although the coding system is presented before
the analysis of the data, it was derived from the data and then used as the
basis for generalizing about the patterns and behavioral sequences found
within each student’s process. These individual patterns were reported in
each of the five case studies. Thus, initially, a style sheet was constructed for
each writing session on each student. When there were four style sheets for
each student, it was possible to determine if composing patterns existed
among the group. The summary of results reported here is based on the pat-
terns revealed by these charts.

Analyzing Miscues in the Writing Process

Miscue analysis is based on Goodman’s model of the reading process. Cre-
ated in 1962, it has become a widespread tool for studying what students do
when they read and is based on the premise that reading is a psycholinguis-
tic process which “uses language, in written form, to get to the meaning”
(Goodman, 1973, p. 4). Miscue analysis “involves its user in examining the
observed behavior of oral readers as an interaction between language and
thought, as a process of constructing meaning from a graphic display”
(Goodman, 1973, p. 4). Methodologically, the observer analyzes the mis-
match that occurs when readers make responses during oral reading that dif-
fer from the text. This mismatch or miscueing is then analyzed from
Goodman’s “meaning-getting” model, based on the assumption that “the
reader’s preoccupation with meaning will show in his miscues, because they
will tend to result in language that still makes sense” (Goodman, 1973, p. 9).

In the present study, miscue analysis was adapted from Goodman’s
model in order to provide insight into the writing process. Since students
composed aloud, two types of oral behaviors were available for study: encod-
ing processes or what students spoke while they were writing and decoding
processes or what students “read”! after they had finished writing. When a
discrepancy existed between encoding or decoding and what was on the
paper, it was referred to as miscue.
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For encoding, the miscue analysis was carried out in the following
manner:

1. The students’ written products were typed, preserving the original
style and spelling.

2. What students said while composing aloud was checked against the
written products; discrepancies were noted on the paper wherever
they occurred.

3. The discrepancies were categorized and counted.
Three miscue categories were derived for encoding:

1. Speaking complete ideas but omitting certain words during writing.

2. Pronouncing words with plural markers or other suffixes completely
but omitting these endings during writing.

3. Pronouncing the desired word but writing a homonym, an approxi-
mation of the word or a personal abbreviation of the word on paper.

For decoding, similar procedures were used, this time comparing the
words of the written product with what the student “read” orally. When a
discrepancy occurred, it was noted. The discrepancies were then catego-
rized and counted.

Four miscue categories were derived for decoding:

1. “Reading in” missing words or word endings;

2. Deleting words or word endings;

3. “Reading” the desired word rather than the word on the page;
4

. “Reading” abbreviations and misspellings as though they were writ-
ten correctly.

A brief summary of the results of this analysis appears in the findings.

SYNOPSIS OF A CASE STUDY

Tony was a 20-year-old ex-Marine born and raised in the Bronx, New York.
Like many Puerto Ricans born in the United States, he was able to speak
Spanish, but he considered English his native tongue. In the eleventh grade,
Tony left high school, returning three years later to take the New York State
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high school equivalency exam. As a freshman in college, he was also work-
ing part-time to support a child and a wife from whom he was separated.

Behaviors

The composing style sheets provide an overview of the observable behaviors
exhibited by Tony during the composing process. (See Appendix for samples
of Tony’s writing and the accompanying composing style sheet.) The most
salient feature of Tony’s composing process was its recursiveness. Tony rarely
produced a sentence without stopping to reread either a part or the whole.
This repetition set up a particular kind of composing thythm, one that was
cumulative in nature and that set ideas in motion by its very repetitiveness.
Thus, as can be seen from any of the style sheets, talking led to writing
which led to reading which led to planning which again led to writing.

The style sheets indicated a difference in the composing rhythms exhib-
ited in the extensive and reflexive modes. On the extensive topics there was
not only more repetition within each sentence but also many more pauses
and repetitions between sentences, with intervals often lasting as long as two
minutes. On the reflexive topics, sentences were often written in groups,
with fewer rereadings and only minimal time intervals separating the cre-
ation of one sentence from another.

Editing occurred consistently in all sessions. From the moment Tony
began writing, he indicated a concern for correct form that actually inhib-
ited the development of ideas. In none of the writing sessions did he ever
write more than two sentences before he began to edit. While editing fit into
his overall recursive pattern, it simultaneously interrupted the composing
rhythm he had just initiated.

During the intervals between drafts, Tony read his written work, assessed
his writing, planned new phrasings, transitions or endings, read the direc-
tions and the question over, and edited once again.

Tony performed these operations in both the extensive and reflexive
modes and was remarkably consistent in all of his composing operations.
The style sheets attest both to this consistency and to the densely packed,
tight quality of Tony’s composing process— indeed, if the notations on these
sheets were any indication at all, it was clear that Tony’s composing process
was so full that there was little room left for invention or change.

Fluency

Table 2 provides a numerical analysis of Tony’s writing performance. Here
it is possible to compare not only the amount of time spent on the various
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Table 2 Tony: Summary of four writing sessions (time in minutes).

S1 TW, S4 T->W
Drafts | Words Time Drafts | Words Time
52 Prewriting: 7.8 Prewriting: 8.0
S5 1wl | 132 18.8 Wl | 182 29.0
s | w2 170 51.0 W2 174 33.9
S | Total | 302 | Total Total | 356 | Total
@ composing: 91.2* composing: 82.0*
S2 TW, S5 TH-W
Drafts | Words Time Drafts | Words Time
- Prewriting: 3.5 Prewriting: 5.7
= WL | 165 14.5 Wl | 208 24.0
2. | W2 169 25.0 W2 190 38.3
= | W3 | 178 24.2 W3 | 152 20.8
2 | Total | 512 | Total Total | 550 | Total
composing: 76.0* composing: 96.0*

* Total composing includes time spent on editing and rereading, as well as actual writing.

composing operations but also the relative fluency. For Sessions 1 and 2 the
data indicate that while Tony spent more time prewriting and writing in the
extensive mode, he actually produced fewer words. For Sessions 4 and 5, a
similar pattern can be detected. In the extensive mode, Tony again spent
more time prewriting and produced fewer words. Although writing time
was increased in the reflexive mode, the additional 20 minutes spent writ-
ing did not sufficiently account for an increase of 194 words. Rather, the
data indicate that Tony produced more words with less planning and gener-
ally in less time in the reflexive mode, suggesting that his greater fluency
lay in this mode.

Strategies

Tony exhibited a number of strategies that served him as a writer whether
the mode was extensive or reflexive. Given my topic, the first operation he
performed was to focus in and narrow down the topic. He did this by
rephrasing the topic until either a word or an idea in the topic linked up
with something in his own experience (an attitude, an opinion, an event). In
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this way he established a connection between the field of discourse and
himself and at this point he felt ready to write.

Level of Language Use

Once writing, Tony employed a pattern of classifying or dividing the topic
into manageable pieces and then using one or both of the divisions as the
basis for narration. In the four writing sessions, his classifications were made
on the basis of economic, racial, and political differences. However, all of
his writing reflected a low level of generality. No formal principles were
used to organize the narratives nor were the implications of ideas present in
the essay developed.

In his writing, Tony was able to maintain the extensive/reflexive distinc-
tion. He recognized when he was being asked directly for an opinion and
when he was being asked to discuss concepts or ideas that were not directly
linked to his experience. However, the more distance between the topic and
himself, the more difficulty he experienced, and the more repetitive his
process became. Conversely, when the topic was close to his own experi-
ence, the smoother and more fluent the process became. More writing was
produced, pauses were fewer, and positive assessment occurred more often.
However, Tony made more assumptions on the part of the audience in the
reflexive mode. When writing about himself, Tony often did not stop to ex-
plain the context from which he was writing; rather, the reader’s under-
standing of the context was taken for granted.

Editing

Tony spent a great deal of his composing time editing. However, most of this
time was spent proofreading rather than changing, rephrasing, adding, or
evaluating the substantive parts of the discourse. Of a total of 234 changes
made in all of the sessions, only 24 were related to changes of content and
included the following categories:

1. Elaborations of ideas through the use of specification and detail;
2. Additions of modals that shift the mood of a sentence;

3. Deletions that narrow the focus of a paper;
4

. Clause reductions or embeddings that tighten the structure of a
paper;
5. Vocabulary choices that reflect a sensitivity to language;
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6. Reordering of elements in a narrative;
7. Strengthening transitions between paragraphs;

8. Pronoun changes that signal an increased sensitivity to audience.

The 210 changes in form included the following:

Additions 19 Verb changes 4
Deletions 44 Spelling 95
Word choice 13 Punctuation 35

Unresolved problems 89

The area that Tony changed most often was spelling, although, even after
completing three drafts of a paper, Tony still had many words misspelled.

Miscue Analysis

Despite continual proofreading, Tony’s completed drafts often retained a
look of incompleteness. Words remained misspelled, syntax was uncor-
rected or overcorrected, suffixes, plural markers, and verb endings were
missing, and often words or complete phrases were omitted.

The composing aloud behavior and the miscue analysis derived from it
provide one of the first demonstrable ways of understanding how such seem-
ingly incomplete texts can be considered “finished” by the student. (See
Table 3 for a summary of Tony’s miscues.) Tony consistently voiced complete
sentences when composing aloud but only transcribed partial sentences. The
same behavior occurred in relation to words with plural or marked endings.
However, during rereading and even during editing, Tony supplied the miss-
ing endings, words, or phrases and did not seem to “see” what was missing
from the text. Thus, when reading his paper, Tony “read in” the meaning he
expected to be there which turned him into a reader of content rather than
form. However, a difference can be observed between the extensive and re-
flexive modes, and in the area of correctness Tony’s greater strength lay in the
reflexive mode. In this mode, not only were more words produced in less
time (1,062 vs. 658), but fewer decoding miscues occurred (38 vs. 46), and
fewer unresolved problems remained in the text (34 vs. 55).

When Tony did choose to read for form, he was handicapped in another
way. Through his years of schooling, Tony learned that there were sets of
rules to be applied to one’s writing, and he attempted to apply these rules of
form to his prose. Often, though, the structures he produced were far more
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Table 3 Tony—Miscue analysis.

ENCODING
Pronouncing words Pronouncing the
with plural markers desired word but
or other suffixes writing a homonym,
Speaking complete completely but an approximation
ideas but omitting omitting these of the word or a
certain words during endings during personal abbreviation
writing writing of the word on paper  Total
Sl 1 4 11 16
S2 8 0 14 22
S4 4 0 16 20
S5 3 1 15 19
16 5 56 77
DECODING
Reading
Reading the abbreviations
Reading in desired word  and misspellings
missing words rather than the  as though they
or word Deleting words word on the were written
endings or word endings page correctly Total

Sl 10 1 1 15 27
S2 5 1 2 10 18
S4 3 3 0 13 19
S5 7 1 2 10 20
25 6 5 48 84

complicated than the simple set of proofreading rules he had at his disposal.
He was therefore faced with applying the rule partially, discarding it, or at-
tempting corrections through sound. None of these systems was completely
helpful to Tony, and as often as a correction was made that improved the dis-
course, another was made that obscured it.

Summary

Finally, when Tony completed the writing process, he refrained from com-
menting on or contemplating his total written product. When he initiated
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writing, he immediately established distance between himself as writer and
his discourse. He knew his preliminary draft might have errors and might
need revision. At the end of each session, the distance had decreased if not
entirely disappeared. Tony “read in” missing or omitted features, rarely per-
ceived syntactic errors, and did not untangle overly embedded sentences. It
was as if the semantic model in his head predominated, and the distance
with which he entered the writing process had dissolved. Thus, even with
his concern for revision and for correctness, even with the enormous
amount of time he invested in rereading and repetition, Tony concluded the
composing process with unresolved stylistic and syntactic problems. The
conclusion here is not that Tony can’t write, or that Tony doesn’t know how
to write, or that Tony needs to learn more rules: Tony is a writer with a
highly consistent and deeply embedded recursive process. What he needs
are teachers who can interpret that process for him, who can see through the
tangles in the process just as he sees meaning beneath the tangles in his
prose, and who can intervene in such a way that untangling his composing
process leads him to create better prose.

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS

A major finding of this study is that, like Tony, all of the students studied dis-
played consistent composing processes; that is, the behavioral subsequences
prewriting, writing, and editing appeared in sequential patterns that were
recognizable across writing sessions and across students.

This consistency suggests a much greater internalization of process than
has ever before been suspected. Since the written products of basic writers
often look arbitrary, observers commonly assume that the students’ approach
is also arbitrary. However, just as Shaughnessy (1977) points out that there is
“very little that is random . . . in what they have written” (p. 5), so, on close
observation, very little appears random in how they write. The students ob-
served had stable composing processes which they used whenever they were
presented with a writing task. While this consistency argues against seeing
these students as beginning writers, it ought not necessarily imply that they
are proficient writers. Indeed, their lack of proficiency may be attributable to
the way in which premature and rigid attempts to correct and edit their work
truncate the flow of composing without substantially improving the form of
what they have written. More detailed findings will be reviewed in the fol-
lowing subsections which treat the three major aspects of composing;
prewriting, writing, and editing.
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Prewriting

When not given specific prewriting instructions, the students in this study
began writing within the first few minutes. The average time they spent on
prewriting in sessions 1 and 2 was four minutes (see Table 4), and the plan-
ning strategies they used fell into three principal types:

1. Rephrasing the topic until a particular word or idea connected with
the student’s experience. The student then had “an event” in mind
before writing began.

2. Turning the large conceptual issue in the topic (e.g., equality) into
two manageable pieces for writing (e.g., rich vs. poor; black vs.
white).

3. Initiating a string of associations to a word in the topic and then de-
veloping one or more of the associations during writing.

When students planned in any of these ways, they began to write with
an articulated sense of where they wanted their discourse to go. However,
frequently students read the topic and directions a few times and indicated
that they had “no idea” what to write. On these occasions, they began writ-
ing without any secure sense of where they were heading, acknowledging
only that they would “figure it out” as they went along. Often their first sen-
tence was a rephrasing of the question in the topic which, now that it was in
their own handwriting and down on paper in front of them, seemed to en-
able them to plan what ought to come next. In these instances, writing led
to planning which led to clarifying which led to more writing. This se-
quence of planning and writing, clarifying and discarding, was repeated fre-
quently in all of the sessions, even when students began writing with a
secure sense of direction.

Although one might be tempted to conclude that these students began
writing prematurely and that planning precisely what they were going to write
ought to have occurred before they put pen to paper, the data here suggest:

1. that certain strategies, such as creating an association to a key word,
focusing in and narrowing down the topic, dichotomizing and classi-
fying, can and do take place in a relatively brief span of time; and

2. that the developing and clarifying of ideas is facilitated once students
translate some of those ideas into written form. In other words, see-
ing ideas on paper enables students to reflect upon, change and de-
velop those ideas further.
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Writing

Careful study revealed that students wrote by shuttling from the sense of
what they wanted to say forward to the words on the page and back from the
words on the page to their intended meaning. This “back and forth” move-
ment appeared to be a recursive feature: at one moment students were writ-
ing, moving their ideas and their discourse forward; at the next they were
backtracking, rereading, and digesting what had been written.

Recursive movements appeared at many points during the writing
process. Occasionally sentences were written in groups and then reread as a
“piece” of discourse; at other times sentences and phrases were written alone,
repeated until the writer was satisfied or worn down, or rehearsed until the
act of rehearsal led to the creation of a new sentence. In the midst of writing,
editing occurred as students considered the surface features of language.
Often planning of a global nature took place: in the midst of producing a first
draft, students stopped and began planning how the second draft would differ
from the first. Often in the midst of writing, students stopped and referred to
the topic in order to check if they had remained faithful to the original in-
tent, and occasionally, though infrequently, they identified a sentence or a
phrase that seemed, to them, to produce a satisfactory ending. In all these be-
haviors, they were shuttling back and forth, projecting what would come next
and doubling back to be sure of the ground they had covered.

A number of conclusions can be drawn from the observations of these
students composing and from the comments they made: although they pro-
duced inadequate or flawed products, they nevertheless seemed to under-
stand and perform some of the crucial operations involved in composing
with skill. While it cannot be stated with certainty that the patterns they dis-
played are shared by other writers, some of the operations they performed
appear sufficiently sound to serve as prototypes for constructing two major
hypotheses on the nature of their composing processes. Whether the follow-
ing hypotheses are borne out in studies of different types of writers remains
an open question:

1. Composing does not occur in a straightforward, linear fashion. The
process is one of accumulating discrete bits down on the paper and then
working from those bits to reflect upon, structure, and then further develop
what one means to say. It can be thought of as a kind of “retrospective struc-
turing”; movement forward occurs only after one has reached back, which
in turn occurs only after one has some sense of where one wants to go. Both
aspects, the reaching back and the sensing forward, have a clarifying effect.
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2. Composing always involves some measure of both construction and
discovery. Writers construct their discourse inasmuch as they begin with a
sense of what they want to write. This sense, as long as it remains implicit, is
not equivalent to the explicit form it gives rise to. Thus, a process of con-
structing meaning is required. Rereading or backward movements become a
way of assessing whether or not the words on the page adequately capture
the original sense intended. Constructing simultaneously affords discovery.
Writers know more fully what they mean only after having written it. In this
way the explicit written form serves as a window on the implicit sense with
which one began.

Editing

Editing played a major role in the composing processes of the students in
this study (see Table 5). Soon after students began writing their first drafts,
they began to edit, and they continued to do so during the intervals between
drafts, during the writing of their second drafts and during the final reading
of papers.

While editing, the students were concerned with a variety of items: the
lexicon (i.e., spelling, word choice, and the context of words); the syntax
(i.e., grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure); and the discourse as a
whole (i.e., organization, coherence, and audience). However, despite the
students’ considered attempts to proofread their work, serious syntactic and
stylistic problems remained in their finished drafts. The persistence of these

Table 5 Editing changes.

Tony Dee Stan  Lueller Beverly  Totals

Total number of
words produced 1720 1271 1640 1754 2179 8564

Total form 210 24 49 167 100 550
Additions 19 2 10 21 11 63
Deletions 44 9 18 4] 38 150
Word choice 13 4 1 27 6 51
Verb changes 4 1 2 7 12 26
Spelling 95 4 13 60 19 191
Punctuation 35 4 5 11 14 69
Total content 24 7 13 2 21 67
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errors may, in part, be understood by looking briefly at some of the problems
that arose for these students during editing.

Rule Confusion

(1) All of the students observed asked themselves, “Is this sentence [or fea-
ture] correct?” but the simple set of editing rules at their disposal was often
inappropriate for the types of complicated structures they produced. As a re-
sult, they misapplied what they knew and either created a hypercorrection
or impaired the meaning they had originally intended to clarify; (2) The stu-
dents observed attempted to write with terms they heard in lectures or class
discussions, but since they were not yet familiar with the syntactic or seman-
tic constraints one word placed upon another, their experiments with acade-
mic language resulted in what Shaughnessy (1977, p. 49) calls, “lexical
transplants” or “syntactic dissonances”; (3) The students tried to rely on their
intuitions about language, in particular the sound of words. Often, however,
they had been taught to mistrust what “sounded” right to them, and they
were unaware of the particular feature in their speech codes that might need
to be changed in writing to match the standard code. As a result, when they
attempted corrections by sound, they became confused, and they began to
have difficulty differentiating between what sounded right in speech and
what needed to be marked on the paper.

Selective Perception

These students habitually reread their papers from internal semantic or
meaning models. They extracted the meaning they wanted from the mini-
mal cues on the page, and they did not recognize that outside readers would
find those cues insufficient for meaning.

A study of Table 6 indicates that the number of problems remammg in
the students’” written products approximates the number of miscues pro-
duced during reading. This proximity, itself, suggests that many of these er-
rors persisted because the students were so certain of the words they wanted
to have on the page that they “read in” these words even when they were ab-
sent; in other words, they reduced uncertainty by operating as though what
was in their heads was already on the page. The problem of selective percep-
tion, then, cannot be reduced solely to mechanical decoding; the semantic
mode] from which students read needs to be acknowledged and taken into
account in any study that attempts to explain how students write and why
their completed written products end up looking so incomplete.
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Table 6 The talk-write paradigm.
Miscues—Decoding behaviors

Tony Dee Stan  Lueller Beverly  Totals

Unresolved

problems 89 40 45 143 55 372
“Reading in”

missing words or

word endings 25 13 11 44 11 104

Deleting words
or word endings 6 2 4 14 9 35

“Reading” the

desired word

rather than the

word on the page 5 6 18 15 8 52

“Reading”
abbreviations and
misspellings as

though they
were written
correctly 48 11 22 74 2 157
84 32 55 147 30 348
Egocentricity

The students in this study wrote from an egocentric point of view. While
they occasionally indicated a concern for their readers, they more often took
the reader’s understanding for granted. They did not see the necessity of
making their referents explicit, of making the connections among their ideas
apparent, of carefully and explicitly relating one phenomenon to another, or
of placing narratives or generalizations within an orienting, conceptual
framework.

On the basis of these observations one may be led to conclude that these
writers did not know how to edit their work. Such a conclusion must, how-
ever, be drawn with care. Efforts to improve their editing need to be based
on an informed view of the role that editing already plays in their composing
processes. Two conclusions in this regard are appropriate here:
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1. Editing intrudes so often and to such a degree that it breaks down the
rhythms generated by thinking and writing. When this happens the students
are forced to go back and recapture the strands of their thinking once the
editing operation has been completed. Thus, editing occurs prematurely,
before students have generated enough discourse to approximate the ideas
they have, and it often results in their losing track of their ideas.

2. Editing is primarily an exercise in error-hunting. The students are
prematurely concerned with the “look” of their writing; thus, as soon as a
few words are written on the paper, detection and correction of errors re-
places writing and revising. Even when they begin writing with a tentative,
flexible frame of mind, they soon become locked into whatever is on the
page. What they seem to lack as much as any rule is a conception of editing
that includes flexibility, suspended judgment, the weighing of possibilities,
and the reworking of ideas.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING AND RESEARCH

One major implication of this study pertains to teachers’ conceptions of un-
skilled writers. Traditionally, these students have been labeled “remedial,”
which usually implies that teaching ought to remedy what is “wrong” in
their written products. Since the surface features in the writing of unskilled
writers seriously interfere with the extraction of meaning from the page,
much class time is devoted to examining the rules of the standard code. The
pedagogical soundness of this procedure has been questioned frequently,”
but in spite of the debate, the practice continues, and it results in a further
complication, namely that students begin to conceive of writing as a “cos-
metic” process where concern for correct form supersedes development of
ideas. As a result, the excitement of composing, of constructing and discov-
ering meaning, is cut off almost before it has begun.

More recently, unskilled writers have been referred to as “beginners,”
implying that teachers can start anew. They need not “punish” students for
making mistakes, and they need not assume that their students have already
been taught how to write. Yet this view ignores the highly elaborated, deeply
embedded processes the students bring with them. These unskilled college
writers are not beginners in a tabula rasa sense, and teachers err in assuming
they are. The results of this study suggest that teachers may first need to
identify which characteristic components of each student’s process facilitate
writing and which inhibit it before further teaching takes place. If they do
not, teachers of unskilled writers may continue to place themselves in a de-
feating position: imposing another method of writing instruction upon the
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students’ already internalized processes without first helping students to ex-
tricate themselves from the knots and tangles in those processes.

A second implication of this study is that the composing process is now
amenable to a replicable and graphic mode of representation as a sequence
of codable behaviors. The composing style sheets provide researchers and
teachers with the first demonstrable way of documenting how individual
students write. Such a tool may have diagnostic as well as research benefits.
It may be used to record writing behaviors in large groups, prior to and after
instruction, as well as in individuals. Certainly it lends itself to the longitudi-
nal study of the writing process and may help to elucidate what it is that
changes in the process as writers become more skilled.

A third implication relates to case studies and to the theories derived
from them. This study is an illustration of the way in which a theoretical
model of the composing process can be grounded in observations of the in-
dividual’s experience of composing. It is precisely the complexity of this ex-
perience that the case study brings to light. However, by viewing a series of
cases, the researcher can discern patterns and themes that suggest regulari-
ties in composing behavior across individuals. These common features lead
to hypotheses and theoretical formulations which have some basis in shared
experience. How far this shared experience extends is, of course, a question
that can only be answered through further research.

A final implication derives from the preponderance of recursive behav-
iors in the composing processes studied here, and from the theoretical no-
tion derived from these observations: retrospective structuring, or the going
back to the sense of one’s meaning in order to go forward and discover more
of what one has to say. Seen in this light, composing becomes the carrying
forward of an implicit sense into explicit form. Teaching composing, then,
means paying attention not only to the forms or products but also to the ex-
plicative process through which they arise.



Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

APPENDIX

Composing Style Sheet

Name: __lony Mode: _ Extensive TW1 Date: _QOctober 31, 1975
Session: _L Topic: Society & Culture Time: _11:00 AM - 12:30 PM
PrewAriting !
RORQAPL QWCRIQPLRQ PLRQPLRORI PLROPLROPLRQ TAQJQRIPL  RINRQT _ QUOTPLROPLG RQ TWi  AR![Ep]Rl PLRQPLGT
10 20 rephrasing 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
question
2 3
[ - — ~ \ —
E“lREB?RW' To PL RwiRWIRQRQ RQTri TWI[EQ] Rwi—=TWI1 R_Z_T RwiRWIERwWI  TWI PLL Rl-}___ TWl_ PEL_'IlNl
10 developing 20 30 40 50 developing 60 70 80 90 200
ideas not a good way to  narrative
4 5 6 7 start a sentence 849
A A ——A—— ——A————
RITSTWI TWITWITSTWI PLTTWife] TWITRQ  PL_ _R' TWi_ [] TWi PLGRORwI [PL—E] Rwi_Te _ Rwi[Ex]PL
10 20 ending 30 effects 40 ending 50 60 Endof W1 70 80 read for 90 300
of crisis content first
1
Rwi_ A)  Tm Rwi A+) Rwi [Es]T Rwi Pwe W2 [Bg W2 [Eg: ITW2PL
gointo 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 Begin W2 80 90 400
more depth elaboratin,
2 lay-offs—jobs 3
EzAJi)rl\yz [RIJAGH)TW: [Ep | R R PL TEEJPL AITW2 [PL~ E] TW2 (E3Y ]'TWZ[E_g:l’TWE_PERiPBL{’ Tad
10 20 30 40 thereis 50 60 70 80 90 500
there are
4 5
TW2—[Er  [TW2 PLRwz [EpURw2[EwG]Rlp  Rwi[ERE] ) “TW2_[re]TW2 T TWalrelRwi T PL Rwi T [re] TW2 [re]
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 elaborating 80 90 600
6
[rellre]TW2[re] _TW2 _[re] _TW: "PLRwi  Rwzfr]Rwz A()Rw2Te  PL Rw_ _Rw _RL
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 700
explaining
7 changes
Rwi TPl Rw2TR'T R‘*’r_Wz [re] TW2  [re] TW2 R87 [Eadd] RS [re] PL R™ A(+)PIRwi
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 800
elaborating new sentence
8 9 10
Py —r———
Ts— PL RQ PL TRwio>TWire] RITW:2 Tdd Ro  A()  Rwi A(+) RS TWz _ PL Rg Rwz
should 10 20 30 40 50 changes 60 70 80 90 900
I add more? elaborating  min, ending End of W2
Rw2 WS to 960
10 Total 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 1000
composing
finished
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Writing Sample
TONY

Session 1

Wi

All men can't be consider equal in a America base on financial situation.! Because their
are men born in rich families that will never have to worry about any financial difficulties.?
are
And then theyre / #he another type of Americans that is born to a poor family and al-
~ may
way / have some kind of fina—difficulty.> Espeicaly nowadays in New York city With
andall Ifheis able

the budgit Crisis / * He-mmay be able To get a job.’ But are now he lose the job just
as easy as he got it.° So when he loses his job he'll have to try to get some fina—assistance.”
here

A Then he'll probley have even more fin—diffuicuty.® So right / you can’t see that In
Amerias, all men are not create equal in the fin—sense.’

Writing Sample
TONY

Session 1

W2

All men can not be consider equal in America base on financial situation.! Because

their are men born in rich families that will never have to worry about any financial diffeet
the
diffuliculties.” And then they’re are / another type of amersicans that are born to a poor
may
famitly.> And This is the type of Americans that w## / alway have some kind of finanical
diffuliculty.* Espeical today tedey thein new york The way the city has fallen hasfallen
working
into fin—debt’ It has become such a big crisis for the peeple—people, in the ¢ If the
with the the 1

working man is able to find a job, espeicaly for / ety & city The way the-way city / fin—
sitionu 1s set up now, kHe'll problely lose the job a whole lot faster than what he got it.7
When he loses his job he’ll  have even more fin—difficulity. And then he’ll be force to
got to the city for some fini—assi—.? So right here you can see that all men in America
are not create equal in the fin—sense.!?

NOTES

1. The word “read” is used in a particular manner here. In the traditional sense, reading
refers to accurate decoding of written symbols. Here it refers to students’ verbalizing words or
endings even when the symbols for those words are missing or only minimally present.
Whenever the term “reading” is used in this way, it will be in quotation marks.
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2. For discussions on the controversy over the effects of grammar instruction on writing
ability, see the following: Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer, Re-
search in Written Composition (Urbana, I11.: National Council of Teachers of English, 1963);
Frank O’Hare, Sentence Combining (NCTE Research Report No. 15, Urbana, Il1.: National
Council of Teachers of English, 1973); Elizabeth F. Haynes, “Using Research in Preparing to
Teach Writing,” English Journal, 1978, 67, 82-89.
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Revision Strategies of
Student Writers and
Experienced Adult Writers

NANCY SOMMERS

Although various aspects of the writing process have been studied exten-
sively of late, research on revision has been notably absent. The reason for
this, I suspect, is that current models of the writing process have directed at-
tention away from revision. With few exceptions, these models are linear;
they separate the writing process into discrete stages. Two representative
models are Gordon Rohman’s suggestion that the composing process moves
from prewriting to writing to rewriting and James Britton’s model of the writ-
ing process as a series of stages described in metaphors of linear growth, con-
ception—incubation —production.! What is striking about these theories of
writing is that they model themselves on speech: Rohman defines the writer
in a way that cannot distinguish him from a speaker (“A writer is a man
who . .. puts [his] experience into words in his own mind” —p. 15); and Brit-
ton bases his theory of writing on what he calls (following Jakobson) the “ex-
pressiveness” of speech.? Moreover, Britton’s study itself follows the “linear
model” of the relation of thought and language in speech proposed by Vy-
gotsky, a relationship embodied in the linear movement “from the motive
which engenders a thought to the shaping of the thought, first in inner
speech, then in meanings of words, and finally in words” (quoted in Britton,
p. 40). What this movement fails to take into account in its linear struc-
ture—"first . . . then . .. finally” —is the recursive shaping of thought by lan-
guage; what it fails to take into account is revision. In these linear

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 31.4 (December 1980): 378—-88.

Used with permission.
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conceptions of the writing process revision is understood as a separate stage
at the end of the process—a stage that comes after the completion of a first
or second draft and one that is temporally distinct from the prewriting and
writing stages of the process.’

The linear model bases itself on speech in two specific ways. First of all,
it is based on traditional rhetorical models, models that were created to serve
the spoken art of oratory. In whatever ways the parts of classical rhetoric are
described, they offer “stages” of composition that are repeated in contempo-
rary models of the writing process. Edward Corbett, for instance, describes
the “five parts of a discourse” —inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria, pro-
nuntiatio—and, disregarding the last two parts since “after rhetoric came to
be concerned mainly with written discourse, there was no further need to
deal with them,”* he produces a model very close to Britton’s conception
[inventio], incubation [dispositio], production [elocutio]. Other rhetorics
also follow this procedure, and they do so not simply because of historical
accident. Rather, the process represented in the linear model is based on the
irreversibility of speech. Speech, Roland Barthes says, “is irreversible™:

“A word cannot be retracted, except precisely by saying that one retracts it.
To cross out here is to add: if I want to erase what I have just said, I cannot
do it without showing the eraser itself (I must say: ‘or rather. . . ‘I expressed
myself badly. . . ’); paradoxically, it is ephemeral speech which is indelible,
not monumental writing. All that one can do in the case of a spoken utter-
ance is to tack on another utterance.”

What is impossible in speech is revision: like the example Barthes gives, revi-
sion in speech is an afterthought. In the same way, each stage of the linear
model must be exclusive (distinct from the other stages) or else it becomes
trivial and counterproductive to refer to these junctures as “stages.”

By staging revision after enunciation, the linear models reduce revision
in writing, as in speech, to no more than an afterthought. In this way such
models make the study of revision impossible. Revision, in Rohman’s
model, is simply the repetition of writing; or to pursue Britton’s organic
metaphor, revision is simply the further growth of what is already there, the
“preconceived” product. The absence of research on revision, then, is a
function of a theory of writing which makes revision both superfluous and
redundant, a theory which does not distinguish between writing and speech.

What the linear models do produce is a parody of writing. Isolating revi-
sion and then disregarding it plays havoc with the experiences composition
teachers have of the actual writing and rewriting of experienced writers. Why
should the linear model be preferred? Why should revision be forgotten, su-
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perfluous? Why do teachers offer the linear model and students accept it?
One reason, Barthes suggests, is that “there is a fundamental tie between
teaching and speech,” while “writing begins at the point where speech be-
comes impossible.”® The spoken word cannot be revised. The possibility of
revision distinguishes the written text from speech. In fact, according to
Barthes, this is the essential difference between writing and speaking. When
we must revise, when the very idea is subject to recursive shaping by lan-
guage, then speech becomes inadequate. This is a matter to which I will re-
turn, but first we should examine, theoretically, a detailed exploration of
what student writers as distinguished from experienced adult writers do when
they write and rewrite their work. Dissatisfied with both the linear model of
writing and the lack of attention to the process of revision, I conducted a se-
ries of studies over the past three years which examined the revision processes
of student writers and experienced writers to see what role revision played in
their writing processes. In the course of my work the revision process was re-
defined as a sequence of changes in a composition—changes which are initi-
ated by cues and occur continually throughout the writing of a work.

METHODOLOGY

I used a case study approach. The student writers were twenty freshmen at
Boston University and the University of Oklahoma with SAT verbal scores
ranging from 450-600 in their first semester of composition. The twenty ex-
perienced adult writers from Boston and Oklahoma City included journal-
ists, editors, and academics. To refer to the two groups, I use the terms
student writers and experienced writers because the principal difference be-
tween these two groups is the amount of experience they have had in
writing.

Each writer wrote three essays, expressive, explanatory, and persuasive,
and rewrote each essay twice, producing nine written products in draft and
final form. Each writer was interviewed three times after the final revision of
each essay. And each writer suggested revisions for a composition written by
an anonymous author. Thus extensive written and spoken documents were
obtained from each writer.

The essays were analyzed by counting and categorizing the changes
made. Four revision operations were identified: deletion, substitution, addi-
tion, and reordering. And four levels of changes were identified: word,
phrase, sentence, theme (the extended statement of one idea). A coding sys-
tem was developed for identifying the frequency of revision by level and op-
eration. In addition, transcripts of the interviews in which the writers
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interpreted their revisions were used to develop what was called a scale
of concerns for each writer. This scale enabled me to codify what were
the writer’s primary concerns, secondary concerns, tertiary concerns, and
whether the writers used the same scale of concerns when revising the sec-
ond or third drafts as they used in revising the first draft.

REVISION STRATEGIES OF STUDENT WRITERS

Most of the students I studied did not use the terms revision or rewriting. In
fact, they did not seem comfortable using the word revision and explained
that revision was not a word they used, but the word their teachers used. In-
stead, most of the students had developed various functional terms to de-
scribe the type of changes they made. The following are samples of these
definitions:

Scratch Out and Do Over Again: “I say scratch out and do over, and that
means what it says. Scratching out and cutting out. I read what I have writ-
ten and I cross out a word and put another word in; a more decent word or
a better word. Then if there is somewhere to use a sentence that I have
crossed out, I will put it there.”

Reviewing: “Reviewing means just using better words and eliminating
words that are not needed. I go over and change words around.”

Reviewing: “I just review every word and make sure that everything is
worded right. I see if | am rambling; I see if I can put a better word in or
leave one out. Usually when I read what I have written, I say to myself, that
word is so bland or so trite, and then I go and get my thesaurus.”

Redoing: “Redoing means cleaning up the paper and crossing out. It is
looking at something and saying, no that has to go, or no, that is not right.”

Marking Out: “I don’t use the word rewriting because I only write one draft
and the changes that I make are made on top of the draft. The changes that
I make are usually just marking out words and putting different ones in.”

Slashing and Throwing Out: “I throw things out and say they are not good.
I like to write like Fitzgerald did by inspiration, and if I feel inspired then I
don’t need to slash and throw much out.”

The predominant concern in these definitions is vocabulary. The stu-
dents understand the revision process as a rewording activity. They do so be-
cause they perceive words as the unit of written discourse. That is, they
concentrate on particular words apart from their role in the text. Thus one
student quoted above thinks in terms of dictionaries, and, following the
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eighteenth century theory of words parodied in Gulliver’s Travels, he imag-
ines a load of things carried about to be exchanged. Lexical changes are the
major revision activities of the students because economy is their goal. They
are governed, like the linear model itself, by the Law of Occam’s razor that
prohibits logically needless repetition: redundancy and superfluity. Nothing
governs speech more than such superfluities; speech constantly repeats itself
precisely because spoken words, as Barthes writes, are expendable in the
cause of communication. The aim of revision according to the students’
own description is therefore to clean up speech; the redundancy of speech is
unnecessary in writing, their logic suggests, because writing, unlike speech,
can be reread. Thus one student said, “Redoing means cleaning up the
paper and crossing out.” The remarkable contradiction of cleaning by mark-
ing might, indeed, stand for student revision as I have encountered it.

The students place a symbolic importance on their selection and rejec-
tion of words as the determiners of success or failure for their compositions.
When revising, they primarily ask themselves: can I find a better word or
phrase? A more impressive, not so cliched, or less hum-drum word? Am I re-
peating the same word or phrase too often? They approach the revision
process with what could be labeled as a “thesaurus philosophy of writing”;
the students consider the thesaurus a harvest of lexical substitutions and be-
lieve that most problems in their essays can be solved by rewording. What is
revealed in the students’ use of the thesaurus is a governing attitude toward
their writing; that the meaning to be communicated is already there, already
finished, already produced, ready to be communicated, and all that is neces-
sary is a better word “rightly worded.” One student defined revision as “redo-
ing”; “redoing” meant “just using better words and eliminating words that
are not needed.” For the students, writing is translating: the thought to the
page, the language of speech to the more formal language of prose, the word
to its synonym. Whatever is translated, an original text already exists for stu-
dents, one which need not be discovered or acted upon, but simply
communicated.’

The students list repetition as one of the elements they most worry
about. This cue signals to them that they need to eliminate the repetition ei-
ther by substituting or deleting words or phrases. Repetition occurs, in large
part, because student writing imitates—transcribes—speech: attention to
repetitious words is a manner of cleaning speech. Without a sense of the de-
velopmental possibilities of revision (and writing in general) students seek,
on the authority of many textbooks, simply to clean up their language and
prepare to type. What is curious, however, is that students are aware of lexi-
cal repetition, but not conceptual repetition. They only notice the repe-
tition if they can “hear” it; they do not diagnose lexical repetition as
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symptomatic of problems on a deeper level. By rewording their sentences to
avoid the lexical repetition, the students solve the immediate problem, but
blind themselves to problems on a textual level; although they are using dif-
ferent words, they are sometimes merely restating the same idea with differ-
ent words. Such blindness, as I discovered with student writers, is the
inability to “see” revision as a process: the inability to “re-view” their work
again, as it were, with different eyes, and to start over.

The revision strategies described above are consistent with the students’
understanding of the revision process as requiring lexical changes but not se-
mantic changes. For the students, the extent to which they revise is a func-
tion of their level of inspiration. In fact, they use the word inspiration to
describe the ease or difficulty with which their essay is written, and the ex-
tent to which the essay needs to be revised. If students feel inspired, if the
writing comes easily, and if they don’t get stuck on individual words or
phrases, then they say that they cannot see any reason to revise. Because stu-
dents do not see revision as an activity in which they modify and develop
perspectives and ideas, they feel that if they know what they want to say, then
there is little reason for making revisions.

The only modification of ideas in the students’ essays occurred when
they tried out two or three introductory paragraphs. This results, in part, be-
cause the students have been taught in another version of the linear model of
composing to use a thesis statement as a controlling device in their introduc-
tory paragraphs. Since they write their introductions and their thesis state-
ments even before they have really discovered what they want to say, their
early close attention to the thesis statement, and more generally the linear
model, function to restrict and circumscribe not only the development of
their ideas, but also their ability to change the direction of these ideas.

Too often as composition teachers we conclude that students do not
willingly revise. The evidence from my research suggests that it is not that
students are unwilling to revise, but rather that they do what they have been
taught to do in a consistently narrow and predictable way. On every occa-
sion when I asked students why they hadn’t made any more changes, they
essentially replied, “I knew something larger was wrong, but I didn’t think it
would help to move words around.” The students have strategies for han-
dling words and phrases and their strategies helped them on a word or sen-
tence level. What they lack, however, is a set of strategies to help them
identify the “something larger” that they sensed was wrong and work from
there. The students do not have strategies for handling the whole essay.
They lack procedures or heuristics to help them reorder lines of reasoning
or ask questions about their purposes and readers. The students view their
compositions in a linear way as a series of parts. Even such potentially useful
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concepts as “unity” or “form” are reduced to the rule that a composition, if it
is to have form, must have an introduction, a body, and a conclusion, or the
sum total of the necessary parts.

The students decide to stop revising when they decide that they have not
violated any of the rules for revising. These rules, such as “Never begin a sen-
tence with a conjunction” or “Never end a sentence with a preposition,” are
lexically cued and rigidly applied. In general, students will subordinate the
demands of the specific problems of their text to the demands of the rules.
Changes are made in compliance with abstract rules about the product, rules
that quite often do not apply to the specific problems in the text. These revi-
sion strategies are teacher-based, directed towards a teacher-reader who ex-
pects compliance with rules—with pre-existing “conceptions”—and who
will only examine parts of the composition (writing comments about those
parts in the margins of their essays) and will cite any violations of rules in
those parts. At best the students see their writing altogether passively through
the eyes of former teachers or their surrogates, the textbooks, and are bound
to the rules which they have been taught.

REVISION STRATEGIES OF EXPERIENCED WRITERS

One aim of my research has been to contrast how student writers define revi-
sion with how a group of experienced writers define their revision processes.
Here is a sampling of the definitions from the experienced writers:

Rewriting: “It is a matter of looking at the kernel of what I have written, the
content, and then thinking about it; responding to it, making decisions,
and actually restructuring it.”

Rewriting: “I rewrite as I write. It is hard to tell what is a first draft because it
is not determined by time. In one draft, I might cross out three pages, write
two, cross out a fourth, rewrite it, and call it a draft. [ am constantly writing
and rewriting. I can only conceptualize so much in my first draft—only so
much information can be held in my head at one time; my rewriting ef-
forts are a reflection of how much information I can encompass at one
time. There are levels and agenda which I have to attend to in each draft”

Rewriting: “Rewriting means on one level, finding the argument, and on
another level, language changes to make the argument more effective.
Most of the time I feel as if I can go on rewriting forever. There is always
one part of a piece that I could keep working on. It is always difficult to
know at what point to abandon a piece of writing. I like this idea that a
piece of writing is never finished, just abandoned.”

§5. -
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Rewriting: “My first draft is usually very scattered. In rewriting, I find the
line of argument. After the argument is resolved, [ am much more inter-
ested in word choice and phrasing.”

Revising: “My cardinal rule in revising is never to fall in love with what I
have written in a first or second draft. An idea, sentence, or even a phrase
that looks catchy, I don’t trust. Part of this idea is to wait a while. I am
much more in love with something after I have written it than I am a day or
two later. It is much easier to change anything with time.”

Revising: “It means taking apart what I have written and putting it back to-
gether again. I ask major theoretical questions of my ideas, respond to
those questions, and think of proportion and structure, and try to find a
controlling metaphor. [ find out which ideas can be developed and which
should be dropped. I am constantly chiseling and changing as I revise.”

The experienced writers describe their primary objective when revising
as finding the form or shape of their argument. Although the metaphors
vary, the experienced writers often use structural expressions such as “find-
ing a framework,” “a pattern,” or “a design” for their argument. When ques-
tioned about this emphasis, the experienced writers responded that since
their first drafts are usually scattered attempts to define their territory, their
objective in the second draft is to begin observing general patterns of devel-
opment and deciding what should be included and what excluded. One
writer explained, “I have learned from experience that I need to keep writ-
ing a first draft until I figure out what I want to say. Then in a second draft, I
begin to see the structure of an argument and how all the various sub-
arguments which are buried beneath the surface of all those sentences are
related.” What is described here is a process in which the writer is both
agent and vehicle. “Writing,” says Barthes, unlike speech, “develops like a
seed, not a line,”® and like a seed it confuses beginning and end, conception
and production. Thus, the experienced writers say their drafts are “not deter-
mined by time,” that rewriting is a “constant process,” that they feel as if
(they) “can go on forever.” Revising confuses the beginning and end, the
agent and vehicle; it confuses, in order to find, the line of argument.

After a concern for form, the experienced writers have a second objec-
tive: a concern for their readership. In this way, “production” precedes “con-
ception.” The experienced writers imagine a reader (reading their product)
whose existence and whose expectations influence their revision process.
They have abstracted the standards of a reader and this reader seems to be
partially a reflection of themselves and functions as a critical and productive
collaborator—a collaborator who has yet to love their work. The anticipa-
tion of a reader’s judgment causes a feeling of dissonance when the writer
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recognizes incongruities between intention and execution, and requires
these writers to make revisions on all levels. Such a reader gives them just
what the students lacked: new eyes to “re-view” their work. The experienced
writers believe that they have learned the causes and conditions, the prod-
uct, which will influence their reader, and their revision strategies are
geared towards creating these causes and conditions. They demonstrate a
complex understanding of which examples, sentences, or phrases should be
included or excluded. For example, one experienced writer decided to
delete public examples and add private examples when writing about the
energy crisis because “private examples would be less controversial and thus
more persuasive.” Another writer revised his transitional sentences because
“some kinds of transitions are more easily recognized as transitions than oth-
ers.” These examples represent the type of strategic attempts these experi-
enced writers use to manipulate the conventions of discourse in order to
communicate to their reader.

But these revision strategies are a process of more than communication;
they are part of the process of discovering meaning altogether. Here we can
see the importance of dissonance; at the heart of revision is the process by
which writers recognize and resolve the dissonance they sense in their writ-
ing. Ferdinand de Saussure has argued that meaning is differential or “dia-
critical,” based on differences between terms rather than “essential” or
inherent qualities of terms. “Phonemes,” he said, “are characterized not, as
one might think, by their own positive quality but simply by the fact that
they are distinct.” In fact, Saussure bases his entire Course in General Lin-
guistics on these differences, and such differences are dissonant; like musical
dissonances which gain their significance from their relationship to the
“key” of the composition which itself is determined by the whole language,
specific language (parole) gains its meaning from the system of language
(langue) of which it is a manifestation and part. The musical composition —
a “composition” of parts—creates its “key” as in an over-all structure which
determines the value (meaning) of its parts. The analogy with music is read-
ily seen in the compositions of experienced writers: both sorts of composi-
tion are based precisely on those structures experienced writers seek in their
writing. It is this complicated relationship between the parts and the whole
in the work of experienced writers which destroys the linear model; writing
cannot develop “like a line” because each addition or deletion is a reorder-
ing of the whole. Explicating Saussure, Jonathan Culler asserts that “mean-
ing depends on difference of meaning”!% But student writers constantly
struggle to bring their essays into congruence with a predefined meaning.
The experienced writers do the opposite: they seek to discover (to create)
meaning in the engagement with their writing, in revision. They seek to em-
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phasize and exploit the lack of clarity, the differences of meaning, the disso-
nance, that writing as opposed to speech allows in the possibility of revision.
Writing has spatial and temporal features not apparent in speech—words
are recorded in space and fixed in time —which is why writing is susceptible
to reordering and later addition. Such features make possible the dissonance
that both provokes revision and promises, from itself, new meaning,

For the experienced writers the heaviest concentration of changes is on
the sentence level, and the changes are predominantly by addition and dele-
tion. But, unlike the students, experienced writers make changes on all lev-
els and use all revision operations. Moreover, the operations the students fail
to use —reordering and addition—seem to require a theory of the revision
process as a totality—a theory which, in fact, encompasses the whole of the
composition. Unlike the students, the experienced writers possess a nonlin-
ear theory in which a sense of the whole writing both precedes and grows
out of an examination of the parts. As we saw, one writer said he needed “a
first draft to figure out what to say,” and “a second draft to see the structure of
an argument buried beneath the surface.” Such a “theory” is both theoreti-
cal and strategical; once again, strategy and theory are conflated in ways that
are literally impossible for the linear model. Writing appears to be more like
a seed than a line.

Two elements of the experienced writers’ theory of the revision process
are the adoption of a holistic perspective and the perception that revision is
a recursive process. The writers ask: what does my essay as a whole need for
form, balance, rhythm, or communication. Details are added, dropped, sub-
stituted, or reordered according to their sense of what the essay needs for
emphasis and proportion. This sense, however, is constantly in flux as ideas
are developed and modified; it is constantly “re-viewed” in relation to the
parts. As their ideas change, revision becomes an attempt to make their writ-
ing consonant with that changing vision.

The experienced writers see their revision process as a recursive
process—a process with significant recurring activities—with different levels
of attention and different agenda for each cycle. During the first revision
cycle their attention is primarily directed towards narrowing the topic and
delimiting their ideas. At this point, they are not as concerned as they are
later about vocabulary and style. The experienced writers explained that
they get closer to their meaning by not limiting themselves too early to lexi-
cal concerns. As one writer commented to explain her revision process, a
comment inspired by the summer 1977 New York power failure: “I feel like
Con Edison cutting off certain states to keep the generators going. In first
and second drafts, I try to cut off as much as I can of my editing generator,
and in a third draft, I try to cut off some of my idea generators, so I can make
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sure that I will actually finish the essay.” Although the experienced writers
describe their revision process as a series of different levels or cycles, it is in-
accurate to assume that they have only one objective for each cycle and that
each cycle can be defined by a different objective. The same objectives and
sub-processes are present in each cycle, but in different proportions. Even
though these experienced writers place the predominant weight upon find-
ing the form of their argument during the first cycle, other concerns exist as
well. Conversely, during the later cycles, when the experienced writers’ pri-
mary attention is focused upon stylistic concerns, they are still attuned, al-
though in a reduced way, to the form of the argument. Since writers are
limited in what they can attend to during each cycle (understandings are
temporal), revision strategies help balance competing demands on atten-
tion. Thus, writers can concentrate on more than one objective at a time by
developing strategies to sort out and organize their different concerns in suc-
cessive cycles of revision.

It is a sense of writing as discovery—a repeated process of beginning
over again, starting out new—that the students failed to have. I have used
the notion of dissonance because such dissonance, the incongruities be-
tween intention and execution, governs both writing and meaning. Students
do not see the incongruities. They need to rely on their own internalized
sense of good writing and to see their writing with their “own” eyes. Seeing
in revision—seeing beyond hearing—is at the root of the word revision and
the process itself; current dicta on revising blind our students to what is actu-
ally involved in revision. In fact, they blind them to what constitutes good
writing altogether. Good writing disturbs: it creates dissonance. Students
need to seek the dissonance of discovery, utilizing in their writing, as the ex-
perienced writers do, the very difference between writing and speech —the
possibility of revision.
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The Writer's Audience

Is Always a Fiction

WALTER J. ONG, S.J.

Epistola . . . non erubescit.
—Cicero, Epistolae ad familiares v. 12.1.

Ubi nihil erit quae scribas, id ipsum scribes.
—Cicero, Epistolae ad Atticum iv.8.4.

Although there is a large and growing literature on the differences between
oral and written verbalization, many aspects of the differences have not been
looked into at all, and many others, although well known, have not been ex-
amined in their full implications. Among these latter is the relationship, of
the so-called “audience” to writing as such, to the situation that inscribed
communication establishes and to the roles that readers as readers are conse-
quently called on to play. Some studies in literary history and criticism at
times touch near this subject, but none, it appears, take it up in any detail.

The standard locus in Western intellectual tradition for study of audi-
ence responses has been rhetoric. But rhetoric originally concerned oral
communication, as is indicated by its name, which comes from the Greek
word for public speaking. Over two millennia, rhetoric has been gradually
extended to include writing more and more, until today, in highly techno-
logical cultures, this is its principal concern. But the extension has come

Reprinted by permission of the Modern Language Association of America from PMLA 90.1
(January 1975): 9-21. Copyright © 1975 by the Modern Language Association of America.
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gradually and has advanced pari passu with the slow and largely unnoticed
emergence of markedly chirographic and typographic styles out of those
originating in oral performance, with the result that the differentiation be-
tween speech and writing has never become a matter of urgent concern for
the rhetoric of any given age: when orality was in the ascendancy, rhetoric
was oral-focused; as orality yielded to writing, the focus of rhetoric was
slowly shifted, unreflectively for the most part, and without notice.

Histories of the relationship between literature and culture have some-
thing to say about the status and behavior of readers, before and after read-
ing given materials, as do mass media studies, readership surveys, liberation
programs for minorities or various other classes of persons, books on read-
ing skills, works of literary criticism, and works on linguistics, especially
those addressing differences between hearing and reading. But most of
these studies, except perhaps literary criticism and linguistic studies, treat
only perfunctorily, if at all, the roles imposed on the reader by a written or
printed text not imposed by spoken utterance. Formalist or structuralist crit-
ics, including French theorists such as Paul Ricoeur as well as Roland
Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Philippe Sollers, and Tzvetan
Todorov, variously advert to the immediacy of the oral as against writing
and print and occasionally study differences between speech and writing,
as Louis Lavelle did much earlier in La Parole et écriture (1942). In treat-
ing of masks and “shadows” in his Sociologie du théatre (1965), Jean Duvig-
naud brilliantly discusses the projections of a kind of collective
consciousness on the part of theater audiences. But none of these appear to
broach directly the question of readers’ roles called for by a written text, ei-
ther synchronically as such roles stand at present or diachronically as they
have developed through history. Linguistic theorists such as John R. Searle
and John L. Austin treat “illocutionary acts” (denoted by “warn,” “com-
mand,” “state,” etc.), but these regard the speaker’s or writer’s need in cer-
tain instances to secure a special hold on those he addresses,! not any

- special role imposed by writing.

Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction and Walker Gibson, whom
Booth quotes, come quite close to the concerns of the present study in their
treatment of the “mock reader,” as does Henry James, whom Booth also
cites, in his discussion of the way an author makes “his reader very much as
he makes his character.”? But this hint of James is not developed —there is
no reason why it should be —and neither Booth nor Gibson discusses in any
detail the history of the ways in which readers have been called on to relate
to texts before them. Neither do Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg in their
invaluable work, The Nature of Narrative: they skirt the subject in their
chapter on “The Oral Heritage of Written Narrative,” but remain chiefly
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concerned with the oral performer, the writer, and techniques, rather than
with the recipient of the message. Yet a great many of the studies noted here
as well as many others, among which might be mentioned Norman N. Hol-
land’s The Dynamics of Literary Response (1968), suggest the time is ripe for
a study of the history of readers and their enforced roles, for they show that
we have ample phenomenological and literary sophistication to manage
many of the complications involved.

So long as verbal communication is reduced to a simplistic mechanistic
model which supposedly moves corpuscular units of something labeled “in-
formation” back and forth along tracks between two termini, there is of
course no special problem with those who assimilate the written or printed
word. For the speaker, the audience is in front of him. For the writer, the au-
dience is simply further away, in time or space or both. A surface inscribed
with information can neutralize time by preserving the information and
conquer space by moving the information to its recipient over distances that
sound cannot traverse. If, however, we put aside this alluring but deceptively
neat and mechanistic mock-up and look at verbal communication in its
human actuality, noting that words consist not of corpuscular units but of
evanescent sound and that, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty has pointed out,*
words are never fully determined in their abstract signification but have
meaning only with relation to man’s body and to its interaction with its sur-
roundings, problems with the writer’s audience begin to show themselves.
Wiriting calls for difficult, and often quite mysterious, skills. Except for a
small corps of highly trained writers, most persons could get into written
form few if any of the complicated and nuanced meanings they regularly
convey orally. One reason is evident: the spoken word is part of present actu-
ality and has its meaning established by the total situation in which it comes
into being. Context for the spoken word is simply present, centered in the
person speaking and the one or ones to whom he addresses himself and to
whom he is related existentially in terms of the circumambient actuality.”
But the meaning caught in writing comes provided with no such present cir-
cumambient actuality, at least normally. (One might except special cases of
written exchanges between persons present to one another physically but
with oral channels blocked: two deaf persons, for example, or two persons
who use different variants of Chinese and are orally incomprehensible to
one another but can communicate through the same written characters,
which carry virtually the same meanings though they are sounded differ-
ently in the different varieties of Chinese.)

Such special cases apart, the person to whom the writer addresses him-
self normally is not present at all. Moreover, with certain special exceptions
such as those just suggested, he must not be present. I am writing a book
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which will be read by thousands, or, I modestly hope, by tens of thousands.
So, please, get out of the room. I want to be alone. Writing normally calls for
some kind of withdrawal.

How does the writer give body to the audience for whom he writes? It
would be fatuous to think that the writer addressing a so-called general audi-
ence tries to imagine his readers individually. A well-known novelist friend
of mine only laughed when I asked him if, as he was writing a novel, he
imagined his real readers—the woman on the subway deep in his book, the
student in his room, the businessman on a vacation, the scholar in his study.
There is no need for a novelist to feel his “audience” this way at all. It may
be, of course, that at one time or another he imagines himself addressing
one or another real person. But not all his readers in their particularities.
Practically speaking, of course, and under the insistent urging of editors and
publishers, he does have to take into consideration the real social, eco-
nomic, and psychological state of possible readers. He has to write a book
that real persons will buy and read. But I am speaking— or writing—here of
the “audience” that fires the writer’s imagination. If it consists of the real per-
sons who he hopes will buy his book, they are not these persons in an un-
transmuted state.®

Although I have thus far followed the common practice in using the
term “audience,” it is really quite misleading to think of a writer as dealing
with an “audience,” even though certain considerations may at times oblige
us to think this way. More ‘properly, a writer addresses readers—only, he
does not quite “address” them either: he writes to or for them. The orator has
before him an audience which is a true audience, a collectivity. “Audience”
is a collective noun. There is no such collective noun for readers, nor, so far
as I am able to puzzle out, can there be. “Readers” is a plural. Readers do
not form a collectivity, acting here and now on one another and on the
speaker as members of an audience do. We can devise a singularized con-
cept for them, it is true, such as “readership.” We can say that the Reader’s
Digest has a readership of I don’t know how many millions —more than it is
comfortable to think about, at any rate. But “readership” is not a collective
noun. It is an abstraction in a way that “audience” is not.

The contrast between hearing and reading (running the eye over signals
that encode sound) can be caught if we imagine a speaker addressing an au-
dience equipped with texts. At one point, the speaker asks the members of
the audience all to read silently a paragraph out of the text. The audience
immediately fragments. It is no longer a unit. Each individual retires into his
own microcosm. When the readers look up again, the speaker has to gather
them into a collectivity once more. This is true even if he is the author of
the text they are reading.
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To sense more fully the writer’s problem with his so-called audience let
us envision a class of students asked to write on the subject to which school-
teachers, jaded by summer, return compulsively every autumn: “How I
Spent My Summer Vacation.” The teacher makes the easy assumption,
inviting and plausible but false, that the chief problem of a boy and a girl in
writing is finding a subject actually part of his or her real life. In-close sub-
ject matter is supposed to solve the problem of invention. Of course it does
not. The problem is not simply what to say but also whom to say it to. Say?
The student is not talking. He is writing. No one is listening. There is no
feedback. Where does he find his “audience” He has to make his readers
up, fictionalize them.

If the student knew what he was up against better than the teacher giv-
ing the assignment seemingly does, he might ask, “Who wants to know?”
The answer is not easy. Grandmother? He never tells grandmother. His fa-
ther or mother? There’s a lot he would not want to tell them, that’s sure. His
classmates? Imagine the reception if he suggested they sit down and listen
quietly while he told them how he spent his summer vacation. The teacher?
There is no conceivable setting in which he could imagine telling his
teacher how he spent his summer vacation other than in writing this paper,
so that writing for the teacher does not solve his problems but only restates
them. In fact, most young people do not tell anybody how they spent their
summer vacation, much less write down how they spent it. The subject may
be in-close; the use it is to be put to remains unfamiliar, strained, bizarre.

How does the student solve the problem? In many cases, in a way some-
what like the following. He has read, let us say, The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer. He knows what this book felt like, how the voice in it addressed its
readers, how the narrator hinted to his readers that they were related to him
and he to them, whoever they may actually have been or may be. Why not
pick up that voice and, with it, its audience? Why not make like Samuel
Clemens and write for whomever Samuel Clemens was writing for? This
even makes it possible to write for his teacher—itself likely to be a produc-
tive ploy—whom he certainly has never been quite able to figure out. But
he knows his teacher has read Tom Sawyer, has heard the voice in the book,
and could therefore obviously make like a Tom Sawyer reader. His problem
is solved, and he goes ahead. The subject matter now makes little difference,
provided that it is something like Mark Twain’s and that it interests him on
some grounds or other. Material in-close to his real life is not essential,
though, of course, it might be welcome now that he has a way to process it.

If the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally because he can fictional-
ize in his imagination an audience he has learned to know not from daily
life but from earlier writers who were fictionalizing in their imagination au-
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diences they had learned to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to
the dawn of written narrative. If and when he becomes truly adept, an “origi-
nal writer,” he can do more than project the earlier audience, he can alter it.
Thus it was that Samuel Clemens in Life on the Mississippi could not
merely project the audience that the many journalistic writers about the
Midwestern rivers had brought into being, but could also shape it to his own
demands. If you had read Isaiah Sellers, you could read Mark Twain, but
with a difference. You had to assume a part in a less owlish, more boisterous
setting, in which Clemens’ caustic humor masks the uncertainty of his seri-
ousness. Mark Twain’s reader is asked to take a special kind of hold on him-
self and on life.

Il

These reflections suggest, or are meant to suggest, that there exists a tradi-
tion in fictionalizing audiences that is a component part of literary tradition
in the sense in which literary tradition is discussed in T. S. Eliot’s “Tradition
and the Individual Talent.” A history of the ways audiences have been called
on to fictionalize themselves would be a correlative of the history of literary
genres and literary works, and indeed of culture itself.

What do we mean by saying the audience is a fiction? Two things at
least. First, that the writer must construct in his imagination, clearly or
vaguely, an audience cast in some sort of role —entertainment seekers, re-
flective sharers of experience (as those who listen to Conrad’s Marlow), in-
habitants of a lost and remembered world of prepubertal latency (readers of
Tolkien’s hobbit stories), and so on. Second, we mean that the audience
must correspondingly fictionalize itself. A reader has to play the role in
which the author has cast him, which seldom coincides with his role in the
rest of actual life. An office worker on a bus reading a novel of Thomas
Hardy is listening to a voice which is not that of any real person in the real
setting around him. He is playing the role demanded of him by this person
speaking in a quite special way from the book, which is not the subway and
is not quite “Wessex” either, though it speaks of Wessex. Readers over the
ages have had to learn this game of literacy, how to conform themselves to
the projections of the writers they read, or at least how to operate in terms of
these projections. They have to know how to play the game of being a mem-
ber of an audience that “really” does not exist. And they have to adjust when
the rules change, even though no rules thus far have ever been published
and even though the changes in the unpublished rules are themselves for
the most part only implied.
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A history of literature could be written in terms of the ways in which audi-
ences have successively been fictionalized from the time when writing broke
away from oral performance, for, just as each genre grows out of what went be-
fore it, so each new role that readers are made to assume is related to previous
roles. Putting aside for the moment the question of what fictionalizing may be
called for in the case of the audience for oral performance, we can note that
when script first came on the scene, the fictionalizing of readers was relatively
simple. Written narrative at first was merely a transcription of oral narrative, or
what was imagined as oral narrative, and it assumed some kind of oral singer’s
audience, even when being read. The transcribers of the Iliad and the Odyssey
presumably imagined an audience of real listeners in attendance on an oral
singer, and readers of those works to this day do well if they can imagine them-
selves hearing a singer of tales.” How these texts and other oral performances
were in fact originally set down in writing remains puzzling, but the tran-
scribers certainly were not composing in writing, but rather recording with
minimal alteration what a singer was singing or was imagined to be singing.

Even so, a scribe had to fictionalize in a way a singer did not, for a real
audience was not really present before the scribe, so it would seem, al-
though it is just possible that at times one may have been (Lord, pp. 125-28).
But, as transcription of oral performance or imagined oral performance gave
way gradually to composition in writing, the situation changed. No reader
today imagines Second Skin as a work that John Hawkes is reciting extem-
pore to a group of auditors, even though passages from it may be impressive
when read aloud.

111

We have noted that the roles readers are called on to play evolve without any
explicit rules or directives. How readers pick up the implicit signals and how
writers change the rules can be illustrated by examining a passage from a
specialist in unpublished directives for readers, Ernest Hemingway. The pas-
sage is the opening of A Farewell to Arms. At the start of my comment on the
passage, it will be clear that I am borrowing a good deal from Walker Gib-
son’s highly discerning book on modern American prose styles, Tough,
Sweet, and Stuffy.® The Hemingway passage follows:

In the late summer of that year we lived in a house in a village that looked
across the river and the plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there
were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun, and the water was
clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels.
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Hemingway’s style is often characterized as straightforward, unadorned,
terse, lacking in qualifiers, close-lipped; and it is all these things. But none
of them were peculiar to Hemingway when his writing began to command
attention. A feature more distinctive of Hemingway here and elsewhere is
the way he fictionalizes the reader, and this fictionalizing is often signaled
largely by his use of the definite article as a special kind of qualifier or of the
demonstrative pronoun “that,” of which the definite article is simply an
attenuation.

“The late summer of that year,” the reader begins. What year? The
reader gathers that there is no need to say. “Across the river.” What river?
The reader apparently is supposed to know. “And the plain.” What plain?
“The plain” —remember? “To the mountains.” What mountains? Do I have
to tell you? Of course not. The mountains—those mountains we know. We
have somehow been there together. Who? You, my reader, and 1. The
reader—every reader—is being cast in the role of a close companion of the
writer. This is the game he must play here with Hemingway, not always ex-
clusively or totally, but generally, to a greater or lesser extent. It is one reason
why the writer is tight-lipped. Description as such would bore a boon com-
panion. What description there is comes in the guise of pointing, in verbal
gestures, recalling humdrum, familiar details. “In the bed of the river there
were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun.” The known world, ac-
cepted and accepting. Not presentation, but recall. The writer needs only to
point, for what he wants to tell you about is not the scene at all but his feel-
ings. These, too, he treats as something you really had somehow shared,
though you might not have been quite aware of it at the time. He can tell
you what was going on inside him and count on sympathy, for you were
there. You know. The reader here has a well-marked role assigned him. He is
a companion-in-arms, somewhat later become a confidant. It is a flattering
role. Hemingway readers are encouraged to cultivate high self-esteem.

The effect of the definite article in Hemingway here is quite standard
and readily explicable. Normally, in English, we are likely to make an initial
reference to an individual object by means of the indefinite article and to
bring in the definite only subsequently. “Yesterday on the street @ man came
up to me, and when I stopped in my stride the man said. . . .” “A” is a modi-
fied form of the term “one,” a kind of singular of “some.” “A man” means
“one man” (of many real or possible men). The indefinite article tacitly ac-
knowledges the existence or possibility of a number of individuals beyond
the immediate range of reference and indicates that from among them one
is selected. Once we have indicated that we are concerned not with all but
with one-out-of-many, we train the definite article or pointer article on the
object of our attention.” The definite article thus commonly signals some
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previous, less definite acquaintanceship. Hemingway’s exclusion of indefi-
nite in favor of definite articles signals the reader that he is from the first on
familiar ground. He shares the author’s familiarity with the subject matter.
The reader must pretend he has known much of it before.

Hemingway’s concomitant use of the demonstrative distancing pro-
noun “that” parallels his use of “the.” For “the” is only an attenuated “that.”
It is a modified form of the demonstrative pronoun that replaced the origi-
nal Old English definite article “seo.” Both hold their referents at a dis-
tance, “that” typically at a somewhat greater distance than “the.” That
mountain you see ten miles away is indicated there on the map on the wall.
If we wish to think of the map as close, we would say, “This map on this
wall.” In distancing their objects, both “that” and “the” can tend to bring to-
gether the speaker and the one spoken to. “That” commonly means that-
over-there at a distance from you-and-me here, and “the” commonly means
much the same. These terms thus can easily implement the Hemingway re-
lationship: you-and-me.

This you-and-me effect of the distancing demonstrative pronoun and
the definite article can be seen perhaps more spectacularly in romance ety-
mology. The words for “the” in the romance languages come from the Latin
word ille, illa, illud, which yields in various romance tongues il, le, la, el, lo,
and their cognates. Ille is a distancing demonstrative in Latin: it means
“that-over-there-away-from-you-and-me” and stands in contrastive opposi-
tion to another Latin demonstrative which has no counterpart in English,
iste, ista, istud, which means “that-over-there-by-you” (and thus can readily
become pejorative — “that-little-no-account-thing-of-yours”). Ille brings to-
gether the speaker and the one spoken to by contrast with the distanced ob-
ject; iste distances from the speaker the one spoken to as well as the object.
Ille yields the romance definite articles, which correspond quite closely in
function to the English “the,” and thus advertises the close tie between “the”
and “that.”

Could readers of an earlier age have managed the Hemingway relation-
ship, the you-and-me relationship, marked by tight-lipped empathy based
on shared experience? Certainly from antiquity the reader or hearer of an
epic was plunged in medias res. But this does not mean he was cast as the
author’s boon companion. It means rather that he was plunged into the mid-
dle of a narrative sequence and told about antecedent events only later. A
feeling of camaraderie between companions-in-arms is conveyed in epics,
but the companions-in-arms are fictional characters; they are not the reader
or hearer and the narrator. “Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit” — these
words in the Aeneid, “perhaps some day it will help to recall these very
things,” are spoken by Aeneas to his companions when they are undergoing
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a period of hardships. They are one character’s words to other characters,
not Virgil’s words to his hearer or reader. One might urge further that, like
Hemingway’s reader, the reader or hearer of an epic—most typically, of an
oral folk epic—was hearing stories with which he was already acquainted,
that he was thus on familiar ground. He was, but not in the sense that he was
forced to pretend he had somehow lived as an alter ego of the narrator. His
familiarity with the material was not a pretense at all, not a role, but a simple
fact. Typically, the epic audience had heard the story, or something very
much like it, before.

The role in which Hemingway casts the reader is somewhat different
not only from anything these situations in early literature demand but also
from anything in the time immediately before Hemingway. This is what
makes Hemingway’s writing interesting to literary historians. But Heming-
way’s demands on the reader are by no means entirely without antecedents.
The existence of antecedents is indicated by the fact that Hemingway was as-
similated by relatively unskilled readers with very little fuss. He does not re-
cast the reader in a disturbingly novel role. By contrast, the role in which
Faulkner casts the reader is a far greater departure from preceding roles than
is Hemingway’s. Faulkner demands more skilled and daring readers, and
consequently had far fewer at first, and has relatively fewer even today when
the Faulkner role for readers is actually taught in school. (Perhaps we should
say the Faulkner roles.)

No one, so far as I know, has worked up a history of the readers’ roles
that prepared for that prescribed by Hemingway. But one can discern sig-
nificantly similar demands on readers beginning as early as Addison and
Steele, who assume a new fashionable intimacy among readers themselves
and between all readers and the writer, achieved largely by casting readers
as well as writer in the role of coffeehouse habitués. Defoe develops in his
own way comparable author-reader intimacy. The roots of these
eighteenth-century intimacies are journalistic, and from earlier journalism
they push out later in Hemingway’s own day into the world of sportswriters
and war correspondents, of whom Hemingway himself was one. With the
help of print and the near instantaneousness implemented by electronic
media (the telegraph first, later radio teletype and electronic transmission
of photography), the newspaper writer could bring his reader into his own
on-the-spot experience, availing himself in both sports and war of the
male’s strong sense of camaraderie based on shared hardships. Virgil’s for-
san et haec olim meminisse iuvabit once more. But Virgil was telling a story
of the days of old and, as has been seen, the camaraderie was among char-
acters in the story, Aeneas and his men. Sports and war journalism are
about the here and now, and, if the story can be got to the reader quickly,
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the camaraderie can be easily projected between the narrator and the
reader. The reader is close enough temporally and photographically to the
event for him to feel like a vicarious participant. In journalism Hemingway
had an established foundation on which to build, if not one highly es-
teemed in snobbish literary circles. And he in turn has been built upon by
those who have come later. Gibson has shown how much the style of Time
magazine is an adaptation of Hemingway (pp. 48-54). To Hemingway’s
writer-reader camaraderie Time adds omniscience, solemnly “reporting,”
for example, in eyewitness style, the behavior and feelings of a chief of state
in his own bedroom as he answers an emergency night telephone call and
afterward returns to sleep. Hemingway encouraged his readers in high self-
esteem. Time provides its readers, on a regular weekly basis, companion-
ship with the all-knowing gods.

When we look the other way down the corridors of time to the period
before the coffeehouses and the beginnings of intimate journalism, we find
that readers have had to be trained gradually to play the game Hemingway
engages them in. What if, per impossibile, a Hemingway story projecting the
reader’s role we have attended to here had turned up in Elizabethan Eng-
land? It would probably have been laughed out of court by readers totally
unable to adapt to its demands upon them. It would certainly have collided
with representative literary theory, as propounded for example by Sir Philip
Sidney in The Defense of Poesie. For Sidney and most of his age, poetry—
that is to say, literature generally—had as its aim to please, but even more
basically to teach, at least in the sense that it gave the reader to know what
he did not know before. The Hemingway convention that the reader had
somehow been through it all before with the writer would have been to Sid-
ney’s age at best confusing and at worst wrongheaded. One could argue that
the Hemingway narrator would be telling the reader at least something he
did not know before —that is, largely, the feelings of the narrator. But even
this revelation, as we have seen, implies in Hemingway a covert awareness
on the part of the reader, a deep sympathy or empathy of a basically roman-
tic, nonpublic sort, grounded in intimacy. Sidney would have sent Heming-
way back to his writing table to find something newer to write about, or to
find a way of casting his material in a fresher-sounding form.

Another, and related, feature of the Hemingway style would have re-
pelled sixteenth-century readers: the addiction to the “the” and “that” to the
calculated exclusion of most descriptive qualifiers. There is a deep irony
here. For in the rhetorical world that persisted from prehistoric times to the
age of romanticism, descriptive qualifiers were commonly epithetic, ex-
pected qualifiers. The first chapter of Sidney’s Arcadia (1590) presents the
reader with “the hopeless shepheard,” the “friendly rival,” “the necessary
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food,” “natural rest” “fowery fields,” “the extreme heat of summer,” and
countless other souvenirs of a country every rhetorician had trod many times
before. Is this not making the reader a recaller of shared experience much as
Hemingway’s use of “the” and “that” does? Not at all in the same way. The
sixteenth-century reader recalls the familiar accouterments of literature,
which are the familiar accouterments or commonplaces also of sculpture,
painting, and all art. These are matters of shared public acquaintanceship,
not of private experience. The sixteenth-century reader is walking through
land all educated men know. He is not made to pretend he knows these fa-
miliar objects because he once shared their presence with this particular au-
thor, as a Hemingway reader is made to pretend. In Sidney, there is none of
the you-and-I-know-even-if-others-don’t ploy.

\Y

To say that earlier readers would have been nonplussed at Hemingway’s de-
mands on them is not to say that earlier readers did not have special roles to
play or that authors did not have their own problems in devising and signal-
ing what the roles were. A few cases might be instanced here.

First of all, it is only honest to admit that even an oral narrator calls on
his audience to fictionalize itself to some extent. The invocation to the
Muse is a signal to the audience to put on the epic-listener’s cap. No Greek,
after all, ever talked the kind of language that Homer sang, although
Homer’s contemporaries could understand it well enough. Even today we
do not talk in other contexts quite the kind of language in which we tell fairy
stories to children. “Once upon a time,” we begin. The phrase lifts you out
of the real world. Homer’s language is “once upon a time” language. It es-
tablishes a fictional world. But the fictionalizing in oral epic is directly lim-
ited by live interaction, as real conversation is. A real audience controls the
narrator’s behavior immediately. Students of mine from Ghana and from
western Ireland have reported to me what I have read and heard from many
other sources: a given story may take a skilled or “professional” storyteller
anywhere from ten minutes to an hour and a half, depending on how he
finds the audience relates to him on a given occasion. “You always knew
ahead of time what he was going to say, but you never knew how long it
would take him to say it,” my Irish informant reported. The teller reacts di-
rectly to audience response. Oral storytelling is a two-way street.

Wiritten or printed narrative is not two-way, at least in the short run.
Readers’ reactions are remote and initially conjectural, however great their
ultimate effects on sales. We should think more about the problems that the
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need to fictionalize audiences creates for writers. Chaucer, for example, had
a problem with the conjectural readers of the Canterbury Tales. There was
no established tradition in English for many of the stories, and certainly
none at all for a collection of such stories. What does Chaucer do? He sets
the stories in what, from a literary-structural point of view, is styled a frame.
A group of pilgrims going to Canterbury tell stories to one another: the pil-
grimage frames the individual narratives. In terms of signals to his readers,
we could put it another way: Chaucer simply tells his readers how they are
to fictionalize themselves. He starts by telling them that there is a group of
pilgrims doing what real people do, going to a real place, Canterbury. The
reader is to imagine himself in their company and join the fun. Of course
this means fictionalizing himself as a member of a nonexistent group. But
the fictionalizing is facilitated by Chaucer’s clear frame-story directives. And
to minimize the fiction by maximizing real life, Chaucer installs himself,
the narrator, as one of the pilgrims. His reader-role problem is effectively
solved. Of course, he got the idea pretty much from antecedent writers faced
with similar problems, notably Boccaccio. But he naturalizes the frame in
the geography of southeast England.

The frame story was in fact quite common around Europe at this period.
Audience readjustment was a major feature of mature medieval culture, a
culture more focused on reading than any earlier culture had been. Would
it not be helpful to discuss the frame device as a contrivance all but de-
manded by the literary economy of the time rather than to expatiate on it as
a singular stroke of genius? For this it certainly was not, unless we define ge-
nius as the ability to make the most of an awkward situation. The frame is re-
ally a rather clumsy gambit, although a good narrator can bring it off pretty
well when he has to. It hardly has widespread immediate appeal for ordinary
readers today.

In the next period of major audience readjustment, John Lyly’s Euphues
and even more Thomas Nashe’s The Unfortunate Traveler can be viewed as
attempts to work out a credible role in which Elizabethan readers could cast
themselves for the new medium of print. Script culture had preserved a
heavy oral residue signaled by its continued fascination with rhetoric, which
had always been orally grounded, a fascination that script culture passed on
to early print culture. But the new medium was changing the noetic econ-
omy, and, while rhetoric remained strong in the curriculum, strain was de-
veloping. Lyly reacts by hyperrhetoricizing his text, tongue-in-cheek,
drowning the audience and himself in the highly controlled gush being pur-
veyed by the schools. The signals to the reader are unmistakable, if uncon-
sciously conveyed: play the role of the rhetorician’s listener for all you are
worth (Euphues is mostly speeches), remembering that the response the
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rhetorician commands is a serious and difficult one—it takes hard work to
assimilate the baroque complexity of Lyly’s text—but also that there is some-
thing awry in all the isocola, apophonemata, and antisagogai, now that the
reader is so very much more a reader than a listener. Such aural icono-
graphic equipment had been functional in oral management of knowledge,
implementing storage and recall, but with print it was becoming inciden-
tal —which is, paradoxically, why it could be so fantastically elaborated.

Nashe shows the same uneasiness, and more, regarding the reader’s role.
For in the phantasmagoria of styles in The Unfortunate Traveler he tries out
his reader in every role he can think of: whoever takes on Nashe’s story must
become a listener bending his ear to political orations, a participant in
scholastic disputations, a hanger-on at goliardic Woodstocks, a camp fol-
lower fascinated by merry tales, a simpering reader of Italian revenge stories
and sixteenth-century true confessions, a fellow conspirator in a world of pi-
caresque cheats, and much more.

Nashe gives a foretaste of other trial-and-error procedures by which
recipes were to be developed for the reader of the narrative prose works we
now call novels. Such recipes were being worked out in other languages,
too: in French notably by Rabelais, whose calls for strenuous shifts in the
reader’s stance Nashe emulated, and in Spanish by Cervantes, who explores
all sorts of ironic possibilities in the reader’s relationship to the text, incorpo-
rating into the second part of Don Quixote the purported reactions of read-
ers and of the tale’s characters to the first part of the work. Picaresque travels,
well known at least since Apuleius’ Golden Ass, multiplied, with major audi-
ence adjustments, in English down through Tom Jones: the unsettled role of
the reader was mirrored and made acceptable by keeping the hero himself
on the move. Samuel Richardson has his readers pretend they have access to
other persons’ letters, out of which a story emerges. Journals and diaries also
multiplied as narrative devices: the reader becoming a snooper or a collector
of seeming trivia that turn out not to be trivia at all. Ultimately, Laurence
Sterne is able to involve his reader not only in the procreation of his hero
Tristram Shandy but also in the hero’s writing of his autobiography, in
which pages are left blank for the reader to put his “own fancy in.” The
audience-speaker interaction of oral narrative here shows the reader in a
new ironic guise —somewhat destructive of the printed book, toward which,
as an object obtruding in the person-to-person world of human communica-
tion, the eighteenth century was feeling some ambiguous hostilities, as
Swift’s work also shows.

The problem of reader adjustment in prose narrative was in great part
due to the difficulty that narrators long had in feeling themselves as other
than oral performers. It is significant that, although the drama had been
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tightly plotted from classical antiquity (the drama is the first genre con-
trolled by writing, and by the same token, paradoxically, the first to make de-
liberate use of colloquial speech), until the late eighteenth century there is
in the whole Western world (and I suspect in the East as well) no sizable
prose narrative, so far as I know, with a tidy structure comparable to that
known for two millennia in the drama, moving through closely controlled
tensions to a climax, with reversal and denouement. This is not to say that
until the modern novel emerged narrative was not organized, or that earlier
narrators were trying to write modern novels but regularly fell short of their
aims. (Scholes and Kellogg have warned in The Nature of Narrative against
this retroactive analysis of literary history.) But it is to say that narrative had
not fully accommodated itself to print or, for that matter, to writing, which
drama had long before learned to exploit. Tom Jones is highly programed,
but in plot it is still episodic, as all prose narrative had been all the way back
through the Hellenic romances. With Jane Austen we are over the hurdle:
but Jane Austen was a woman, and women were not normally trained in the
Latin-based academic, rhetorical, oral tradition. They were not trained
speechmakers who had turned belatedly to chirography and print.

Even by Jane Austen’s time, however, the problem of the reader’s role in
prose narrative was by no means entirely solved. Nervousness regarding the
role of the reader registers everywhere in the “dear reader” regularly invoked
in fiction well through the nineteenth century. The reader had to be re-
minded (and the narrator, too) that the recipient of the story was indeed a
reader—not a listener, not one of the crowd, but an individual isolated with
a text. The relationship of audience-fictionalizing to modern narrative prose
is very mysterious, and I do not pretend to explain it all here, but only to
point to some of the strange problems often so largely overlooked in the rela-
tionship. Tightly plotted prose narrative is the correlative of the audiences
fictionalized for the first time with the aid of print, and the demands of such
narrative on readers were new.

\Y%

The present reflections have focused on written fictional narrative as a kind
of paradigm for the fictionalizing of writers’ “audiences” or readers. But
what has been said about fictional narrative applies ceteris paribus to all
writing. With the possible!® exception noted above of persons in the pres-
ence of one another communicating by writing because of inability to com-
municate orally, the writer’s audience is always a fiction. The historian, the
scholar or scientist, and the simple letter writer all fictionalize their audi-
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ences, casting them in a made-up role and calling on them to play the role
assigned.

Because history is always a selection and interpretation of those inci-
dents the individual historian believes will account better than other inci-
dents for some explanation of a totality, history partakes quite evidently of
the nature of poetry. It is a making. The historian does not make the ele-
ments out of which he constructs history, in the sense that he must build
with events that have come about independently of him, but his selection of
events and his way of verbalizing them so that they can be dealt with as
“facts,” and consequently the overall pattern he reports, are all his own cre-
ation, a making. No two historians say exactly the same thing about the
same given events, even though they are both telling the truth. There is no
one thing to say about anything; there are many things that can be said.

The oral “historian” captures events in terms of themes (the challenge,
the duel, the arming of the hero, the battle, and so on), and formulas (the
brave soldier, the faithful wife, the courageous people, the suffering people),
which are provided to him by tradition and are the only ways he knows to
talk about what is going on among men. Processed through these conven-
tions, events become assimilable by his auditors and “interesting” to them.
The writer of history is less reliant on formulas (or it may be he has such a
variety of them that it is hard to tell that is what they are). But he comes to
his material laden with themes in much vaster quantity than can be avail-
able to any oral culture. Without themes, there would be no way to deal
with events. It is impossible to tell everything that went on in the Pentagon
even in one day: how many stenographers dropped how many sheets of
paper into how many wastebaskets when and where, what they all said to
each other, and so on ad infinitum. These are not the themes historians nor-
mally use to write what really “happened.” They write about material by ex-
ploiting it in terms of themes that are “significant” or “interesting.” But what
is “significant” depends on what kind of history you are writing—national
political history, military history, social history, economic history, personal
biography, global history. What is significant and, perhaps even more, what
is “interesting” also depends on the readers and their interaction with the
historian. This interaction in turn depends on the role in which the histo-
rian casts his readers. Although so far as I know we have no history of readers
of history, we do know enough about historiography to be aware that one
could well be worked out. The open-faced way the reader figures in Samuel
Eliot Morison’s writings is different from the more conspiratorial way he fig-
ures in Perry Miller’s and both are quite different from the way the reader
figures in Herodotus.
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Scholarly works show comparable evolution in the roles they enforce on
their readers. Aristotle’s works, as has often been pointed out, are an agglomer-
ate of texts whose relationship to his own holographs, to his students’ notes,
and to the work of later editors will remain always more or less a puzzle. Much
of Aristotle consists of school logia or sayings, comparable to the logia or say-
ings of Jesus to his followers of which the Gospels chiefly consist. Aristotle’s
logia were addressed to specific individuals whom he knew, rather than simply
to the wide world. Even his more patently written compositions retain a per-
sonal orientation: his work on ethics is the Nicomachean Ethics, named for his
son. This means that the reader of Aristotle, if he wants to understand his text,
will do well to cast himself in the role of one of Aristotle’s actual listeners.

The practice of orienting a work, and thereby its readers, by writing it at
least purportedly for a specific person or persons continues well through the
Renaissance. The first edition of Peter Ramus’ Dialectic was the French Di-
alectique de Pierre de la Ramée a Charles de Lorraine Cardinal, son Mécene
(Paris, 1555), and the first edition of the far more widely used Latin version
preserved the same personal address: Dialectici Libri Duo . . . ad Carolum
Lotharingum Cardinalem (Paris, 1556). Sidney’s famous romance or epic is
The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia. Often in Renaissance printed editions a
galaxy of prefaces and dedicatory epistles and poems establishes a whole cos-
mos of discourse which, among other things, signals the reader what roles he
is to assume. Sidney’s, Spenser’s, and Milton’s works, for example, are heav-
ily laden with introductory material —whole books have been devoted to the
study of Sidney’s introductory matter alone.

Until recent times the rhetorical tradition, which, with the allied dialec-
tical or logical tradition, dominated most written as well as oral expression,
helped in the fictionalizing of the audience of learned works in a generic
but quite real way. Rhetoric fixed knowledge in agonistic structures.

For this reason, the roles of the reader of learned works until fairly re-
cent times were regularly more polemic than those demanded of the reader
today. Until the age of romanticism reconstituted psychological structures,
academic teaching of all subjects had been more or less polemic, dominated
by the ubiquitous rhetorical culture, and proceeding typically by proposing
and attacking theses in highly partisan fashion. (The academic world today
preserves much of the nomenclature, such as “thesis” and “defense” of the-
ses, but less of the programed fighting spirit, which its members let loose on
the social order more than on their subject matter or colleagues.) From Au-
gustine through St. Thomas Aquinas and Christian Wolff, writers of treatises
generally proceeded in adversary fashion, their readers being cast as partici-
pants in rhetorical contests or in dialectical scholastic disputations.
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Today the academic reader’s role is harder to describe. Some of its com-
plexities can be hinted at by attending to certain fictions which writers of
learned articles and books generally observe and which have to do with
reader status. There are some things the writer must assume that every
reader knows because virtually every reader does. It would be intolerable to
write, “Shakespeare, a well-known Elizabethan playwright,” not only in a
study on Renaissance drama but even in one on marine ecology. Otherwise
the reader’s role would be confused. There are other things that established
fiction holds all readers must know, even though everyone is sure all readers
do not know them: these are handled by writing, “as everyone knows,” and
then inserting what it is that not quite everyone really does know. Other
things the reader can safely be assumed not to know without threatening the
role he is playing. These gradations of admissible ignorance vary from one
level of scholarly writing to another, and since individual readers vary in
knowledge and competence, the degree to which they must fictionalize
themselves to match the level of this or that reading will vary. Knowledge of
the degrees of admissible ignorance for readers is absolutely essential if one
is to publish successfully. This knowledge is one of the things that separates
the beginning graduate student or even the brilliant undergraduate from the
mature scholar. It takes time to get a feel for the roles that readers can be ex-
pected comfortably to play in the modern academic world.

Other kinds of writing without end could be examined in our reflections
here on the fictionalizing of readers’ roles. For want of time and, frankly, for
want of wider reflection, I shall mention only two others. These are genres
that do not seem to fall under the rule that the writer’s audience is always a
fiction since the “audience” appears to be simply one clearly determined
person, who hardly need fictionalize himself. The first of the genres is the
familiar letter and the second the diary.

The case of the letter reader is really simple enough. Although by writ-
ing a letter you are somehow pretending the reader is present while you are
writing, you cannot address him as you do in oral speech. You must fiction-
alize him, make him into a special construct. Whoever saluted a friend on
the street with “Dear John”? And if you try the informal horrors, “Hi!” or
“Greetings!” or whatever else, the effect is not less but more artificial. You
are reminding him that you wish you were not writing him a letter, but,
then, why are you? There is no way out. The writer has to set up another re-
lationship to the reader and has to set the reader in a relationship to the
writer different from that of nonchirographical personal contact.

The dimensions of fiction in a letter are many. First, you have no way of
adjusting to the friend’s real mood as you would be able to adjust in oral
conversation. You have to conjecture or confect a mood that he is likely to
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be in or can assume when the letter comes. And, when it does come, he has
to put on the mood that you have fictionalized for him. Some of this sort of
adjustment goes on in oral communication, too, but it develops in a series of
exchanges: a tentative guess at another’s mood, a reaction from him, an-
other from yourself, another from him, and you know about where you are.
Letters do not have this normal give-and-take: they are one-way movements.
Moreover, the precise relationships of writer to reader in letters vary tremen-
dously from age to age even in intensively role-playing correspondence. No
one today can capture exactly the fiction in Swift’s Journal to Stella, though
it is informative to try to reconstruct it as fully as possible, for the relation-
ships of children to oldsters and even of man to woman have subtly altered,
as have also a vast mesh of other social relationships which the Journal to
Stella involves.

The epistolary situation is made tolerable by conventions, and learning
to write letters is largely a matter of learning what the writer-reader conven-
tions are. The paradoxes they involve were well caught some years ago in
a Marx Brothers movie—if I recall correctly where the incident occurred.
Letters start with “Dear Sir.” An owlish, bemused businessman calls his sec-
retary in. “Take this letter to Joseph Smithers,” he directs. “You know his
address. ‘Dear Sir: You dirty rat. . . "” The fiction of the exordium designed
to create the lector benevolens is first honored and then immediately wiped
out.

The audience of the diarist is even more encased in fictions. What is
easier, one might argue, than addressing oneself? As those who first begin a
diary often find out, a great many things are easier. The reasons why are not
hard to unearth. First of all, we do not normally talk to ourselves— certainly
not in long, involved sentences and paragraphs. Second, the diarist pretend-
ing to be talking to himself has also, since he is writing, to pretend he is
somehow not there. And to what self is he talking? To the self he imagines
he is? Or would like to be? Or really thinks he is? Or thinks other people
think he is? To himself as he is now? Or as he will probably or ideally be
twenty years hence? If he addresses not himself but “Dear Diary,” who in the
world is “Dear Diary”? What role does this imply? And why do more women
than men keep diaries? Or if they don’t (they really do—or did), why do peo-
ple think they do? When did the diary start? The history of diaries, I believe,
has yet to be written. Possibly more than the history of any other genre, it
will have to be a history of the fictionalizing of readers.

The case of the diary, which at first blush would seem to fictionalize the
reader least but in many ways probably fictionalizes him or her most, brings
into full view the fundamental deep paradox of the activity we call writing,
at least when writing moves from its initial account-keeping purposes to
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other more elaborate concerns more directly and complexly involving
human persons in their manifold dealings with one another. We are familiar
enough today with talk about masks—in literary criticism, psychology, phe-
nomenology, and elsewhere. Personae, earlier generally thought of as apply-
ing to characters in a play or other fiction (dramatis personae), are imputed
with full justification to narrators and, since all discourse has roots in narra-
tive, to everyone who uses language. Often in the complexities of present-
day fiction, with its “unreliable narrator” encased in layer after layer of
persiflage and irony, the masks within masks defy complete identification.
This is a game fiction writers play, harder now than ever.

But the masks of the narrator are matched, if not one-for-one, in equally
complex fashion by the masks that readers must learn to wear. To whom is
Finnegans Wake addressed? Who is the reader supposed to be? We hesitate
to say—certainly I hesitate to say—because we have thought so little about
the reader’s role as such, about his masks, which are as manifold in their
own way as those of the writer.

Masks are inevitable in all human communication, even oral. Role
playing is both different from actuality and an entry into actuality: play and
actuality (the world of “work”) are dialectically related to one another. From
the very beginning, an infant becomes an actual speaker by playing at being
a speaker, much as a person who cannot swim, after developing some ancil-
lary skills, one day plays at swimming and finds that he is swimming in truth.
But oral communication, which is built into existential actuality more di-
rectly than written, has within it a momentum that works for the removal of
masks. Lovers try to strip off all masks. And in all communication, insofar as
it is related to actual experience, there must be a movement of love. Those
who have loved over many years may reach a point where almost all masks
are gone. But never all. The lover’s plight is tied to the fact that every one of
us puts on a mask to address himself, too. Such masks to relate ourselves to
ourselves we also try to put aside, and with wisdom and grace we to some ex-
tent succeed in casting them off. When the last mask comes off, sainthood is
achieved, and the vision of God. But this can only be with death.

No matter what pitch of frankness, directness, or authenticity he may
strive for, the writer’s mask and the reader’s are less removable than those of
the oral communicator and his hearer. For writing is itself an indirection.
Direct communication by script is impossible. This makes writing not less
but more interesting, although perhaps less noble than speech. For man
lives largely by indirection, and only beneath the indirections that sustain
him is his true nature to be found. Writing, alone, however, will never bring
us truly beneath to the actuality. Present-day confessional writing—and it is
characteristic of our present age that virtually all serious writing tends to the
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confessional, even drama—likes to make an issue of stripping off all masks.
Observant literary critics and psychiatrists, however, do not need to be told
that confessional literature is likely to wear the most masks of all. It is hard to
bare your soul in any literary genre. And it is hard to write outside a genre.
T. S. Eliot has made the point that so far as he knows, great love poetry is
never written solely for the ear of the beloved (p. 97), although what a lover
speaks with his lips is often indeed for the ear of the beloved and of no other.
The point is well made, even though it was made in writing.

NOTES

1. See, e.g., ]. R. Searle, The Philosophy of Language (London: Oxford Univ. Press,
1971), pp. 24-28, where Austin is cited, and Searle’s bibliography, pp. 146-48.

2. The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1961), pp. 49-52, 138,
363-64.

3. The Nature of Narrative (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), pp. 17-56. Among re-
cent short studies exhibiting concerns tangent to but not the same as those of the present arti-
cle might be mentioned three from New Literary History: Georges Poulet, “Phenomenology
of Reading,” 1 (1969-70), 53—68; Geoffrey H. Hartman, “History-Writing as Answerable
Style,” 2 (1970-71), 73-84; and J. Hillis Miller, “The Still Heart: Poetic Form in
Wordsworth,” 2 (1970-71), 297-310, esp. p. 310; as well as Gerald Prince, “Introduction a
I'étude du narrataire,” Poétique, No. 14 (1973), pp. 178-96, which is concerned with the
“narrataire” only in novels (“narratee” in a related English-language study by the same author
as noted by him here) and with literary taxonomy more than history. See also Paul Ricoeur,
“What Is a Text? Explanation and Interpretation,” Appendix, pp. 135-50, in David Ras-
mussen, Mythic-Symbolic Language and Philosophical Anthropology: A Constructive Inter-
pretation of the Thought of Paul Ricoeur (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971).

4. Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 1962), pp.
181-84.

5. See my The Presence of the Word (New Haven and London: Yale Univ. Press, 1967),
pp. 116-17.

6. T. S. Eliot suggests some of the complexities of the writer-and-audience problem in
his essay on “The Three Voices of Poetry,” by which he means (1) “the voice of the poet talking
to himself—or to nobody,” (2) “the voice of the poet addressing an audience,” and (3) “the
voice of the poet when he attempts to create a dramatic character speaking” (On Poetry and
Poets, New York: Noonday Press, 1961, p. 96). Eliot, in the same work, states that these voices
often mingle and indeed, for him, “are most often found together” (p. 108). The approach I
am here taking cuts across Eliot’s way of enunciating the problem and, I believe, brings out
some of the built-in relationships among the three voices which help account for their inter-
mingling. The “audience” addressed by Eliot’s second voice not only is elusively constituted
but also, even in its elusiveness, can determine the voice of the poet talking to himself or to no-
body (Eliot’s first sense of “voice”), because in talking to oneself one has to objectify oneself,
and one does so in ways learned from addressing others. A practiced writer talking “to himself”
ina poem has a quite different feeling for “himself” than does a complete illiterate.

7. See Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales, Harvard Studies in Comparative Literature,
No. 24 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1964), pp. 124-38.
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8. Tough, Sweet, and Stuffy (Bloomington and London: Indiana Univ. Press, 1966),
pp- 28-54. In these pages, Gibson gets very close to the concern of the present article with
readers’ roles.

9. The present inclination to begin a story without the initial indefinite article, which
tacitly acknowledges a range of existence beyond that of the immediate reference, and to sub-
stitute for the indefinite article a demonstrative pronoun of proximity, “this,” is one of many
indications of the tendency of present-day man to feel his lifeworld —which is now more than
ever the whole world —as in-close to him, and to mute any references to distance. It is not un-
common to hear a conversation begin, “Yesterday on the street this man came up to me,
and. . . ” A few decades ago, the equivalent would very likely have been, “Yesterday on the
street a man came up to me, and. .. .” This widespread preference, which Hemingway proba-
bly influenced little if at all, does show that Hemingway’s imposition of fellowship on the
reader was an indication, perhaps moderately precocious, of a sweeping trend.

10. “Possible,” because there is probably a trace of fictionalizing even when notes are
being exchanged by persons in one another’s presence. It appears unlikely that what is written
in such script “conversations” is exactly the same as what it would be were voices used. The
interlocutors are, after all, to some extent pretending to be talking, when in fact they are not
talking but writing.
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Audience Addressed/

Audience Invoked

The Role of Audience in Composition Theory
and Pedagogy

LiSA EDE AND ANDREA LUNSFORD

One important controversy currently engaging scholars and teachers of writ-
ing involves the role of audience in composition theory and pedagogy. How
can we best define the audience of a written discourse? What does it mean
to address an audience? To what degree should teachers stress audience in
their assignments and discussions? What is the best way to help students rec-
ognize the significance of this critical element in any rhetorical situation?

Teachers of writing may find recent efforts to answer these questions
more confusing than illuminating. Should they agree with Ruth Mitchell
and Mary Taylor, who so emphasize the significance of the audience that
they argue for abandoning conventional composition courses and institut-
ing a “cooperative effort by writing and subject instructors in adjunct
courses. The cooperation and courses take two main forms. Either writing
instructors can be attached to subject courses where writing is required, an
organization which disperses the instructors throughout the departments
participating; or the composition courses can teach students how to write
the papers assigned in other concurrent courses, thus centralizing instruc-
tion but diversifying topics.”! Or should teachers side with Russell Long,
who asserts that those advocating greater attention to audience overempha-
size the role of “observable physical or occupational characteristics” while

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 35.2 (May 1984): 155-71. Used

with permission.
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ignoring the fact that most writers actually create their audiences. Long ar-
gues against the usefulness of such methods as developing hypothetical
rhetorical situations as writing assignments, urging instead a more tradi-
tional emphasis on “the analysis of texts in the classroom with a very de-
tailed examination given to the signals provided by the writer for his
audience.”

To many teachers, the choice seems limited to a single option—to be for
or against an emphasis on audience in composition courses. In the follow-
ing essay, we wish to expand our understanding of the role audience plays in
composition theory and pedagogy by demonstrating that the arguments ad-
vocated by each side of the current debate oversimplify the act of making
meaning through written discourse. Each side, we will argue, has failed ade-
quately to recognize (1) the fluid, dynamic character of rhetorical situations;
and (2) the integrated, interdependent nature of reading and writing. After
discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the two central perspectives on
audience in composition —which we group under the rubrics of audience
addressed and audience invoked® —we will propose an alternative formula-
tion, one which we believe more accurately reflects the richness of “audi-
ence” as a concept.”

AUDIENCE ADDRESSED

Those who envision audience as addressed emphasize the concrete reality
of the writer’s audience; they also share the assumption that knowledge of
this audience’s attitudes, beliefs, and expectations is not only possible (via
observation and analysis) but essential. Questions concerning the degree to
which this audience is “real” or imagined, and the ways it differs from the
speaker’s audience, are generally either ignored or subordinated to a sense of
the audience’s powerfulness. In their discussion of “A Heuristic Model for
Creating a Writer’s Audience,” for example, Fred Pfister and Joanne Petrik
attempt to recognize the ontological complexity of the writer-audience rela-
tionship by noting that “students, like all writers, must fictionalize their
audience.”* Even so, by encouraging students to “construct in their imagina-

*A number of terms might be used to characterize the two approaches to audience which
dominate current theory and practice. Such pairs as identified/envisaged, “real”/fictional, or
analyzed/created all point to the same general distinction as do our terms. We chose “ad-
dressed/invoked” because these terms most precisely represent our intended meaning. Our dis-
cussion will, we hope, clarify their significance; for the present, the following definitions must
serve. The “addressed” audience refers to those actual or real-life people who read a discourse,
while the “invoked” audience refers to the audience called up or imagined by the writer.
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tion an audience that is as nearly a replica as is possible of those many read-
ers who actually exist in the world of reality,” Pfister and Petrik implicitly
privilege the concept of audience as addressed.’

Many of those who envision audience as addressed have been influ-
enced by the strong tradition of audience analysis in speech communication
and by current research in cognitive psychology on the composing process.
They often see themselves as reacting against the current-traditional para-
digm of composition, with its a-rhetorical, product-oriented emphasis.” And
they also frequently encourage what is called “real-world” writing.®

Our purpose here is not to draw up a list of those who share this view
of audience but to suggest the general outline of what most readers will
recognize as a central tendency in the teaching of writing today. We
would, however, like to focus on one particularly ambitious attempt to for-
mulate a theory and pedagogy for composition based on the concept of au-
dience as addressed: Ruth Mitchell and Mary Taylor’s “The Integrating
Perspective: An Audience-Response Model for Writing” We choose
Mitchell and Taylor’s work because of its theoretical richness and practical
specificity. Despite these strengths, we wish to note several potentially sig-
nificant limitations in their approach, limitations which obtain to varying
degrees in much of the current work of those who envision audience as
addressed.

In their article, Mitchell and Taylor analyze what they consider to be
the two major existing composition models: one focusing on the writer and
the other on the written product. Their evaluation of these two models
seems essentially accurate. The “writer” model is limited because it defines
writing as either self-expression or “fidelity to fact” (p. 255) —epistemologi-
cally naive assumptions which result in troubling pedagogical inconsisten-
cies. And the “written product” model, which is characterized by an
emphasis on “certain intrinsic features [such as a] lack of comma splices
and fragments” (p. 258), is challenged by the continued inability of teachers
of writing (not to mention those in other professions) to agree upon the pre-
cise intrinsic features which characterize “good” writing.

Most interesting, however, is what Mitchell and Taylor omit in their criti-
cism of these models. Neither the writer model nor the written product
model pays serious attention to invention, the term used to describe those
methods designed to aid in retrieving information, forming concepts, analyz-
ing complex events, and solving certain kinds of problems.” Mitchell and
Taylor’s lapse in not noting this omission is understandable, however, for the
same can be said of their own model. When these authors discuss the writing
process, they stress that “our first priority for writing instruction at every level
ought to be certain major tactics for structuring material because these
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structures are the most important in guiding the reader’s comprehension and
memory” (p. 271). They do not concern themselves with where “the mater-
ial” comes from — its sophistication, complexity, accuracy, or rigor.

Mitchell and Taylor also fail to note another omission, one which might
be best described in reference to their own model (Figure 1). This model
has four components. Mitchell and Taylor use two of these, “writer” and
“written product,” as labels for the models they condemn. The third and
fourth components, “audience” and “response,” provide the title for their
own “audience-response model for writing” (p. 249).

Mitchell and Taylor stress that the components in their model interact.
Yet, despite their emphasis on interaction, it never seems to occur to them to
note that the two other models may fail in large part because they overem-
phasize and isolate one of the four elements—wrenching it too greatly from
its context and thus inevitably distorting the composing process. Mitchell
and Taylor do not consider this possibility, we suggest, because their own
model has the same weakness.

Mitchell and Taylor argue that a major limitation of the “writer” model
is its emphasis on the self, the person writing, as the only potential judge of
effective discourse. Ironically, however, their own emphasis on audience
leads to a similar distortion. In their model, the audience has the sole power
of evaluating writing, the success of which “will be judged by the audience’s
reaction: ‘good’ translates into ‘effective, ‘bad’ into ‘ineffective.”” Mitchell
and Taylor go on to note that “the audience not only judges writing; it also
motivates it” (p. 250),1° thus suggesting that the writer has less control than
the audience over both evaluation and motivation.

Despite the fact that Mitchell and Taylor describe writing as “an interac-
tion, a dynamic relationship” (p. 250), their model puts far more emphasis
on the role of the audience than on that of the writer. One way to pinpoint

Figure 1  Mitchell and Taylor's “general model of writing” (p. 250).
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the source of imbalance in Mitchell and Taylor’s formulation is to note that
they are right in emphasizing the creative role of readers who, they observe,
“actively contribute to the meaning of what they read and will respond ac-
cording to a complex set of expectations, preconceptions, and provocations”
(p- 251), but wrong in failing to recognize the equally essential role writers
play throughout the composing process not only as creators but also as read-
ers of their own writing.

As Susan Wall observes in “In the Writer’s Eye: Learning to Teach the
Rereading/Revising Process,” when writers read their own writing, as they do
continuously while they compose, “there are really not one but two contexts
for rereading: there is the writer-as-reader’s sense of what the established text is
actually saying, as of this reading; and there is the reader-as-writer’s judgment
of what the text might say or should say. . . ”"!! What is missing from Mitchell
and Taylor’s model, and from much work done from the perspective of audi-
ence as addressed, is a recognition of the crucial importance of this internal
dialogue, through which writers analyze inventional problems and conceptu-
alize patterns of discourse. Also missing is an adequate awareness that, no mat-
ter how much feedback writers may receive after they have written something
(or in breaks while they write), as they compose writers must rely in large part
upon their own vision of the reader, which they create, as readers do their vi-
sion of writers, according to their own experiences and expectations.

Another major problem with Mitchell and Taylor’s analysis is their ap-
parent lack of concern for the ethics of language use. At one point, the au-
thors ask the following important question: “Have we painted ourselves into
a corner, so that the audience-response model must defend sociologese and
its related styles?” (p. 265). Note first the ambiguity of their answer, which
seems to us to say no and yes at the same time, and the way they try to deflect
its impact:

No. We defend only the right of audiences to set their own standards and
we repudiate the ambitions of English departments to monopolize that
standard-setting. If bureaucrats and scientists are happy with the way they
write, then no one should interfere.

But evidence is accumulating that they are not happy. (p. 265)

Here Mitchell and Taylor surely underestimate the relationship be-
tween style and substance. As those concerned with Doublespeak can attest,
for example, the problem with sociologese is not simply its (to our ears) awk-
ward, convoluted, highly nominalized style, but the way writers have in cer-
tain instances used this style to make statements otherwise unacceptable to
lay persons, to “gloss over” potentially controversial facts about programs
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and their consequences, and thus violate the ethics of language use. Hence,
although we support Mitchell and Taylor when they insist that we must bet-
ter understand and respect the linguistic traditions of other disciplines and
professions, we object to their assumption that style is somehow value free.

As we noted earlier, an analysis of Mitchell and Taylor’s discussion clari-
fies weaknesses inherent in much of the theoretical and pedagogical re-
search based on the concept of audience as addressed. One major weakness
of this research lies in its narrow focus on helping students learn how to
“continually modify their work with reference to their audience” (p. 251).
Such a focus, which in its extreme form becomes pandering to the crowd,
tends to undervalue the responsibility a writer has to a subject and to what
Wayne Booth in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent calls “the art of
discovering good reasons.”'? The resulting imbalance has clear ethical con-
sequences, for rhetoric has traditionally been concerned not only with the
effectiveness of a discourse, but with truthfulness as well. Much of our diffi-
culty with the language of advertising, for example, arises out of the ad
writer’s powerful concept of audience as addressed divorced from a corollary
ethical concept. The toothpaste ad that promises improved personality, for
instance, knows too well how to address the audience. But such ads ignore
ethical questions completely.

Another weakness in research done by those who envision audience as
addressed suggests an oversimplified view of language. As Paul Kameen ob-
serves in “Rewording the Rhetoric of Composition,” “discourse is not
grounded in forms or experience or audience; it engages all of these ele-
ments simultaneously.”!> Ann Berthoff has persistently criticized our obses-
sion with one or another of the elements of discourse, insisting that meaning
arises out of their synthesis. Writing is more, then, than “a means of acting
upon a receiver” (Mitchell and Taylor, p. 250); it is a means of making
meaning for writer and reader.!* Without such a unifying, balanced under-
standing of language use, it is easy to overemphasize one aspect of discourse,
such as audience. It is also easy to forget, as Anthony Petrosky cautions us,
that “reading, responding, and composing are aspects of understanding, and
theories that attempt to account for them outside of their interaction with
each other run the serious risk of building reductive models of human
understanding.”!®

AUDIENCE INVOKED

Those who envision audience as invoked stress that the audience of a writ-
ten discourse is a construction of the writer, a “created fiction” (Long,
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p- 225). They do not, of course, deny the physical reality of readers, but they
argue that writers simply cannot know this reality in the way that speakers
can. The central task of the writer, then, is not to analyze an audience and
adapt discourse to meet its needs. Rather, the writer uses the semantic and
syntactic resources of language to provide cues for the reader—cues which
help to define the role or roles the writer wishes the reader to adopt in re-
sponding to the text. Little scholarship in composition takes this perspective;
only Russell Long’s article and Walter Ong’s “The Writer’s Audience Is Al-
ways a Fiction” focus centrally on this issue.!¢ If recent conferences are any
indication, however, a growing number of teachers and scholars are becom-
ing concerned with what they see as the possible distortions and oversimpli-
hications of the approach typified by Mitchell and Taylor’s model.!?

Russell Long’s response to current efforts to teach students analysis of
audience and adaptation of text to audience is typical: “I have become in-
creasingly disturbed not only about the superficiality of the advice itself, but
about the philosophy which seems to lie beneath it” (p. 221). Rather than
detailing Long’s argument, we wish to turn to Walter Ong’s well-known
study. Published in PMLA in 1975, “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fic-
tion” has had a significant impact on composition studies, despite the fact
that its major emphasis is on fictional narrative rather than expository writ-
ing. An analysis of Ong’s argument suggests that teachers of writing may err
if they uncritically accept Ong’s statement that “what has been said about
hctional narrative applies ceteris paribus to all writing” (p. 17).

Ong’s thesis includes two central assertions: “What do we mean by saying
the audience is a fiction? Two things at least. First, that the writer must con-
struct in his imagination, clearly or vaguely, an audience cast in some sort of
role. . .. Second, we mean that the audience must correspondingly fictional-
ize itself” (p. 12). Ong emphasizes the creative power of the adept writer,
who can both project and alter audiences, as well as the complexity of the
reader’s role. Readers, Ong observes, must learn or “know how to play the
game of being a member of an audience that ‘really’ does not exist” (p. 12).

On the most abstract and general level, Ong is accurate. For a writer,
the audience is not there in the sense that the speaker’s audience, whether a
single person or a large group, is present. But Ong’s representative situa-
tions—the orator addressing a mass audience versus a writer alone in a
room—oversimplify the potential range and diversity of both oral and writ-
ten communication situations.

Ong’s model of the paradigmatic act of speech communication derives
from traditional rhetoric. In distinguishing the terms audience and reader,
he notes that “the orator has before him an audience which is a true audi-
ence, a collectivity. . . . Readers do not form a collectivity, acting here and
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now on one another and on the speaker as members of an audience do”
(p. 11). As this quotation indicates, Ong also stresses the potential for inter-
action among members of an audience, and between an audience and a
speaker.

But how many audiences are actually collectives, with ample opportu-
nity for interaction? In Persuasion: Understanding, Practice, and Analysis,
Herbert Simons establishes a continuum of audiences based on opportuni-
ties for interaction.!® Simons contrasts commercial mass media publics,
which “have little or no contact with each other and certainly have no
reciprocal awareness of each other as members of the same audience” with
“face-to-face work groups that meet and interact continuously over an ex-
tended period of time.” He goes on to note that: “Between these two ex-
tremes are such groups as the following: (1) the pedestrian audience,
persons who happen to pass a soap box orator . . . ; (2) the passive, occa-
sional audience, persons who come to hear a noted lecturer in a large audi-
torium . . . ; (3) the active, occasional audience, persons who meet only on
specific occasions but actively interact when they do meet” (pp. 97-98).

Simons’ discussion, in effect, questions the rigidity of Ong’s distinctions
between a speaker’s and a writer’s audience. Indeed, when one surveys a
broad range of situations inviting oral communication, Ong’s paradigmatic
situation, in which the speaker’s audience constitutes a “collectivity, acting
here and now on one another and on the speaker” (p. 11), seems somewhat
atypical. It is certainly possible, at any rate, to think of a number of instances
where speakers confront a problem very similar to that of writers: lacking in-
timate knowledge of their audience, which comprises not a collectivity but a
disparate, and possibly even divided, group of individuals, speakers, like writ-
ers, must construct in their imaginations “an audience cast in some sort of
role.”! When President Carter announced to Americans during a speech
broadcast on television, for instance, that his program against inflation was
“the moral equivalent of warfare,” he was doing more than merely character-
izing his economic policies. He was providing an important cue to his audi-
ence concerning the role he wished them to adopt as listeners—that of a
people braced for a painful but necessary and justifiable battle. Were we to
examine his speech in detail, we would find other more subtle, but equally
important, semantic and syntactic signals to the audience.

We do not wish here to collapse all distinctions between oral and written
communication, but rather to emphasize that speaking and writing are, after
all, both rhetorical acts. There are important differences between speech
and writing. And the broad distinction between speech and writing that Ong
makes is both commonsensical and particularly relevant to his subject, fic-
tional narrative. As our illustration demonstrates, however, when one turns
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to precise, concrete situations, the relationship between speech and writing
can become far more complex than even Ong represents.

Just as Ong’s distinction between speech and writing is accurate on a
highly general level but breaks down (or at least becomes less clear-cut)
when examined closely, so too does his dictum about writers and their audi-
ences. Every writer must indeed create a role for the reader, but the con-
straints on the writer and the potential sources of and possibilities for the
reader’s role are both more complex and diverse than Ong suggests. Ong
stresses the importance of literary tradition in the creation of audience: “If
the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally because he can fictionalize in
his imagination an audience he has learned to know not from daily life but
from earlier writers who were fictionalizing in their imagination audiences
they had learned to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to the dawn
of written narrative” (p. 11). And he cites a particularly (for us) germane ex-
ample, a student “asked to write on the subject to which schoolteachers,
jaded by summer, return compulsively every autumn: ‘How I Spent My
Summer Vacation’” (p. 11). In order to negotiate such an assignment suc-
cessfully, the student must turn his real audience, the teacher, into someone
else. He or she must, for instance, “make like Samuel Clemens and write for
whomever Samuel Clemens was writing for” (p. 11).

Ong’s example is, for his purposes, well-chosen. For such an assignment
does indeed require the successful student to “fictionalize” his or her audi-
ence. But why is the student’s decision to turn to a literary model in this in-
stance particularly appropriate? Could one reason be that the student knows
(consciously or unconsciously) that his English teacher, who is still the lit-
eral audience of his essay, appreciates literature and hence would be enter-
tained (and here the student may intuit the assignment’s actual aim as well)
by such a strategy? In Ong’s example the audience —the “jaded” school-
teacher—is not only willing to accept another role but, perhaps, actually
yearns for it. How else to escape the tedium of reading 25, 50, 75 student pa-
pers on the same topic? As Walter Minot notes, however, not all readers are
so malleable:

In reading a work of fiction or poetry, a reader is far more willing to sus-
pend his beliefs and values than in a rhetorical work dealing with some
current social, moral, or economic issue. The effectiveness of the created
audience in a rhetorical situation is likely to depend on such constraints as
the actual identity of the reader, the subject of the discourse, the identity
and purpose of the writer, and many other factors in the real world.2

An example might help make Minot’s poiint concrete.
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Imagine another composition student faced, like Ong’s, with an assign-
ment. This student, who has been given considerably more latitude in her
choice of a topic, has decided to write on an issue of concern to her at the
moment, the possibility that a home for mentally-retarded adults will be
built in her neighborhood. She is alarmed by the strongly negative, highly
emotional reaction of most of her neighbors and wishes in her essay to per-
suade them that such a residence might not be the disaster they anticipate.

This student faces a different task from that described by Ong. If she is to
succeed, she must think seriously about her actual readers, the neighbors to
whom she wishes to send her letter. She knows the obvious demographic fac-
tors—age, race, class—so well that she probably hardly needs to consider
them consciously. But other issues are more complex. How much do her
neighbors know about mental retardation, intellectually or experientially?
What is their image of a retarded adult? What fears does this project raise in
them? What civic and religious values do they most respect? Based on this
analysis—and the process may be much less sequential than we describe
here —she must, of course, define a role for her audience, one congruent
with her persona, arguments, the facts as she knows them, etc. She must, as
Minot argues, both analyze and invent an audience.?! In this instance, after
detailed analysis of her audience and her arguments, the student decided to
begin her essay by emphasizing what she felt to be the genuinely admirable
qualities of her neighbors, particularly their kindness, understanding, and
concern for others. In so doing, she invited her audience to see themselves as
she saw them: as thoughtful, intelligent people who, if they were adequately
informed, would certainly not act in a harsh manner to those less fortunate
than they. In accepting this role, her readers did not have to “play the game of
being a member of an audience that ‘really’ does not exist” (Ong, “The
Writer's Audience,” p. 12). But they did have to recognize in themselves the
strengths the student described and to accept her implicit linking of these
strengths to what she hoped would be their response to the proposed “home.”

When this student enters her history class to write an examination she
faces a different set of constraints. Unlike the historian who does indeed
have a broad range of options in establishing the reader’s role, our student
has much less freedom. This is because her reader’s role has already been es-
tablished and formalized in a series of related academic conventions. If she
is a successful student, she has so effectively internalized these conventions
that she can subordinate a concern for her complex and multiple audiences
to focus on the material on which she is being tested and on the single audi-
ence, the teacher, who will respond to her performance on the test.?

We could multiply examples. In each instance the student writing—to
friend, employer, neighbor, teacher, fellow readers of her daily newspaper —
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would need, as one of the many conscious and unconscious decisions re-
quired in composing, to envision and define a role for the reader. But how
she defines that role —whether she relies mainly upon academic or techni-
cal writing conventions, literary models, intimate knowledge of friends or
neighbors, analysis of a particular group, or some combination thereof —will
vary tremendously. At times the reader may establish a role for the reader
which indeed does not “coincide[s] with his role in the rest of actual life”
(Ong, p. 12). At other times, however, one of the writer’s primary tasks may
be that of analyzing the “real life” audience and adapting the discourse to it.
One of the factors that makes writing so difficult, as we know, is that we have
no recipes: each rhetorical situation is unique and thus requires the writer,
catalyzed and guided by a strong sense of purpose, to reanalyze and reinvent
solutions.

Despite their helpful corrective approach, then, theories which assert
that the audience of a written discourse is a construction of the writer pre-
sent their own dangers.> One of these is the tendency to overemphasize the
distinction between speech and writing while undervaluing the insights of
discourse theorists, such as James Moffett and James Britton, who remind us
of the importance of such additional factors as distance between speaker or
writer and audience and levels of abstraction in the subject. In Teaching the
Universe of Discourse, Moffett establishes the following spectrum of dis-
course: recording (“the drama of what is happening”), reporting (“the narra-
tive of what happened”), generalizing (“the exposition of what happens”)
and theorizing (“the argumentation of what will, may happen”).2* In an ex-
tended example, Moffett demonstrates the important points of connection
between communication acts at any one level of the spectrum, whether oral
or written:

Suppose next that I tell the cafeteria experience to a friend some time later
in conversation. . . . Of course, instead of recounting the cafeteria scene to
my friend in person I could write it in a letter to an audience more re-
moved in time and space. Informal writing is usually still rather sponta-
neous, directed at an audience known to the writer, and reflects the
transient mood and circumstances in which the writing occurs. Feedback
and audience influence, however, are delayed and weakened. . . . Compare
in turn now the changes that must occur all down the line when I write about
this cafeteria experience in a discourse destined for publication and distribu-
tion to a mass, anonymous audience of present and perhaps unborn people. 1
cannot allude to things and ideas that only my friends know about. I must
use a vocabulary, style, logic, and rhetoric that anybody in that mass audi-
ence can understand and respond to. I must name and organize what hap-
pened during those moments in the cafeteria that day in such a way that
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this mythical average reader can relate what I say to some primary mo-
ments of experience of his own. (pp. 37-38; our emphasis)

Though Moffett does not say so, many of these same constraints would ob-
tain if he decided to describe his experience in a speech to a mass audi-
ence—the viewers of a television show, for example, or the members of a
graduating class. As Moffett’s example illustrates, the distinction between
speech and writing is important; it is, however, only one of several con-
straints influencing any particular discourse.

Another weakness of research based on the concept of audience as in-
voked is that it distorts the processes of writing and reading by overemphasiz-
ing the power of the writer and undervaluing that of the reader. Unlike
Mitchell and Taylor, Ong recognizes the creative role the writer plays as
reader of his or her own writing, the way the writer uses language to provide
cues for the reader and tests the effectiveness of these cues during his or her
own rereading of the text. But Ong fails adequately to recognize the con-
straints placed on the writer, in certain situations, by the audience. He fails,
in other words, to acknowledge that readers’ own experiences, expectations,
and beliefs do play a central role in their reading of a text, and that the writer
who does not consider the needs and interests of his audience risks losing
that audience. To argue that the audience is a “created fiction” (Long, p.
225), to stress that the reader’s role “seldom coincides with his role in the
rest of actual life” (Ong, p. 12), is just as much an oversimplification, then,
as to insist, as Mitchell and Taylor do, that “the audience not only judges
writing, it also motivates it” (p. 250). The former view overemphasizes the
writer’s independence and power; the latter, that of the reader.

RHETORIC AND ITS SITUATIONS?

If the perspectives we have described as audience addressed and audience in-
voked represent incomplete conceptions of the role of audience in written
discourse, do we have an alternative? How can we most accurately conceive
of this essential rhetorical element? In what follows we will sketch a tentative
model and present several defining or constraining statements about this ap-
parently slippery concept, “audience.” The result will, we hope, move us
closer to a full understanding of the role audience plays in written discourse.

Figure 2 represents our attempt to indicate the complex series of obliga-
tions, resources, needs, and constraints embodied in the writer’s concept of
audience. (We emphasize that our goal here is not to depict the writing
process as a whole—a much more complex task—but to focus on the
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Figure 2 The concept of audience.
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writer’s relation to audience.) As our model indicates, we do not see the two
perspectives on audience described earlier as necessarily dichotomous or
contradictory. Except for past and anomalous audiences, special cases which
we describe paragraphs hence, all of the audience roles we specify—self,
friend, colleague, critic, mass audience, and future audience—may be in-
voked or addressed.?6 It is the writer who, as writer and reader of his or her
own text, one guided by a sense of purpose and by the particularities of a
specific rhetorical situation, establishes the range of potential roles an audi-
ence may play. (Readers may, of course, accept or reject the role or roles the
writer wishes them to adopt in responding to a text.)

Writers who wish to be read must often adapt their discourse to meet the
needs and expectations of an addressed audience. They may rely on past ex-
perience in addressing audiences to guide their writing, or they may engage
a representative of that audience in the writing process. The latter occurs,
for instance, when we ask a colleague to read an article intended for schol-
arly publication. Writers may also be required to respond to the intervention
of others—a teacher’s comments on an essay, a supervisor’s suggestions for
improving a report, or the insistent, catalyzing questions of an editor. Such
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intervention may in certain cases represent a powerful stimulus to the
writer, but it is the writer who interprets the suggestions—or even com-
mands— of others, choosing what to accept or reject. Even the conscious.de-
cision to accede to the expectations of a particular addressed audience may
not always be carried out; unconscious psychological resistance, incomplete
understanding, or inadequately developed ability may prevent the writer
from following through with the decision—a reality confirmed by composi-
tion teachers with each new set of essays.

The addressed audience, the actual or intended readers of a discourse,
exists outside of the text. Writers may analyze these readers’ needs, antici-
pate their biases, even defer to their wishes. But it is only through the text,
through language, that writers embody or give life to their conception of the
reader. In so doing, they do not so much create a role for the reader—a
phrase which implies that the writer somehow creates a mold to which the
reader adapts—as invoke it. Rather than relying on incantations, however,
writers conjure their vision—a vision which they hope readers will actively
come to share as they read the text—by using all the resources of language
available to them to establish a broad, and ideally coherent, range of cues
for the reader. Technical writing conventions, for instance, quickly formal-
ize any of several writer-reader relationships, such as colleague to colleague
or expert to lay reader. But even comparatively local semantic decisions may
play an equally essential role. In “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fic-
tion,” Ong demonstrates how Hemingway’s use of definite articles in A
Farewell to Arms subtly cues readers that their role is to be that of a “compan-
ion in arms . . . a confidant” (p. 13).

Any of the roles of the addressed audience cited in our model may be in-
voked via the text. Writers may also invoke a past audience, as did, for in-
stance, Ong’s student writing to those Mark Twain would have been writing
for. And writers can also invoke anomalous audiences, such as a fictional
character—Hercule Poirot perhaps. Our model, then, confirms Douglas
Park’s observation that the meanings of audience, though multiple and com-
plex, “tend to diverge in two general directions: one toward actual people ex-
ternal to a text, the audience whom the writer must accommodate; the other
toward the text itself and the audience implied there: a set of suggested or
evoked attitudes, interests, reactions, conditions of knowledge which may or
may not fit with the qualities of actual readers or listeners.”?’ The most com-
plete understanding of audience thus involves a synthesis of the perspectives
we have termed audience addressed, with its focus on the reader, and audi-
ence invoked, with its focus on the writer.

One illustration of this constantly shifting complex of meanings for “au-
dience” lies in our own experiences writing this essay. One of us became in-
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terested in the concept of audience during an NEH Seminar, and her first
audience was a small, close-knit seminar group to whom she addressed her
work. The other came to contemplate a multiplicity of audiences while
working on a textbook; the first audience in this case was herself, as she de-
bated the ideas she was struggling to present to a group of invoked students.
Following a lengthy series of conversations, our interests began to merge: we
shared notes and discussed articles written by others on audience, and even-
tually one of us began a draft. Our long distance telephone bills and the
miles we travelled up and down I-5 from Oregon to British Columbia attest
most concretely to the power of a co-author’s expectations and criticisms
and also illustrate that one person can take on the role of several different
audiences: friend, colleague, and critic.

As we began to write and re-write the essay, now for a particular schol-
arly journal, the change in purpose and medium (no longer a seminar paper
or a textbook) led us to new audiences. For us, the major “invoked audi-
ence” during this period was Richard Larson, editor of this journal, whose
questions and criticisms we imagined and tried to anticipate. (Once this
essay was accepted by CCC, Richard Larson became for us an addressed au-
dience: he responded in writing with questions, criticisms, and suggestions,
some of which we had, of course, failed to anticipate.) We also thought of
the readers of CCC and those who attend the annual CCCC, most often
picturing you as members of our own departments, a diverse group of indi-
viduals with widely varying degrees of interest in and knowledge of composi-
tion. Because of the generic constraints of academic writing, which limit the
range of roles we may define for our readers, the audience represented by
the readers of CCC seemed most vivid to us in two situations: (1) when we
were concerned about the degree to which we needed to explain concepts
or terms; and (2) when we considered central organizational decisions, such
as the most effective way to introduce a discussion. Another, and for us ex-
tremely potent, audience was the authors—Mitchell and Taylor, Long,
Ong, Park, and others—with whom we have seen ourselves in silent dia-
logue. As we read and reread their analyses and developed our responses to
them, we felt a responsibility to try to understand their formulations as fully
as possible, to play fair with their ideas, to make our own efforts continue to
meet their high standards.

Our experience provides just one example, and even it is far from com-
plete. (Once we finished a rough draft, one particular colleague became a
potent but demanding addressed audience, listening to revision upon revi-
sion and challenging us with harder and harder questions. And after this
essay is published, we may revise our understanding of audiences we
thought we knew or recognize the existence of an entirely new audience.
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The latter would happen, for instance, if teachers of speech communication
for some reason found our discussion useful.) But even this single case
demonstrates that the term audience refers not just to the intended, actual,
or eventual readers of a discourse, but to all those whose image, ideas, or ac-
tions influence a writer during the process of composition. One way to con-
ceive of “audience,” then, is as an overdetermined or unusually rich
concept, one which may perhaps be best specified through the analysis of
precise, concrete situations.

We hope that this partial example of our own experience will illustrate
how the elements represented in Figure 2 will shift and merge, depending
on the particular rhetorical situation, the writer’s aim, and the genre chosen.
Such an understanding is critical: because of the complex reality to which
the term audience refers and because of its fluid, shifting role in the com-
posing process, any discussion of audience which isolates it from the rest of
the rhetorical situation or which radically overemphasizes or underempha-
sizes its function in relation to other rhetorical constraints is likely to over-
simplify. Note the unilateral direction of Mitchell and Taylor’s model (p. 5),
which is unable to represent the diverse and complex role(s) audience(s)
can play in the actual writing process—in the creation of meaning. In con-
trast, consider the model used by Edward P. ]. Corbett in his Little Rhetoric
and Handbook.” This representation, which allows for interaction among
all the elements of rhetoric, may at first appear less elegant and predictive
than Mitchell and Taylor’s. But it is finally more useful since it accurately
represents the diverse range of potential interrelationships in any written
discourse.

We hope that our model also suggests the integrated, interdependent
nature of reading and writing. Two assertions emerge from this relationship.
One involves the writer as reader of his or her own work. As Donald Murray
notes in “Teaching the Other Self: The Writer’s First Reader,” this role is

Figure 3 Corbett's model of “The Rhetorical Interrelationships” (p. 5).
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critical, for “the reading writer—the map-maker and map-reader—reads the
word, the line, the sentence, the paragraph, the page, the entire text. This
constant back-and-forth reading monitors the multiple complex relation-
ships between all the elements in writing.”? To ignore or devalue such a
central function is to risk distorting the writing process as a whole. But
unless the writer is composing a diary or journal entry, intended only for the
writer’s own eyes, the writing process is not complete unless another person,
someone other than the writer, reads the text also. The second assertion thus
emphasizes the creative, dynamic duality of the process of reading and writ-
ing, whereby writers create readers and readers create writers. In the meet-
ing of these two lies meaning, lies communication.

A fully elaborated view of audience, then, must balance the creativity of
the writer with the different, but equally important, creativity of the reader.
It must account for a wide and shifting range of roles for both addressed and
invoked audiences. And, finally, it must relate the matrix created by the in-
tricate relationship of writer and audience to all elements in the rhetorical
situation. Such an enriched conception of audience can help us better un-
derstand the complex act we call composing.
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Post-Process "Pedagogy”
A Philosophical Exercise

LEE-ANN M. KASTMAN BREUCH

Recently, “post-process” theories of composition instruction have suggested
that process (prewriting, writing, rewriting) is no longer an adequate expla-
nation of the writing act. Many post-process scholars, largely influenced by
postmodernist and anti-foundationalist perspectives, suggest that the process
paradigm has reduced the writing act to a series of codified phases that can
be taught. These critics suggest that process pedagogy simply offers us an-
other foundational explanation of writing.! Indeed, the dominant con-
tention of post-process scholars is that process has come to represent Theory
with a capital “I'”? Gary Olson explains, for example, that the process ap-
proach is problematic because it attempts to generalize the writing act:

The problem with process theory, then, is not so much that scholars are at-
tempting to theorize various aspects of composing as it is that they are en-
deavoring (consciously or not) to construct a model of the composing
process, thereby constructing a Theory of Writing, a series of generaliza-
tions about writing that supposedly hold true all or most of the time. (8)

This generalization can be especially problematic if teachers of writing pre-
sent the writing process as one universal process rather than as plural
processes (see Russell 80).

The suggestion that process is no longer a viable explanation for the
writing act has spurred further discussion about the nature of the writing

First published in JAC 22.1 (Winter 2002): 119-50. Reprinted with permission.
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process. For example, while some scholars suggest that the process approach
may attempt to represent the act of writing universally, others find this char-
acterization of process inaccurate. Bruce McComiskey notes his disagree-
ment with this characterization: “Invention and revision strategies, as I
understand and teach them, do not assume a stable and predictable linguis-
tic system for generating universal meaning; their function is, instead, to
harness the polyphonic character of language in communities, to develop
rather than constrict a writer’s sense of purpose” (39-40). David Russell also
argues that the idea of a universal process— “the process,” as he puts it—is
less accurate than the idea of plural processes. He argues for a “progressively
wider understanding of writing processes as they are played out in a range of
activity systems in our culture(s)” (88). Joseph Petraglia suggests that we
should not abandon or reject process, but simply move past it:

Of course, the fundamental observation that an individual produces text by
means of a writing process has not been discarded. Instead, it has dissolved
and shifted from figure to ground. . . . We now have the theoretical and
empirical sophistication to consider the mantra “writing is a process” as the
right answer to a really boring question. We have better questions now, and
the notion of process no longer counts as much of an insight. (53)

Because process is so often the topic of discussion in post-process schol-
arship, post-process has come to mean a critique of the process movement in
composition studies. In response, I argue that post-process scholarship is
shortchanged by the continued emphasis on process in that the broader im-
plications of post-process theory have very little to do with process. Further-
more, | suggest that the only importance process has to post-process theory is
in the form of an illustration —and a poor one at that. That is, “process” as it
is cast by post-process scholarship is the scapegoat in an argument to forward
postmodern and anti-foundationalist perspectives that are critical to post-
process theory. |

In this article, I attempt to clarify what I believe post-process theory can
contribute to composition pedagogy. In accordance with Sidney Dobrin,
who suggests that post-process theory should not fall into the “pedagogical
imperative,” I suggest that there is no identifiable post-process pedagogy that
we can concretely apply to writing classrooms; however, I believe post-
process theory offers many insights for the profession of teaching that we all
should consider (Constructing 63). Specifically, I argue that post-process
theory encourages us to reexamine our definition of writing as an activity
rather than a body of knowledge, our methods of teaching as indeterminate
activities rather than exercises of mastery, and our communicative interac-
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tions with students as dialogic rather than monologic. My mission to high-
light these insights is driven by what I perceive to be a lack of clarity in post-
process theory, fueled by a diversion into discussions of process and by
arguments that seemingly resist pedagogical application. When we look past
arguments that dominate current scholarship in post-process theory and in-
stead uncover the assumptions that guide post-process theory, we may find
helpful and even profound contributions that inform our pedagogical prac-
tice—if not in specific pedagogical agendas, then in philosophical princi-
ples that guide our practice.

In the next section, I explain how post-process theory may seemingly
defy pedagogical application. I specifically review central arguments made
by Thomas Kent, a prominent post-process scholar, and I offer a critique of
current scholarship on post-process theory.

POST-PROCESS RESISTANCE

On the surface, post-process theory seems to resist pedagogical application
because of post-process claims that writing cannot be taught, vague peda-
gogical agendas, and divergent depictions of post-process pedagogy. If one
were to casually explore post-process theory, these three characterizations
might leave the impression that teaching writing is a hopeless endeavor.
argue that the wrong arguments are highlighted in this scholarship —argu-
ments that focus on the negatives of process pedagogy rather than on the
possibilities of post-process theory. In this section, I explore these argu-
ments further to uncover central assumptions that inform the post-process
perspective.

Pedagogical resistance is perhaps most apparent in the claim that writ-
ing cannot be taught, which stems from the argument forwarded by Kent
that writing is a situated, interpretive, and indeterminate act. In Paralogic
Rhetoric, Kent suggests that accepting a post-process perspective (at least in a
paralogic sense) means rejecting process as the ultimate explanation for the
writing act and instead recognizing the role of interpretation and indetermi-
nacy in the writing act. Consequently, if we consider writing as an indeter-
minate and interpretive activity, he asserts, then “writing and reading—
conceived broadly as processes or bodies of knowledge —cannot be taught,
for nothing exists to teach” (161). This statement is critical to the post-
process perspective for its rejection of process as both an explanation of the
writing act and a method of teaching writing. Indeed, this claim seems to
have spurred discussions about what Petraglia has called “life after process,”
s0 it Is necessary to examine it more closely.
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Certainly, the claim that writing cannot be taught—and that writing
process is inadequate to explain the writing act—on the surface indicates resis-
tance to pedagogical application. However, when investigating more closely,
we see that Kent does not completely abandon writing pedagogy, as the follow-
ing passage from Paralogic Rhetoric about his “externalist pedagogy” reveals:

Stated baldly, an externalist pedagogy endorses the following claims: (1)
writing and reading are kinds of communicative interaction; (2) commu-
nicative interaction requires triangulation; (3) triangulation requires us to
make hermeneutic guesses about how others will interpret our utterances;
(4) the process we employ to make our hermeneutic guesses cannot be
codified; (5) consequently, no system or framework theory can predict in
advance how our utterances will be interpreted; (6) therefore, neither writ-
ing nor reading can be reduced to a systemic process or to a codifiable set
of conventions, although clearly some of the background knowledge useful
for writing— like grammar, sentence structure, paragraph cohesion, and so
forth—can be codified and reduced to a system. However, we should re-
member that knowing a framework or process is necessary but not suffi-
cient for communicative interaction; knowing a grammar, for example,
only prepares us to write or to read. (161)

[ argue that this passage demonstrates not a total resistance to pedagogy,
but rather a careful pedagogical position, for Kent's stance on teaching writ-
ing depends on the definition of writing that he has outlined in this passage.
Kent distinguishes background knowledge—grammar systems and so
forth—from the writing act, which he says is indeterminate and dynamic
and defies systems. That is, while grammar and rules about cohesion or sen-
tence structure can be easily codified and transmitted to students, these sys-
tems should not be confused with the writing act—an act that he describes
as uncertain and indeterminate: “Certain background skills, such as an un-
derstanding of grammar, can be taught, but the acquisition of these skills
never guarantees that a student will be able to communicate effectively; no
framework theory of any kind can help a student predict in advance the in-
terpretation that someone else may give to an utterance” (161).

It is important to note that Kent does not reject the instruction of system-
based content such as grammar; rather, he suggests that these skills do not in
themselves comprise the writing act and that we cannot reduce the writing
act to a system that can then be taught. These statements help us to under-
stand that in saying “nothing exists to teach,” Kent is not rejecting pedagogi-
cal application altogether, but rather the specific pedagogical application of
process pedagogy, which he claims attempts to reduce the writing act (not
background knowledge) into content that can be taught to students:
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So, any composition or literature pedagogy that presupposes such a frame-
work assumes that writing and reading consists of a well-defined process
that, once mastered, allows us to engage unproblematically in commu-
nicative interaction. These process-oriented pedagogies generally assume
that discourse production and reception are cognitive activities that may be
reduced either to frameworks that describe the mental processes writers
and readers employ or to social activities that describe the conventions or
conceptual schemes that hold together a discourse community. (161-62)

Let's take this claim for what it’s worth. Kent suggests that writing is not a Sys-
tem or process and therefore cannot be taught as such. Consequently, he
does not suggest that teaching writing is impossible; he suggests that teach-
ing writing as a system is impossible. Thus, while some may take the claim
that “nothing exists to teach” to mean that writing pedagogy is an impossible
project, I argue that the claim exists to attack process pedagogy specifically.

While Kent'’s project here seems to be to dismantle process pedagogy, he
does provide suggestions for reconceptualizing pedagogy based on the theo-
retical framework he has outlined. Yet these, too, demonstrate resistance to
pedagogical application. As some scholars have pointed out, Kent’s discus-
sions of pedagogy are “vague,” “cautious,” and “less developed” than his the-
oretical framework (Dobrin, Constructing 89; Ward 158). Nonetheless, in
order to illustrate the ways in which Kent moves away from process peda-
gogy, it is important to review the pedagogical insights he does offer. Kent's
reconceptualization of pedagogy begins with the suggestion that we use a
new vocabulary to discuss writing in relation to communicative interaction:

As strong externalists, we would stop talking about writing and reading as
processes and start talking about these activities as determinate social acts.
This shift from an internalist conception of communicative interaction —
the notion that communication is a product of the internal workings of the
mind or the workings of the discourse communities in which we live— to
an externalist conception that I have outlined here would challenge us to
drop our current process-oriented vocabulary and to begin talking about
our social and public uses of language. (169)

What results from this proposal is an increased emphasis on communicative
interaction between teachers and students. Kent discusses at length how this
emphasis would affect teacher-student roles in writing classrooms:

Instead of dialecticians who initiate students into new knowledge, mentors
who endorse a paralogic rhetoric become co-workers who actively collabo-
rate with their students to help them through different communicative
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situations both within and outside the university. As co-workers, these men-
tors— by relinquishing their roles as high priests—engender a new relation-
ship with their students in that they actively collaborate with their students
and become, in a sense, students themselves. (166)

Kent’s (re)vision of writing pedagogy, then, pushes past process and toward a
dialogic understanding of meaning-making. This dialogic pedagogy requires
two-way rather than one-way communication, suggesting that teachers move
away from a transmission model of education and toward a transtormative
model that includes active participation from both teachers and students as
collaborators.

While Kent's comments about pedagogy do provide direction beyond
process, some scholars have been quick to point out that his comments are
not specific enough to outline any pedagogy that could be labeled “post-
process,” thus increasing the resistance to applying post-process theory to
pedagogy. Indeed, the vagueness of Kent’s proposed pedagogy has indicated
to some that post-process theory should remain a theoretical enterprise.
Dobrin in particular supports this viewpoint: “Perhaps Kent's own glossing
of classroom application should serve as an indication that these theories,
while informative about the nature of discourse, are not necessarily practice-
oriented theories, a recognition which, of course, puts us at an awkward
crossroads” (Constructing 86). Dobrin argues that post-process theory is not
yet developed enough for pedagogical application: “Even those who see the
classroom potential of post-process theory have too hastily fallen into the
pedagogical imperative and seck to create pedagogies from theories we are
just beginning to discuss” (64). Warning of the “pedagogical imperative,” or
the idea that a theory must have direct classroom application, Dobrin says
that rushing to outline pedagogical application is “frivolous” (86).

Further resistance to pedagogical application of post-process theory ex-
ists in the inevitable trap of trying to specify a pedagogy that upholds anti-
foundationalist and postmodern beliefs. That is, post-process theory as
outlined by Kent upholds the anti-foundationalist view that knowledge is sit-
uated, indeterminate, and thoroughly hermeneutic. Thus, in advocating a
pedagogy based on anti-foundationalism, one must wrestle with the paradox
of any pedagogical agenda it forwards. David Wallace explains:

If we recognize that structural understandings of language and rhetoric are
not objective and have no intrinsic basis in reality, then we must also recog-
nize that any act of pedagogy that requires (or encourages) conformity to
convention is ultimately a power move. . . . Thus any pedagogical act must
be seen as socially and culturally implicated because asking students to
move in any direction—whether that be toward mastery of the conventions
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of standard written English or toward a critical awareness of the social and
political consequences of acts of literacy —is to ask them to change not just
what they know but who they are. (110-11)

Wallace claims that any pedagogy— postmodern or anti-foundationalist—
adopts a stance and therefore cannot be considered indeterminate or am-
biguous. Note that Wallace suggests that any pedagogical act is an act of
power, thus reinforcing the paradox of any anti-foundationalist pedagogy.

What results from this inherent paradox of pedagogical application is con-
fusion about any pedagogical insights post-process theory might offer; in addi-
tion, the resistance to a single pedagogical agenda encourages pluralism. For
example, in recent years, various “post-process pedagogies” have emerged that
bear no resemblance to one another. One example of post-process pedagogy is
offered by McComiskey, who openly rejects what he calls Kent’s “anti-
process” and builds a post-process pedagogy on the idea of “social-process
rhetorical inquiry,” which he defines as “a method of invention that usually
manifests itself in composition classes as a set of heuristic questions based on
the cycle of cultural production, contextual distribution, and critical con-
sumption” (40, 42). Radl Sanchez, who stays closer to Kent’s arguments and
advocates pedagogy as a one-to-one mentored relationship between teacher
and student, articulates another pedagogy that claims to be post-process. In
this proposed pedagogy, Sdnchez suggests that writing courses no longer focus
on process as content, but rather use class time to engage in discourse about
writing (see Dobrin, Constructing 84). Irene Ward also builds on Kent’s ideas
to articulate a “functional dialogism” for writing pedagogy, which includes the
following forms of dialogue in the writing classroom:

¢ internal dialogues between a self and an internalized audience
¢+ dialogue between teacher and student

¢ dialogue between students and other larger social institutions, in-
cluding but not limited to the educational institution or some other
social institution within any one or more of the student’s immediate
communities

+ dialogues among students about the formal matters of the composi-
tion or the ideas or subject of the discourse

¢+ composing using dialogic forms in order to understand an issue or
group of issues from various points of view and gain insight into one’s
relationship to those ideas and into multiple perspectives represented
by many voices that have already entered into public dialogue. (171)
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Still others articulate different visions for how post-process theory might
apply to pedagogy. For example, Barbara Couture suggests that pedagogy
must move beyond modeling a process and toward the development of
agency in students:

Our current scholarship on diverse ways of knowing, meaning, and com-
municating strongly suggests that modeling specific conventions and pro-
cedures will not ensure that writers learn all they need to know in order to
communicate effectively to others. . . . Writers need to become subjective
agents, making willful judgments effected in concrete actions that convey
them successfully to others. (42)

Russell takes a different approach and does not advocate rejecting process
outright but, rather, extending the notion of process—or, as he puts it, “to
extend the activity system of the discipline of composition studies, to offer to
teachers and students more and more refined tools for helping people in
and entering various activity systems to write and learn to write and trans-
form their activity through writing” (91).

Lest we become confused by these divergent attempts to apply post-
process theory to pedagogy, Petraglia reminds us that given the increase in
scholarship about writing in the past two decades, both qualitative and
quantitative, it is “natural” for post-process theory to exhibit such complexity
(53). Yet, this does not help us understand with any clarity just what post-
process theory can offer. Kent admits to the hybrid nature of scholarship
about post-process theory in the introduction to his edited collection about
post-process theory: “Although the authors appearing in these pages may dis-
agree about the nature of the ‘post’ in ‘post-process’ theory, all of them agree
that change is in the air” (5). Further, he describes three assumptions that
he claims most post-process scholars share: writing is public; writing is inter-
pretive; and writing is situated (1). Perhaps these assumptions clarify to some
degree how we might understand post-process theory, and I return to them
later in this essay.

In sum, there are good reasons to believe that post-process theory resists
pedagogical application: the declaration that writing cannot be taught, the
lack of a clear pedagogical agenda, and the divergent applications thus far of
post-process theory. With respect to Dobrin’s insistence that we too easily
fall into the “pedagogical imperative,” I suggest that there are implications
for pedagogy but that they are not highlighted in a productive way. The first
implication is the recognition that writing is more than a body of knowledge
to be mastered, which I address in the next section.
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POST-PROCESS REJECTION OF MASTERY

While it is unclear what post-process theory offers in the way of concrete as-
signments or classroom environment, post-process theory does make an im-
portant pedagogical contribution through its rejection of mastery. Not
coincidentally, many post-process scholars associate the process movement
with mastery, suggesting (as Kent does) that process represents a system of
writing that can be learned and perfected.> Couture explains: “We pay a
price . . . by reducing those acts that make us uniquely human—speaking
and writing—to a device or technology to be mastered, ignoring their more
central role in shaping the way we are and live” (39). In this section, I ex-
plain in further detail the assumptions of mastery that post-process scholars
have articulated (and rejected) about process pedagogy. I argue that
whether or not we agree with the depiction of process as mastery, the post-
process rejection of mastery is an important recognition for writing scholars
and teachers.

One way post-process theorists depict process as mastery is by suggesting
that writing process is a “thing” —a system, body of knowledge, or model —
that can be skillfully practiced and conquered. When we reexamine Kent's
claim about writing pedagogy, this language becomes apparent: “Writing
and reading—conceived broadly as processes or bodies of knowledge — can-
not be taught, for nothing exists to teach” (161). Helen Ewald observes that
Kent’s claim “seems based on the assumption that the ability to teach a sub-
ject rests on its having a codified body of knowledge that can be transmitted”
(122). Of course, Kent ultimately rejects the idea that writing can be de-
scribed as a body of knowledge, but in doing so process becomes the scape-
goat, representing little more than a body of knowledge. Dobrin, also
speaking from a post-process perspective, makes this point clear: “Certainly,
process pedagogy is convenient; process pedagogy makes it easy to define
texts and to write texts. We can unproblematically, clearly present a body of
knowledge and evaluate students’ abilities to absorb and rehash that body of
knowledge, that process” (“Paralogic” 139). According to these and other
post-process scholars, process means little more than content—a body of
knowledge.

This depiction of process as a body of knowledge often leads to what
Erika Lindemann calls “what-centered” teaching approaches, in which
teachers emphasize subject matter above all else. It is helpful to examine
process pedagogy in this light to better understand the post-process critique
that process leads to mastery. According to Lindemann, a what-centered
writing course might emphasize subject matter such as literature, films, lin-
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guistic systems (grammar and sentence structure), or even modes of writing.
In contrast, “how-centered” approaches emphasize activities that occur in a
writing class (Lindemann includes process pedagogy here) such as prewrit-
ing, writing, and rewriting, in addition to activities such as listening to and
discussing the writing of students in class (251, 252). She suggests that
“what-centered” courses emphasize nouns (content), while “how-centered”
courses emphasize verbs (activities).

The distinction between what-centered and how-centered approaches is
particularly important where process pedagogy is concerned. If process peda-
gogy is considered an approach that reduces writing to a thing—a body of
knowledge that can be transmitted to students—then process pedagogy
would certainly be considered a what-centered approach to teaching writing.
However, Lindemann notes (and I agree) that process pedagogy as it was
originally introduced in composition represents a how-centered approach be-
cause of its emphasis on the activities involved in process approaches to writ-
ing (prewriting, writing, rewriting). Indeed, process pedagogy and the
research of Janet Emig, Ken Macrorie, and Peter Elbow in many ways en-
couraged a shift away from content-based approaches, such as current-tradi-
tional pedagogy, which emphasized grammatical structures. But viewed
through post-process lenses, process seems to have lost its luster. Indeed, post-
process scholarship has ignored process as how-centered and has curiously
assumed that process is content-based.

Thinking about process or writing as “what-centered” facilitates mas-
tery, as Lindemann explains: “We turn process-centered courses into what-
centered courses every time we're tempted to interrupt students engaged in
writing with an explanation of some subject matter. Or, if we ‘explain’
prewriting strategies during the first few weeks and never refer to them
again, we've made prewriting a subject matter, a body of information to
learn about rather than an activity to practice” (252). Lindemann argues
that this turn is not productive and that teachers should be conscious of their
efforts to uphold process as how-centered. However, post-process theory
seems to be certain that this turn toward content has in fact occurred. Cou-
ture explains that instructors have emphasized process as content as a result
of a historical habit of modeling writing in the classroom: “How did the em-
phasis upon process, like so many ideas about writing that are derived from
scholarship and research, lose so much when applied en masse in our class-
rooms? At least one reason can be traced back to how we traditionally have
approached composition instruction, teaching students to model technique
rather than to emulate expression” (30). As Couture explains, our tendency
to perceive process as mastery is historically consistent with past pedagogy,
such as current-traditional approaches: |
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Teaching the writing process as the modeling of technique certainly is con-
sistent with a tradition of composition pedagogy extending from the prac-
tice of imitating good writing by good writers; through the practice of
perfecting the argumentative strategies of deduction, induction, compar-
ing, contrasting, and defining; to following the basic pattern of the five-
paragraph theme, mastered by most of us in high school English and
freshman composition classes. And, too, emphasis on process as model has
reflected an overt desire of many composition instructors to identify meth-
ods for improving writing instruction so as to “right” their students
writing. . .. (33)

Couture explains well how we —both students and teachers—might in-
terpret process as mastery of writing techniques. From a student’s perspec-
tive, process could be presented as a technique that could be mastered to
improve student writing. From a teacher’s perspective, process could be
viewed as a pedagogical method that could be mastered in the classroom.
Either way, the argument presented here suggests that process has been
treated as a thing to master in writing pedagogy. Yet, this characterization of
process as mastery seems too simple. Lisa Ede reminds us, for example, that
research on writing process has displayed enormous complexity. To illustrate
this complexity, she reviews the work of several process scholars such as
Emig, Elbow, Donald Murray, Linda Flower, and John Hayes, and she re-
minds us of their divergent approaches to process. But, as Ede articulates,
process became “co-opted and commodified —by textbooks that oversimpli-
fied and rigidified a complex phenomenon, by overzealous language arts co-
ordinators and writing program administrators who assumed that the process
approach to teaching could be ‘taught’ in one or two in-service sessions”
(35-36; see also Russell 84).

I review these arguments to problematize the assumption that process is
“what-centered,” based solely on content or a body of knowledge. While it
may be true that process has been “co-opted,” as Ede suggests, I argue that
this commodification of process should be considered as a slip and not as a
fact. As Lindemann reminds us, the characterization of process as how-
centered is more true to the origins of the process movement. Simply stated,
before accepting post-process arguments about the failure of process, we
need to examine the assumptions informing them. When we do, we can
find value in the post-process insistence that we reexamine the way we think
of process in the writing classroom, as well as our approaches to mastery.
That is, post-process scholars seem most concerned about writing being
characterized as a thing, whether that thing is process, grammatical systems,
discourse conventions, and so on. When considering these arguments, the
value in post-process scholarship appears not to be the rejection of process,
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but the rejection of mastery—the rejection of the belief that writing can be
categorized as a thing to be mastered.

Post-process opposition to mastery is also apparent in arguments that
characterize process as Theory—or process as having universal explanatory
power. And, as in the “what-centered” characterization of process, process as
a Theory is rejected by post-process scholars, as Olson reminds us:

The problem with process theory, then, is not so much that scholars are at-
tempting to theorize various aspects of composing as it is that they are en-
deavoring (consciously or not) to construct a model of the composing
process, thereby constructing a Theory of Writing, a series of generaliza-
tions about writing that supposedly hold true all or most of the time. (8)

Couture’s observation that process is a way to teach writing the “right” way
also supports the argument that process presents a Theory. Like the rejec-
tion of mastery, these arguments illustrate the postmodern and anti-
foundationalist influences on post-process theory. As Olson explains, “The
postmodern critique of theory serves as a useful corrective in that it alerts
us to the dangers of creating master narratives and then adhering to these
explanations as if we have obtained truth” (8). Postmodern critique is espe-
cially helpful in deconstructing what Pullman describes as the “rhetorical
narrative” of process pedagogy, a “motivated selection and sequencing of
events that sacrifices one truth in order to more clearly represent another”
(16; see also Foster 149). Indeed, the postmodern influences on post-
process theory denounce the search for universal truth. Kent reminds us of
the “master narrative of objectivity,” the idea that truth resides outside of
language and that knowledge is systematic rather than interpretive (Par-
alogic 63). At the root of the post-process critique of process pedagogy is
the idea that process is a systematic method for learning writing—one that
is objective rather than subjective.

Again, considering the post-process opposition to mastery, we must reex-
amine the claim that process represents a Theory or a grand narrative. I sug-
gest that given the postmodern and anti-foundationalist influences on
post-process theory, post-process scholars are more concerned with the re-
jection of universal theories in general than the rejection of process peda-
gogy in particular. Process appears to be merely a convenient illustration of
the post-process perspective. For example, because process scholarship has
been the dominant perspective in writing pedagogy, it is easy to paint itas an
illustration of a master narrative, a Theory, or a model to be imitated. It is
tempting to wonder if the purpose of post-process scholarship is to simply
knock process off of its pedestal. Similar moves have been made in the past
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regarding the current-traditional movement in composition studies. Pull-
man describes the rush to associate the term current-traditional with a move-
ment, theory, or label about teaching writing effectively:

We forget that [this] expression did not refer to a theory but was instead a
shorthand and off-the-cuff way of alluding to the way the tradition of
rhetoric was currently being purveyed in the Freshman Composition
textbooks of [the] day. Because we forget this, we tend to think that cur-
rent-traditional rhetoric was a bogus theory based on prejudice and mis-
understanding, a kind of mindless application of traditional folklore or
naive interpretations of Aristotle’s Rhetoric when in fact it did not exist as a
theory except to the extent one could extrapolate a theory from the text-
books current at the time. (22)

Pullman asserts that the rush to define current-traditional rhetoric for-
warded the process movement: “The writing process was not, in other
words, so much discovered as created . . .” (23). Further, he suggests that this
“creation” of process gave scholars reason to reject current-traditional
rhetoric: “In a sense, the reified expression current-traditional rhetoric does
little more than create a daemon for the sake of expelling it” (23).

In describing the building and rejecting of current-traditional rhetoric,
Pullman illustrates his perception of the rhetorical narrative of process. Ede
makes a similar observation of this rhetorical move, suggesting that advo-
cates of the process movement depicted current-traditional rhetoric nega-
tively. She claims that the process movement “in effect constituted itself
through a denial of origins that involves creating that which it wishes to op-
pose and then erasing the shared ground that made the original construc-
tion of the other possible. In an important sense current-traditional rhetoric
did not exist until advocates of writing as a process created it” (37). Ede calls
this strategy “a characteristic move of the western intellectual project,” and
the point I wish to make is that this same move may be apparent in post-
process scholarship (37). Here, process is described as a master narrative, a
Theory, a content- and what-centered approach. Process is first described as
a thing and is then promptly rejected. Petraglia articulates this move: “As I
understand it, ‘post-process’ signifies a rejection of the generally formulaic
framework for understanding writing that process suggested” (53). It could
easily be argued that post-process scholars have created their own rhetorical
narrative of process as content-based, thus casting process as the scapegoat.

As I suggested previously, I disagree with the depiction of process as a
formula, model, or “thing,” but I do agree with Petraglia’s assertion that post-
process scholarship signifies a rejection of generally formulaic frameworks
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for explaining writing. This broader understanding of post-process scholar-
ship—focused not on process, but on the rejection of formulaic explana-
tions of writing—is a key contribution to the reconceptualization of writing.
Petraglia explains this well: “This reconceptualization requires that the dis-
cipline let go of its current pedagogical shape (i.e., its focus on supplying
students with productive rhetorical skills that can be exercised through writ-
ing) and instead deploy its efforts to inculcate receptive skills” (61-6Z).
Thus, [ argue that rather than the rejection of process, the post-process cri-
tique contributes to our discipline through the rejection of mastery —the de-
scription of writing as a “thing,” and the description of a master narrative or
theory of writing. In giving up the search for a way to teach writing, post-
process theory advocates, in the words of Petraglia, the “letting go” of the dis-
cipline. As I explain in the next section, post-process theory can be more
fully explained by reviewing key assumptions critical to the theory, assump-
tions that are informed by postmodern and anti-foundationalist perspectives.

POST-PROCESS ASSUMPTIONS
ABOUT WRITING

In moving away from writing as a “thing,” post-process theory encourages us
to examine writing again as an activity—an indeterminate activity. By “inde-
terminate” I mean that the writing act cannot be predicted in terms of how
students will write (through certain formulas or content) or how students
will learn (through certain approaches). The shift from writing as content to
writing as activity can be more fully explained by assumptions that are cen-
tral to the post-process perspective. These are, according to Kent, the follow-
ing: “(1) writing is public; (2) writing is interpretive; and (3) writing is
situated” (Introduction 1). As I suggest in this section, because so much
post-process scholarship has focused on the rejection of process, we need
further explanation about assumptions that support a post-process view of
writing. In my attempt to provide more background and explanation of
these assumptions, I refer to the work of Donald Davidson, Richard Rorty,
Thomas Kuhn, Stanley Fish, and scholars in composition who have dis-
cussed these assumptions.

Writing Is Public

The assumption that writing is public grows out of the post-process perspec-
tive that meaning making is a product of our communicative interaction
with others rather than a product of an individual.* Acknowledging the pub-

125

110



Post-Process “Pedagogy”: A Philosophical Exercise

lic nature of writing means acknowledging a reading audience —people to
whom the writing matters —whether that audience is oneself, another per-
son, a group of people, or any other reader. Emphasizing the public nature
of writing reminds us that beyond writing correctly, writers must work to-
ward communicating their message to an audience. It is this goal —being
understood —that Kent suggests cannot be “guaranteed”; therefore, we can-
not know with certainty if students are successful, nor can we know how to
teach students to be successful in communicative interaction. However, we
can encourage students to become more aware of their interactions with
others.

We can further understand the assumption that writing is public by ex-
amining the Davidsonian perspective of “language-in-use,” a concept that
has influenced some post-process scholars, particularly Kent. Davidson ex-
plains in “A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs” that language-in-use does not
rely on some sort of foundational structure (like Noam Chomsky’s deep
structure) or even conventions of language. His description of language-in-
use has radical implications for the idea that language is contextually or
“convention” bound:

There is no such thing as a language, not if a language is anything like
what many philosophers and linguists have supposed. There is therefore
no such thing to be learned, mastered, or born with. We must give up the
idea of a clearly defined shared structure which language-users acquire
and then apply to cases. And we should try again to say how convention in
any important sense is involved in language; or, as I think, we should give

up the attempt to illuminate how we communicate by appeal to conven-
tions. (446)°

Davidson’s version of communicative interaction suggests that meaning is
not relative to a community or to discourse conventions but is a product of
language-in-use, and language-in-use, as Reed Way Dasenbrock explains, is
always public and accessible to other language users:

Networks of meaning, thus, are both inner and outer, including ourselves
and others in a web. It is not that we have something unique to say stern-
ming from our personal experience before we negotiate the public struc-
tures of meaning, but what we have to say forms as a response to that public
structure, to what has come before us and what is being said and done
around us. (29)

Davidson terms this public interaction “triangulation,” which he under-
stands as the connection between language users and the world.® In
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explaining triangulation, Davidson writes that the “basic idea is that our con-
cept of objectivity —our idea that our thoughts may or may not correspond to
the truth—is an idea that we would not have if it weren’t for interpersonal
relations. In other words, the source of objectivity is intersubjectivity: the tri-
angle consists of two people and the world” (Kent, “Language” 7-8). Trian-
gulation is a key concept for explaining how meanings are located within our
communicative interactions with others, and it suggests that we can’t know
things without knowing others.

The public aspect of writing, which incorporates Davidson’s depiction
of language-in-use, is already apparent in some writing pedagogies; however,
these pedagogies are often described as “dialogic” instead of “post-process”
because they emphasize communicative interaction in the teaching of writ-
ing. Sdnchez outlines a writing pedagogy, for example, as a one-to-one
mentored relationship between teacher and student that emphasizes com-
municative interaction. In this proposed pedagogy, writing instruction is no
longer focused on process as content, but rather on class time used to en-

~ gage students in discourse about writing (see Dobrin, Constructing 83-85).

Similarly, Ewald suggests that a pedagogy emphasizing communicative in-
teraction would “enjoy an intimate connection between instructional sub-
jects and methods. Writing instruction could be organized around discourse
moves” (128).

Other pedagogies that emphasize dialogue employ concepts from
Bakhtin— particularly the concepts of heteroglossia and addressivity. Ward
explains how these concepts relate to writing pedagogy: “The self in a dia-
logic pedagogy is not autonomous and solitary but multiple, composed of all
the voices or texts one has ever heard or read and therefore capable of play-
ing an infinite number of roles in service of the internal dialogic interac-
tion” (172-73). Using Bakhtinian concepts of dialogue, Ward describes a
“functional dialogism,” a pedagogy that encourages students to interact with
others, thus reinforcing the public aspect of writing:

Because learning takes place best in communicative interaction, a func-
tional dialogic pedagogy will have to employ a great deal of public writ-
ing—that is, writing directed to others capable of and interested in
responding—if we are to produce students who are able to generate not
only correct, readable prose, but also prose that can elicit a response from
others, thereby enabling students to become active participants in commu-
nities beyond the classroom. (170)

Dialogue is even more prominent in Kay Halasek’s A Pedagogy of Possi-
bility, in which she argues that “dialogue has replaced writing as a process as
a defining metaphor for the discipline” (3-4). Halasek’s decidedly post-
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process pedagogy emphasizes Bakhtinian scholarship, which she conceptu-
alizes as “a world that recognizes the viability and necessity of existing social,
economic, and national languages. Through the concept of dialogism,
Bakhtin establishes the critical need to sustain dialogue in the unending
quest to maintain difference and diversity, hallmarks of intellectual growth
and health .. ” (8). Emphasizing the importance of communicative interac-
tion, Halasek suggests that heteroglossia—reflexivity and response —ought
to characterize writing pedagogy.

The assumption that writing is public, therefore, incorporates the idea
that meaning is made through our interactions. Terms used to describe this
emphasis include language-in-use, communicative interaction, and dia-
logue, but they all point to the idea that writing is an activity—an interaction
with others— rather than content to be mastered.

Writing Is Interpretive

A second assumption of the post-process perspective is that writing is inter-
pretive. That is, the production—not just the reception—of discourse is
thoroughly interpretive (or what Rorty calls “interpretation all the way
down”).” This assumption supports the belief that writing is indeterminate,
for saying writing is interpretive suggests that meaning is not stable. We can
better understand this assumption by reviewing what has been called the
“interpretive turn” in philosophy, the claim that what we know is shaped by
our interpretations. The interpretive turn, as described by James Bohman,
David Hiley, and Richard Shusterman, follows previous philosophical
movements such as the “epistemological turn” of the eighteenth century
(where knowledge was equated with rational thought, especially the kind of
rational thought exemplified by the scientific method) and the “linguistic
turn” early in this century, where emphasis was placed on the structure of
language and the meanings generated through language systems. According
to Bohman, Hiley, and Shusterman, the interpretive turn breaks with these
previous traditions by giving up the notion that the essence or the founda-
tions of knowledge and meaning can be discovered: “The views about the
foundations of knowledge and the knowing subject that were the basis for
the epistemological turn have been called into question, and it has seemed
to many philosophers that language and meaning cannot bear the kind of
weight the linguistic turn required” (1). When we give up our search for the
foundations of knowledge, and when we relinquish our attempts to reduce
knowledge and meaning to foundational categories of linguistic or mental
states, we encounter the interpretive turn — the acknowledgment that mean-
ing is shaped by our interpretive acts. |
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Critical to the assumption that writing is interpretive is the degree to
which interpretation penetrates. That is, are there some things, ideas, con-
cepts, that are not subject to interpretation? The post-process assumption is
that writing is thoroughly interpretive, or what Rorty calls “interpretation all
the way down.” Bohman, Hiley, and Shusterman explain that the move to-
ward interpretation can take one of two forms: either “hermeneutic univer-
salism” or “hermeneutic contextualism” (7). Hermeneutic universalism
holds that interpretation never stops—that communication itself constitutes
an interpretive act. Hermeneutic contextualism holds that interpretation
takes place within some context, community, or background (7). In short,
contextualism suggests that there are limits to interpretation, while univer-
salism does not.

These competing conceptions of interpretation characterize a recurring
debate within current hermeneutic theory, and clear examples of this de-
bate are found in the writings of Kuhn and Rorty. For example, in “The Nat-
ural and the Human Sciences,” Kuhn, a hermeneutic contextualist, notes
that both the natural and the human sciences rely on interpretation, but the
human sciences rely on interpretation more completely: “The natural sci-
ences, therefore, though they may require what I have called a hermeneutic
base, are not themselves hermeneutic enterprises. The human sciences, on
the other hand, often are, and they may have no alternative.” Kuhn endorses
the idea that the natural sciences are more objective, and, finally, more
“truthful” than the human sciences because the natural sciences “are not
themselves hermeneutic enterprises” (23).

In contrast, Rorty, a hermeneutic universalist, argues that interpretation
goes “all the way down”: “My fantasy is of a culture so deeply anti-essentialist
that it makes only a sociological distinction between sociologists and physicists,
not a methodological or philosophical one” (71). In “Inquiry as Recontextu-
alization,” Rorty asserts that our minds are “webs of beliefs and desires, of
sentential attitudes—webs that continually reweave themselves so as to ac-
commodate new sentential attitudes” (59). For Rorty, both the human sci-
ences and the natural sciences are thoroughly hermeneutic enterprises, and
he argues that what we know or could ever know about the world derives
from the webs of beliefs and desires that we continually reweave or “recon-
textualize”:

As one moves along the spectrum from habit to inquiry—from instinctive
revision of intentions through routine calculation toward revolutionary sci-
ence or politics—the number of beliefs added to or subtracted from the
web increases. At a certain point in this process it becomes useful to speak
of “recontextualization.” The more widespread the changes, the more use
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we have for the notion of “a new context.” This new context can be a new
explanatory theory, a new comparison class, a new descriptive vocabulary,
a new private or political purpose, the latest book one has read, the last per-
son one talked to; the possibilities are endless. (60-61)

According to Rorty, interpretation—what he calls “reinterpretation” and
“recontextualization” —never ceases, for every interpretation is based on a
previous interpretation. The different views about the power of interpreta-
tion held by Rorty and Kuhn exemplify the current debate concerning
hermeneutic universalism and hermeneutic contextualization that we en-
counter in studies of both the reception and the production of discourse.

To understand writing as a thoroughly interpretive activity (in the spirit
of hermeneutic universalism) means accepting that no foundational knowl-
edge is the basis for writing as a discipline. Given this assumption, we can
better understand the post-process rejection of mastery and its depiction and
consequent rejection of process as a foundational body of knowledge. In ad-
dition, when we understand writing as thoroughly interpretive, we must also
accept the indeterminate nature of the writing activity. Writing becomes an
activity that requires an understanding of context, interaction with others,
and our attempts to communicate a message. Understanding interpretation
as universal helps illuminate the third post-process assumption: that writing
is situated.

WRITING IS SITUATED

The assumption that writing is situated also illustrates the indeterminacy of
the writing act, as writing must correspond to specific contexts that naturally
vary. Of all three post-process assumptions, the assumption that writing is sit-
uated has been discussed most frequently by scholars interested in postmod-
ern or anti-foundationalist perspectives. For example, James Sosnoski asserts
that postmodern classrooms “do not have to follow a single blueprint and
should change according to the situation” (210). Also endorsing situatedness,
Thomas Barker and Fred Kemp explain that postmodernism is “a self-
conscious acknowledgment of the immediate present and an attempt to re-
spond to it in new ways” (1). James Berlin draws on postmodern thought and
social-epistemic rhetoric to suggest that pedagogy becomes enforced through
“dialectical interaction, working out a rhetoric more adequate to the histori-
cal moment and the actual conditions of teacher and students” (25). Situat-
edness, for these postmodern scholars, refers to the ability to respond to
specific situations rather than rely on foundational principles or rules.
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Situatedness has been discussed similarly in the anti-foundationalist per-
spective. For example, Patricia Bizzell asserts that “an anti-foundationalist
understanding of discourse would see the student’s way of thinking and in-
teracting with the world, the student’s very self, as fundamentally altered by
participation in any new discourse” (43). She includes situatedness in her
definition of rhetoric: “Rhetoric is the study of the personal, social and his-
torical elements in human discourse—how to recognize them, interpret
them, and act on them, in terms both of situational context and of verbal
style” (52). Likewise, Susan Wells suggests that technical writing pedagogy
should help students enter into communicative action and to help them
understand their situatedness (264). Further, in “Teaching Professional
Writing as Social Praxis,” Thomas Miller suggests that we need to teach
technical writing not as techné (or cognitive skills) but as praxis, which
means that writers must understand the situations and contexts that sur-
round them: “We can foster such ‘practical wisdom’ by developing a peda-
gogy that contributes to our students’ ability to locate themselves and their
professional communities in the larger public context” (68).

While situatedness has been addressed more explicitly in these passages,
we can see traces of all three post-process assumptions in this scholarship.
They are evident in assertions that writing should change with the situation,
that students interact with the world through dialectical interaction, and that
rhetoric involves interpretation of social and historical elements of human
discourse. Given these similarities, we see that post-process scholarship is not
advocating new directions, but rather endorsing anti-foundationalist and
postmodern approaches that have already been articulated. To see writing in
terms of post-process assumptions—as public, interpretive, and situated —
encourages us to think of writing as an indeterminate activity rather than a
body of knowledge to be mastered. These post-process assumptions (strongly
influenced by postmodern and anti-foundationalist perspectives) finally
shed light on how post-process theory might inform teaching.

POST-PROCESS PEDAGOGY?

My purpose thus far has been to reveal the post-process rejection of mastery
and to outline the anti-foundationalist assumptions informing post-process
theory. In doing so, I have suggested that post-process theory rejects system-
based explanations of writing and embraces indeterminacy in the writing
act. Given this understanding of post-process theory, in this final section I as-
sert that post-process theory resists pedagogical agendas that are comprised
of content, but that it offers valuable pedagogical principles about the activ-
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ity of teaching. I discuss implications of these principles, which include
mentoring and tutorial approaches to writing instruction.

Understanding the anti-foundationalist nature of post-process theory
places us, as Dobrin suggests, “at an awkward crossroads” (Constructing 86).
To articulate any kind of pedagogy based on anti-foundationalism would be
to support the claim that knowledge can be rooted in a particular approach
or system and, therefore, would no longer be anti-foundational. It is for this
reason that I do not advocate a specific pedagogical agenda that espouses
post-process theory, for I believe doing so presents an inherent paradox. Fish
more clearly explains that we ought not to place too much pedagogical stock
in anti-foundationalist assumptions such as situatedness:

'To put the matter in a nutshell, the knowledge that one is in a situation has
no particular payoff for any situation you happen to be in, because the con-
straints of that situation will not be relaxed by that knowledge. It follows,
then, that teaching our students the lesson of anti-foundationalism, while
it will put them in possession of a new philosophical perspective, will not
give them a tool for operating in the world they already inhabit. Being told
that you are in a situation will help you neither to dwell in it more perfectly
nor to write within it more successfully. (351)

Similarly, if we accept the post-process perspective that writing is indetermi-
nate, public, interpretive, and situated, there is little we can do with this
knowledge.

When it comes to pedagogy, however, the temptation is to turn our revela-
tions into content to be delivered in the classroom, thereby falling prey to
what Dobrin calls the “pedagogical imperative.” While we may want to trans-
late the post-process assumptions (writing is public, interpretive, and situated)
into content to have our students learn, what good does this do? I completely
agree with Dobrin that the force of the “pedagogical imperative” is alive and
well and also that it is premature in relation to post-process theory. Dobrin
suggests that post-process theory is too new to generate pedagogical insights—
that its discussions should be theoretical at this point (Constructing 64). While
I agree with Dobrin, I suggest that because of the anti-foundationalist influ-
ence on post-process theory, it is unlikely that we will ever see a “post-process
pedagogy,” complete with neat, bulleted points about applying a specific ap-
proach to the writing classroom. Fish is again insightful here, for he argues a
similar point in declaring that the project to develop a postmodern or anti-
foundationalist pedagogy should be abandoned —not simply because the pro-
ject would be difficult, but because it is impossible. According to Fish,
anti-foundationalism only helps us understand that we are situated. He argues
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that we can do nothing with this knowledge, and we certainly can’t put it to
use. In the conclusion of “Anti-Foundationalism, Theory Hope, and the
Teaching of Composition,” Fish offers a kind of apology for this view: “Per-
haps I should apologize for taking up so much of your time in return for so
small a yield; but the smallness of the yield has been my point. It is also the
point of anti-foundationalism, which offers you nothing but the assurance that
what it is unable to give you—knowledge, goals, purposes, strategies—is what
you already have” (355). Similarly, I offer a kind of apology that I have no spe-
cific pedagogical agenda to offer that I could claim would be “post-process
pedagogy,” for I don'’t believe such an agenda is compatible with the theory.

More to the point, Fish’s viewpoint actualizes, in my opinion, the “let-
ting go” of the discipline that Petraglia spoke of in terms of post-process the-
ory. Petraglia suggests that instructors of writing need to let go of the idea
that writing is built on a foundational body of knowledge and accept the
idea that we need to focus on situational response. Likewise, we must resist
the temptation to turn our understanding of post-process assumptions into
content to be delivered and mastered by students. Accepting post-process as-
sumptions truly implies a “letting go” of the desire to find a right way to
learn and teach writing.

While post-process theory does not offer concrete pedagogical agendas
based on content, I believe that it offers valuable pedagogical principles that
guide our practice as teachers. I see two main principles that post-process
theory can offer pedagogy: the rejection of mastery and the engagement in
dialogue rather than monologue with students. I have already illustrated
these principles in my explanation of post-process assumptions (writing is
public, interpretive, and situated), so I won’t explain them again here. It is
worth noting, however, that these principles have been present in previous
scholarship about composition pedagogy, alternative pedagogies, and prag-
matic theories dating back to John Dewey. We need to recognize that these
post-process principles are not out in left field but, rather, that they support
excellent scholarship in education. It is worth briefly reviewing these princi-
ples, most notably in the scholarship of Dewey and Paulo Freire.

We find traces of the rejection of mastery and engagement in dialogue
in Dewey’s declaration that education is a social process instead of subject
matter (230). In “My Pedagogic Creed,” Dewey suggests that “the only true
education comes through the stimulation of the child’s powers by the de-
mands of the social situations in which he finds himself,” that education is a
lifelong process, and that school “must represent present life —life as real
and vital to the child as that which he carries on in the home, in the neigh-
borhood, or on the playground” (229, 230-31). In declaring these beliefs, he
rejects the idea that education is a fixed body of knowledge to be transmitted
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passively to the student: “I believe, therefore, that the true centre of correla-
tion of the school subjects is not science, nor literature, nor history, nor
geography, but the child’s own social activities” (232). The idea is that the
rote learning of subject matter, without understanding its relevance to one’s
situation and the world, does not improve one’s education. Dewey’s ideas
resonate with the post-process rejection of system-based writing approaches
and its emphasis on language-in-use.

In some regards, an even more striking resemblance exists between post-
process principles and the work of Freire, particularly his notion of the
“banking concept.” In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire describes the bank-
ing concept as “an act of depositing, in which the students are the deposito-
ries and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher
issues communiques and makes deposits which the students patiently re-
ceive, memorize, and repeat” (67). Freire considers the banking method of
teaching to be a dehumanizing practice that ultimately reinforces teachers
as oppressors, controlling knowledge, and students as the oppressed, inca-
pable of response (68). In place of the banking concept of education, Freire
advocates a “problem-posing” concept of education, which would require
students to play active rather than passive roles:

Those truly committed to liberation must reject the banking concept in its
entirety, adopting instead a concept of women and men as conscious be-
ings and consciousness intent upon the world. They must abandon the ed-
ucational goal of deposit-making and replace it with the posing of the
problems of human beings in their relationship with the world. (74)

By suggesting that critical consciousness requires that students must commu-
nicate with the world, not just be in the world, Freire illustrates the post-
process emphasis on writing as public interaction with others and the world.
And he emphasizes the social aspect of education when he asserts that human
life can only have meaning through communication (72). He encourages the
teacher-student relationship to be a “partnership” in which teacher and stu-
dent engage in two-way dialogue. To do so requires a dialogic relationship be-
tween students and teacher in which roles of the traditional banking concept
of education no longer exist and in which “the students—no longer docile lis-
teners—are now critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher” (70,75).
Although Freire’s pedagogy is thoroughly ideological —a premise Dewey’s
pedagogy does not share to the same degree—both principles of rejection of
mastery and engagement of dialogue can be seen in this scholarship.

In composition studies, we have also heard these principles before. As |
outlined earlier in this essay, postmodern and anti-foundationalist “pedago-
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gies” have advocated writing as situated, interpretive, and public rather than
based on foundational knowledge, and several “dialogic” pedagogies have
also been discussed in composition scholarship. Although the principles of
rejection of mastery and engagement in dialogue have been discussed in
previous scholarship, what is different about post-process theory is the com-
bination of these principles in one theoretical perspective, as well as its
sharp criticism of the dominant paradigm in composition studies. These fea-
tures of post-process theory push the discipline forward in a most pro-
nounced way, as its very name suggests.

Although I am unable to produce specific content-based pedagogical
agendas that can be immediately transferred to the classroom, I do suggest
that the rejection of mastery and engagement in dialogue lead to an impor-
tant implication for how we teach writing: such a stance helps us reconsider
teaching as an act of mentoring rather than a job in which we deliver con-
tent. To think of teaching as mentoring means spending time and energy on
our interactions with students—listening to them, discussing ideas with
them, letting them make mistakes, and pointing them in the right direction.
This type of teacher-student relationship demonstrates instruction that is
collaborative and dialogic, and it in fact reflects Kent’s suggestions for peda-
gogy in Paralogic Rhetoric: “By working in partnership with their students,
mentors would no longer stand outside their students’ writing and reading
experiences. Instead, they would become an integral part of their students’
learning experiences . . .” (166). This type of mentoring suggests a release of
the idea of mastery and the embrace of indeterminacy in teaching situa-
tions. Indeed, the connection could be made that like the post-process de-
scription of writing, the act of teaching is also public, interpretive, and
situated —another type of indeterminate activity.

Given this emphasis on mentoring, I believe the strongest application of
post-process theory is in the practice of one-to-one instruction that manifests
itself in teacher-student interactions. Kent, Sdnchez, Ward, and Halasek
have come to similar conclusions, drawing attention to dialogue between
teacher-student and to student-student interactions in the classroom. I sup-
port the kind of one-to-one, dialogic instruction these scholars have advo-
cated; however, their descriptions of one-to-one interactions tend to be
broad and abstract, leaving readers with little concrete sense of how post-
process theory might apply to one-to-one instruction. For purposes of illus-
tration, a more immediate and tangible application of post-process theory
might exist in tutorial interactions between tutors and students in writing
centers. Writing centers provide a concrete context for post-process theory
because one-to-one interactions are the primary practice of writing center
tutors, as well as the subject of writing center research. For example,
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Christina Murphy and Steve Sherwood suggest that the essence of tutoring
is conversation, or language-in-use (2). Similarly, Eric Hobson suggests that
writing center scholarship often derives its credibility from practice, or
“lore.” In addition, illustrations of one-to-one teaching interactions abound
in writing center literature; many scholars have addressed the dynamics of
teaching interactions, teacher-student roles, and methods involved in one-
to-one writing instruction.® Given that post-process theory emphasizes dia-
logue in writing instruction, as well as the importance of mentoring, and
given that such dialogue in writing instruction is the core of writing center
work, the connection between post-process theory and writing center peda-
gogy 1s easy to support.

Post-process theory, then, could find immediate application in writing cen-
ter work and could benefit from writing center scholarship about one-to-one
teaching. Alternatively, writing centers could benefit from post-process theory
in exploring theoretical avenues to support writing center practice. There exists
a wonderful irony in this connection because of the sometimes perceived gap
in prestige between post-process theory and writing center practice. That is,
post-process theory, at least in the terms Dobrin describes, appears on the sur-
face to be an ivory-tower endeavor. Writing centers, on the other hand, because
of their focus on practice, have historically been marginalized and have conse-
quently struggled to legitimize scholarship based on tutorial practice. The con-
nection between the two might result in a happy marriage. For instance,
anti-foundationalist and postmodernist perspectives are appearing more fre-
quently in writing center scholarship.” Traces of the public, situated, and inter-
pretive aspects of post-process theory in writing centers exist in Joan Mullin’s
suggestion that writing centers “provide spaces where the personal and public,
the individual and other, struggle to honor the singular voice, to recognize dif-
ferent language communities” (xiii). In addition, claims such as that expressed
by Hobson (“no single theory can dictate writing center instruction”) are remi-
niscent of the post-process rejection of a grand theory or narrative to describe
communicative practice (8). The union of post-process theory and writing cen-
ter practice could potentially demonstrate how theory and practice could live
in harmony, providing both illustration and explanation of one-to-one writing
instruction. Of course, while there are some interesting overlaps between post-
process theory and writing center work, asserting a strong connection would re-
quire another lengthy and careful discussion, which I do not have time to
develop here. But I do see this connection as a fruitful area for future research,
and I see writing centers as an immediate illustration of the kind of instruc-
tional dialogue post-process theory endorses.

For the purposes of my discussion here, however, I wish to suggest that
post-process theory is, at its very core, concerned with pedagogical practice.
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In asserting this claim, I disagree with those scholars who suggest post-
process theory should remain a theoretical enterprise, and I suggest that
post-process theory is most decidedly connected to a how-centered approach
to teaching. Critiques that deny any pedagogical relevance of post-process
theory are, I believe, based on the expectation that pedagogy is what-
centered and needs to produce a concrete pedagogical agenda based on
content. The real pedagogical thrust of post-process theory has to do not
with content or subject matter, but rather with what we do with content. As
such, post-process theory has much to offer teachers in any discipline,
whether they teach writing, math, physics, women’s studies, history, or occu-
pational therapy, for the pedagogical thrust of post-process theory is in its re-
minder that teaching does not equal mastery of content but rather how
teachers and students can interact with one another about content. Thus, in
addition to posing the question “what does it mean to write?” post-process
theory also poses the question “what does it mean to teach?”

LETTING GO

As discerning scholars, we must not take post-process theory at face value, as-
sociating it only with a critique of process. If, as many post-process scholars
articulate, post-process theory means accepting an anti-foundationalist per-
spective and adopting language-in-use, then its relevance to pedagogy is to
encourage us to reexamine the “foundations” from which we may have
been operating, as well as our communicative practices with students. Even
if this examination does not make anti-foundationalists out of us, it reminds
us to think carefully about our teaching practices, to avoid co-opting or re-
ducing complex research in composition studies, and to become more
aware of our interactions with students in the classroom.

“Letting go” in the case of post-process theory does not mean an avoid-
ance of the teaching of writing; it does not mean becoming irresponsible
teachers. [t means, quite frankly, the opposite. It means becoming teachers
who are more in tune to the pedagogical needs of students, more willing to
discuss ideas, more willing to listen, more willing to be moved by moments
of mutual understanding. It means, in sum, to be more conscientious in
our attempts to meet the needs of students in their educational journeys.
Post-process theory does not prescribe a pedagogy and ask us to adopt it
blindly. Rather, it enhances our sensitivity as teachers, our knowledge and
expertise, and the way we communicate with students to help them learn.
In short, post-process theory asks us to take a close look at ourselves as
teachers. Thinking through the principles of rejection of mastery and
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engagement in dialogue provides all teachers with a valuable philosophical
exercise.!0

NOTES

1. See, for example, Olson; Pullman; Kent, “Introduction.”

2. See Petraglia; Dobrin, “Constructing”; Kent, “Introduction”; Pullman.

3. See, for example, Pullman, Olson, Couture.

4. In his Paralogic Rhetoric, Kent identifies this assumption with “externalism.”

5. We can note similarities between Davidson’s argument that “there is no such thing
as language” and Kent’s argument that “we cannot teach writing . . . for nothing exists to
teach.” Both arguments reject the idea that language and writing are comprised of founda-
tional systems.

6. The term “triangulation” that Davidson uses is not to be confused with the term
“triangulation” that denotes qualitative research methodology in which data are compiled
from three or more perspectives to establish a more verifiable analysis.

7. While much has been discussed about interpretation in the reception of dis-
course—for example, Stanley Fish’s concept of interpretive communities and how meaning
is received —little has been discussed about the interpretive nature of writing or speaking,

8. See, for example, Murphy and Sherwood; Hobson; Harris; Black; Clark; Mullin
and Wallace.

9. See Nancy Grimm’s fine book, Good Intentions: Writing Center Work for Postmod-
ern Times, as well as scholarship by Hobson and Abascal-Hildebrand.

10. T wish to thank colleagues who reviewed this article and provided comments that
contributed to substantive improvements: Peter T. Breuch, Thomas Kent, Mary Lay, John
Logie, David Beard, and James Thomas Zebroski.
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SECTION TwO

Talking in Terms of Discourse
What It Is; How It's Taught

Research and introspection became the ways of discovering something
about how one goes about writing. And part of that writing involves the
writer’s intentions in directing what is written to an audience: readers lo-
cated in particular social contexts. In effect, then, the givens of our conversa-
tions include how our acts are rhetorical acts. That is, writing is a matter of
someone saying something to someone within a given context using the
tools of writing. The writer, the reader, and the text constitute the essential
elements of the rhetorical triangle contained in classical rhetoric’s ethos,
pathos, and logos. James Kinneavy makes explicit the implicit fourth ele-
ment in that triangle —the context. It is in this tradition of ancient rhetoric
that James Kinneavy and Frank D’Angelo classify the various elements of
written discourse, D’Angelo explicitly creating an ontology of discourse.

To some extent, each essay in this section is concerned with matters of
mind: ontology, epistemology, psychology. The precedent is old. The sec-
ond book to Aristotle’s rhetoric, in many ways still the basis of academic
rules of written discourse, provides a psychology of audiences. Eighteenth-
century rhetorician George Campbell, and the nineteenth century’s Alexan-
der Bain, each turns to psychology to explain the processes involved in
rhetorical acts. Kenneth Burke, perhaps the most noted rhetorician of the
twentieth century, writes of a newly invigorated rhetoric that would turn to
the insights of the “new sciences,” including psychology. As we have seen,
psychological matters influence the research that emerges as writing-as-
process. Psychology also influences James Britton’s looks to how early-child-
hood fluency in writing is accomplished. And there is a kind of psychology
to Witte and Faigley’s concerns with how coherence and cohesion are ac-
complished in writing.
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James Berlin outlines the different epistemological assumptions that
arise within the history of western rhetoric and their implications for compo-
sition theory by looking to the dynamic interplay among the various ele-
ments of the epistemological field. In other words, Berlin outlines what he
sees as the underlying assumptions about the relations among words,
thoughts, and the things represented in those words and thoughts that are
implicit in various approaches to teaching composition. His categories (as
presented both in his essay in this section and in another included later in
this collection) become the terms with which we discuss ideological and
epistemological assumptions about discourse and writing instruction. The
other essays in this section look to the parts of a discourse in order to under-
stand the whole more readily, asking how rigidly writers construct para-
graphs or thesis sentences within paragraphs, and what it is that constitutes
grammar and grammar instruction as part of teaching writing. All try to de-
fine what we’re talking about when we talk about written discourse.
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The Basic Aims of Discourse

JAMES L. KINNEAVY

INTRODUCTION

Most of us make implicit assumptions about the aims of discourse when we
loosely distinguish expository writing from literature or creative writing, and,
no doubt, there is some validity to the distinction. Many college composi-
tion textbooks often assume a similar distinction and address themselves to
the province of expository writing. But it may be that this simple distinction
is too simple and that other aims of discourse ought to be given some consid-
eration. It is this question which I would like to investigate in this paper.

First, at least one working definition. I am concerned with complete dis-
course, not individual sentences or even paragraphs. It is often impossible to
determine the aim of an individual sentence or paragraph without its full
context. The same sentence or even paragraph in another context may have
a very different aim. “Discourse” here means the full text, oral or written, de-
livered at a specific time and place or delivered at several instances. A dis-
course may be a single sentence, “Fire,” screamed from a hotel window, or a
joke, or a sonnet, or a three-hour talk, or a tragedy, or Toynbee’s twelve vol-
umes of A Study of History. Sometimes the determination of text is difficult:
a conversation may trail off into another one; a novel like Sanctuary may
pick up years later in Requiem for a Nun; there are trilogies in drama and
novel, etc.; but usually the determination of text is a fairly simple matter.

By aim of discourse is meant the effect that the discourse is oriented to
achieve in the average listener or reader for whom it is intended. It is the in-
tent as embodied in the discourse, the intent of the work, as traditional

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 20.4 (December 1969): 297-304.
Used with permission.
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philosophy called it. Is the work intended to delight or to persuade or to in-
form or to demonstrate the logical proof of a position? These would be typi-
cal aims.

The determination of the basic aims of discourse and some working
agreement in this area among rhetoricians would be a landmark in the field
of composition. For it is to the achievement of these aims that all our efforts
as teachers of composition are directed.

Yet a classification of diverse aims of discourse must not be interpreted
as the establishing of a set of iron-clad categories which do not overlap.
Such an exercise must be looked upon as any scientific exercise—an ab-
straction from certain aspects of reality in order to focus attention on and
carefully analyze the characteristics of some feature of reality in a scientific
vacuum, as it were. The scientist who is attempting to formulate the law of
gravity isolates the gravitational forces from air resistance, from surface
variations, from electric attraction, etc., and hopefully postulates a princi-
ple of gravity. The re-insertion into real situations wherein wind, surface
variations, electricity and other forces intervene comes later. Similarly, an
attempt to formulate the nature of information, as such, must operate in a
discourse vacuum which momentarily abstracts from the fact that informa-
tion can be used in propaganda or be a component of a literary discourse.
In actual practice such pure discourses as information devoid of persua-
sion, or persuasion devoid of information, or literature without some per-
sonal expression, and so forth, are almost non-existent or as rare as the
laboratory concept of gravitation. But that does not destroy the validity of
the classifications.

THE DETERMINATION OF THE
AIMS OF DISCOURSE

Some Negative and Some External Norms

There are some useful cautions about determination of aims made in liter-
ary theory by W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley which can be extended
to discourse theory. It is dangerous in literature (and even more in persua-
sion) to assume that what the author says he is trying to do is actually what
the work really accomplishes. To determine the aim by author intent is to
run the risk of the “intentional fallacy.” A parallel danger is to assume that
the reaction of a given reader is an accurate indication of purpose. This fal-
lacy has been termed the “affective fallacy” by Wimsatt and Beardsley.! The
stated intentions of the author and the reactions of a given reader are useful
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markers that can point to significant evidence in the discourse itself, as the
linguist Michael Riffaterre points out;? for this reason they should not be dis-
regarded. Similarly, many authors advise us to take into account the cultural
conventions of the genre employed; anthropologists like Malinowski warn
of the importance of the immediate historical context; McLuhan empha-
sizes the significance of the medium used; Kenneth Burke writes a whole
book on the influence of the semantic range, the grammar he calls it, of the
motivational field; and even the grammatical choices offered by the lan-
guage can restrict and modify the aim, as Sapir and Whorf caution us. All of
these, external to the discourse, are nonetheless weighty determinants of aim
and are so many arguments against the mythical autonomy of the text.

Internal Norms of Aim

Among the writers who have sought to establish the aims of discourse by
norms internal to the discourse there is considerable variation in the kind of
norm singled out. Yet there is a surprising measure of agreement among the
analysts on so fundamental an issue. In Figure 1, I have attempted to show
some of these various approaches, together with the principle of division and
the resulting classifications of aims of discourse. The parallel classifications
of the various systems are indicated in the horizontal rows. All of the author-
ities whom I have analyzed could not be presented on a single page, so |
have only indicated typical representatives of various approaches.

The eldest and most persistent approach in western civilization is that
beginning in Plato, codified by Aristotle, continued by the medieval Arab
philosophers Averres and Avicenna, Aquinas and Albertus Magnus, and
passed on to modern times by the classical tradition and some comparative
philologists, like Joshua Whatmough. Aristotle and Aquinas distinguish a
scientific use of language achieving certainty, a dialectical use of language
operating in the area of probability, a rhetorical or persuasive use of lan-
guage based on seeming probability, and a poetic use of language incorpo-
rating a rigid but internal probability. The principle of division is obviously a
scale of diminishing probability.3

Ernst Cassirer, examining the historical sequence of Greek views on the
functions of language, sees first a mythological view of language as a
medium for expressing the aspirations of early Greek society. This partially
(though not at all totally) corresponds to Aristotle’s poetic function. This was
followed by a period in which it was felt by the philosophers that language
was admirably suited to mirror or represent the universe. This metaphysical
period, as he calls it, corresponds to Aristotle’s scientific use of language.
The practical or pragmatic use of language by the sophists and rhetoricians
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The Basic Aims of Discourse

came next. Finally, Democritus pointed to a basic and initial interjectional
or emotive use of language —to which Aristotle has no direct parallel.*

In the next column of Figure 1, C. W. Morris, the semiotician, bases his
aims of discourse on a behavioral analysis of how animals react to stimuli.
The animal first informs itself of the features of its environment, then evalu-
ates the seemingly useful features, then responds to these as incitive “stimuli,”
and finally systematizes his signs in order to achieve the purpose for which he
engaged in this expressive activity. There is a rough approximation here to
Aristotle’s scientific, dialectic, and rhetorical functions. Morris” systemic has
some affinity with the expressive function of the others on the chart.®

George Miller, a communication theorist, establishes his distinctions on
the socio-psychological motives for the communications which are revealed
in the discourse. The informative use of language attempts to increase uni-
formity of fact and information in the community; the opinion use of lan-
guage attempts to increase uniformity of the probable in the society; the
status change use of language is oriented to improve one’s societal position;
and the emotive use is oriented to individual satisfaction in an expressive use
of language. The similarities to the preceding systems are fairly obvious.6

In an interesting chapter on “The Uses of Language” in Human Knowl-
edge, Its Scope and Limits, Bertrand Russell takes issue with the dominant
logical positivist view of a simple dichotomy of referential and emotive uses
of language and distinguishes the informative, the questioning, the promo-
tive and the emotional uses of language. These correspond quite naturally to
the kinds of rhetorical sentences in the language: declarative, interrogative,
imperative, and exclamatory. These image quite closely Miller’s, Morris’
and Aristotle’s categories, though the principle of division is different in
each.’

Hans Reichenbach, a logical positivist, in a brief introduction to his
book on symbolic logic, differentiates functions of language by the faculty
appealed to in the discourse. He therefore distinguishes a communicative
use emphasizing thoughts to be believed by the intellect, from a promotive
use directed to actions to be accomplished, from a suggestive use oriented to
emotions to be aroused.’

Both Reichenbach and Richards take the logical positivist position as
their springboard. Richards emphasizes the kind of reference found in the
discourse. In his various books, Richards suggests various categories of dis-
course. I have followed here the distinctions to be found in How to Read a
Page and Principles of Literary Criticism rather than some of his other works.
Discourses exist in a continuum with decreasing referential and increasing
emotive affirmations. Pure reference discourse is scientific, pure emotive
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discourse is poetic. Any appreciable mixture of the two is rhetoric. Further
subdivisions of the mixed area (rhetoric) are generally useless.’

The equating of poetry with emotive discourse in Richards is a common
phenomenon among these classificatory systems—a fact the figure illus-
trates. Sometimes poetry is subsumed under emotive, sometimes poetry is
equated to the emotive (as in Richards). Sometimes there is no provision for
one or the other—thus Aristotle makes no room for expressive discourse as
such, though emotion is important for his concept of catharsis in poetry and
in the whole second book of his Rhetoric.

The last column of the figure distinguishes aims by the focus on the
component of the communication process which is stressed in a given dis-
course. At one time | thought that this principle of classification was original
with me, but I later found that Karl Biihler, a German psychologist, had
used it in depth in the 1930’s and that Roman Jakobson, acknowledging
Biihler as his source, had also used it to classify aims of discourse in the early
1960’s. The beginnings of this norm can be found in Aristotle who calls sci-
ence language directed to things and rhetoric language directed to persons.
Alan Gardiner, the linguist, had also suggested this principle of classification
in the 1950’s.10

This principle can be seen illustrated in Figure 2. If one represents the

components of the communication process as a triangle composed of an
encoder (writer or speaker), a decoder (reader or listener), a signal (the lin-
guistic product), and a reality (that part of the universe to which the linguis-
tic product refers), then a focus on one of these tends to produce a specific
kind of discourse. Discourse dominated by subject matter (reality talked
about) is called referential discourse. There are three kinds of referential
discourse: exploratory, informative, and scientific. These correspond to ele-
ments in the first and second rows across Figure 1. Here, however, it seems
important to distinguish the merely informative kind of writing (such as
news stories in journalism, simple encyclopedia or textbook presentations)
from the strictly scientific, though few authorities make the distinction.
Aristotle, for example, has no theory of information, though he has one of
science. And Miller has provision for informative, though he has no spe-
cific provision for the scientific. And it is equally important to distinguish a
kind of discourse which asks a question (exploratory, dialectical, interroga-
‘tive in some formulations) from discourse which answers it (informative)
and proves the answer (scientific). Yet all three of these kinds of discourse
are subject-matter or reference dominated. Examples of all three are given
in Figure 2. These subdistinctions of reference discourse are my own and
differ somewhat from Jakobson’s.
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Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Secondly, as Biihler, Jakobson and Aristotle point out, discourse which
focuses on eliciting a specific reaction from the decoder and is dominated
by this request for reaction emerges as persuasion or rhetoric. In this use, the
encoder may purposely disguise his own personality and purposely distort
the picture of reality which language can paint in order to get the decoder to
do something or believe something (as in dishonest advertising or some po-
litical propaganda). These distortions are not essential to persuasion, how-
ever. What is essential is that encoder, reality, and language itself all become
instrumental to the achievement of some practical effect in the decoder.
Obvious examples of such aims of discourse are given in the last column of
Figure 2.

Thirdly, when the language product is dominated by the clear design of
the writer or speaker to discharge his emotions or achieve his own individu-
ality or embody his personal or group aspirations in a discourse, then the
discourse tends to be expressive. The expressor or encoder here dominates
the communication process. Sometimes in such uses the decoder and the
referential components even become negligible —as with curse words ut-
tered in private. But often such uses carry strong sub-components of infor-
mation and persuasion, as in the Declaration of Independence. Some
examples of such uses are given in the first column of the figure we have
been analyzing.

Finally, the product or text or work itself may be the focus of the
process as an object worthy of being appreciated in its own right. Such ap-
preciation gives pleasure to the beholder. In this use of language, language
calls attention to itself, to its own structures, not as references to reality or
as expressions of personal aspirations or as instruments of persuasion, but
as structures worthy of contemplation in their own right. Of course, refer-
ence, author personality, and persuasion may and usually are involved.
But they are not rigidly relevant as primary foci. Indeed the reality may be
fictional or very distorted; the author may be hidden under dramatic pro-
jections; and the persuasions involved may be quite trivial on occasion.
This last use of language is called literature. It appears in such varied
forms as the pun, the salacious joke, the sonnet, the novel, the TV drama,
the epic, etc.

If a comparison may be drawn, it could be said that language is like a
windowpane. [ may throw bricks at it to vent my feelings about something; I
may use a chunk of it to chase away an intruder; I may use it to mirror or ex-
plore reality; and I may use a stained-glass window to call attention to itself
as an object of beauty. Windows, like language, can be used expressively,
persuasively, referentially, and esthetically.
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The Basic Aims of Discourse

SOME CONCLUSIONS ABOUT
AIMS OF DISCOURSE

I'have not included in Figure 1 many of the other approaches to aims of dis-
course, most of which are fairly symmetrical to those given here. These
would include the several groups interested in the functions of language at
its origin (was it imitative of reality, the bow-wow theory, was it a utilitarian
rhetorical tool, the yo-he-ho theory, was it an expressive emotional theory,
the ah-ah, pooh-pooh theory, or did language begin in play and poetry, the
ding-dong theory). These theories, like the child function theories, do par-
allel the four functions arrived at. Some anthropologists, like Malinowski
and Doob, have examined primitive societies and isolated the functions
of language found there (they do not find a literary or play use, I might
add, though Lévi-Strauss did). Nor have I mentioned the semanticists;
Hayakawa’s four uses of language also parallel the model sketched here.
The uses of language, established by the Nebraska high school composition
program and drawn heavily from the ordinary language philosophers, also
closely parallel these distinctions.

The important lesson to be drawn from this almost fearful symmetry is
that no composition program can afford to neglect any of these basic aims
of discourse. There have been periods in the history of the teaching of
composition, whether in the elementary or secondary or college level,
when one or the other has been unduly prominent and others slighted or
entirely neglected. The results have usually been educationally disastrous.
In speech departments where persuasion was, for too long a time, too
prominent, two cancerous effects have often followed: first, expository or
reference discourse is assimilated into and made equivalent to persuasion
and Aristotelian rhetorical proofs are extended to all discourse; secondly,
even literature is reduced to persuasion, and some modern theories of oral
interpretation now speak of the oral interpreter’s function as one of coerc-
ing the audience into a desired emotional attitude. At the elementary and
secondary school during the Deweyite progressive period, the reduction of
all language to self-expression destroyed alike any objective scientific or lit-
erary norms. At the college level, in English departments during the period
immediately preceding the present, the restriction of composition to expos-
itory writing and the reading of literary texts has had two equally dangerous
consequences. First, the neglect of expressionism, as a reaction to progres-
sive education, has stifled self-expression in the student and partially, at
least, is a cause of the unorthodox and extreme forms of deviant self-
expression now indulged in by college students on many campuses today.
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Secondly, the neglect of persuasion has often caused persuasion to be as-
similated and absorbed into literature in many cases. Expressionism has
often been similarly absorbed so that literature has become prostituted to
propaganda or the most weird forms of formless self-expression. In philoso-
phy, with the logical positivists, interested solely in scientific statements,
the ignoring of other uses of discourse has caused all of them to be lumped
into the general category of nonsensical or meaningless. None of these situ-
ations is healthy. It is to the good of each of the aims of discourse to be stud-
ied in conjunction with the others.

The reason for this is to be seen in the various principles of classification
used in the establishing of the aims by various writers. Scientific discourse is
generally different in its logic, its level of probability, from the other aims of
discourse. In fact, each aim of discourse has its own logic, its own kind of ref-
erences, its own communication framework, its own patterns of organiza-
tion, and its own stylistic norms. Sometimes these logics and stylistic
principles even contradict each other. Overlaps certainly occur but the ulti-
mate conflation and confusion of any of the aims of discourse with any other
is pedagogically disastrous.

The study of these distinct aims of discourses is only a continuation of
the basic liberal arts tradition. That tradition, coalesced into the trivium of
grammar, rhetoric, and logic or dialectic, simply meant the study of litera-
ture, the study of persuasion, and the study of scientific and exploratory dis-
“course. When the English departments presided over the dissolution of the
liberal arts tradition in the early 1900’ by exiling persuasion to speech de-
partments and by exiling logic to philosophy departments, only literature
(grammar) remained and literature, as such, had never been the only basis
of the liberal arts. My plea is simply for a preservation of the liberal arts tradi-
tion with composition as the foundation stone.

NOTES
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Chatman and Samuel R. Levin (Boston, Massachusetts, 1967), pp. 419 ff.
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An Ontological Basis
for a Modern Theory
of the Composing Process

FRANK J. D'ANGELO

In a recent article entitled “Tradition and Theory in Rhetoric,” S. M. Hallo-
ran comments that, in the past, the rhetorical tradition was built on the cul-
tural ideal of the orator, the good man skilled in speaking who embodied the
wisdom and knowledge of the culture. Because modern values are unstable
and fragmented, Halloran continues, the orator no longer embodies the
communal wisdom. Therefore, to base modern rhetorical theories on the
cultural ideal of the orator would be difficult, if not impossible. Halloran
concludes that “one cannot simply graft modern rhetorical or communica-
tion theory onto classical rhetoric.”! Modern theorists, therefore, must base
their rhetorical theories on different ontological assumptions.

I believe that a modern theory of the composing process can be based
directly on evolutionary theory as it relates to the origins and history of con-
sciousness. The composing process, being an aspect of consciousness, must
necessarily develop along the same general lines as consciousness itself.
What I have in mind, however, is not evolution conceived of in mechanistic
terms, but evolution understood in teleological terms. In this view, the com-
posing process is analogous to universal evolutionary processes, in which an
original, amorphous, undifferentiated whole gradually evolves into a more
complex, differentiated one. Like the processes of teleological evolution, the
composing process is progress toward a goal that is directed by a conscious or

Reprinted from Quarterly Journal of Speech 64.1 (February 1978): 79-85. Used by
permission of the National Communication Association.
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unconscious intention or intelligence. My thesis is that the process of com-
posing is a movement from an undifferentiated to a differentiated whole. It re-
peats in microcosm the history of the evolution of consciousness.?

THE COMPOSING PROCESS AND THE
EVOLUTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

The rhetorical topics themselves can be viewed as differentiations of basic
mental processes that have evolved over thousands of years. So, also, can the
figures of speech in Greek rhetoric. Paragraphing is the process of differenti-
ating the parts from the whole. Invention, arrangement, and style are differ-
entiations of a single, ongoing mental process.’

From the evolutionary point of view, composition is an organic develop-
ment that begins with a kind of intuitive grasp of the end to be achieved and
that concludes when that end is brought to fruition. The problem of com-
posing is the problem of how an intention or purpose that is already partially
realized in the mind gets what it needs to complete itself.*

It is not enough that in the process of composing the writer see the sub-
ject whole. One may know in general the end one wants to achieve without
knowing all the details. The gestalt has to be brought to fulfillment, slowly,
bit by bit, by linear methods. Thus the process of composing begins with a
general idea, but the main process consists in filling in the details. Once the
mind intuitively grasps the initial gestalt, then the rational mental processes
can take over and the process of composition can be brought to completion
in a logical, analytical manner.

Invention always seems to take place within a system. Some kind of struc-
ture always underlies the process. To invent is to extend a system which is al-
ready present in the mind.

There is purpose in the mind itself. The mind takes an active part in the
composing process, supplying at one and the same time the ends and the
means. Thus, a kind of necessity inheres in the process of invention. The
mind, when faced with a problem, attempts to incorporate this problem
within an existing structure. The mind of necessity must then invent be-
cause it is constantly active, always in process; it seeks to understand and to
incorporate into its knowledge structure whatever is placed before it.

In the composing process, it seems that both conscious and subcon-
scious processes take part. The subconscious mind provides the design, and
the conscious mind provides its development. (A reverse process is also pos-
sible.) Actually, this is probably a simplification since there is a constant in-
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terplay between these two modes of consciousness. Since the subconscious
part of the mind is not always accessible for invention, the writer must aid
the subconscious as much as possible by a deliberate and conscious effort,
by defining the problem, by filling in the details, by carefully working out
the design—in brief, by preparing the mind so that the subconscious can
take over.

STAGES OF EVOLUTION AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF CONSCIOUSNESS

I have said that the composing process is analogous to universal evolutionary
processes, in which an original, amorphous, undifferentiated whole gradu-
ally evolves into a more complex, differentiated whole. The idea that evolu-
tion is taking us toward increasing complexity, differentiation, and unity has
been admirably set forth by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who notes that his-
torically the universe is becoming more and more concentrated into orga-
nized forms. In the beginning, the stuff of the universe was “virtually
homogeneous,” but with the passage of time, it segments, compllcates and
differentiates itself into hierarchical units:

.. the ramifications of evolution reappear and go on close to us in a thou-
sand social phenomena which we should never have imagined to be so
closely linked with biology; in the formation and dissemination of lan-
guages, in the development and specialisation of new industries, in the for-
mulation and propagation of philosophic and religious doctrines. In each
of these groups of human activity a superficial glance would only detect a
weak and haphazard answer to the procedure of life. It would accept with-
out questioning the strange fact of parallelism —or it would account for it
in terms of some abstract necessity.’

This differentiation is not merely fragmentation, though fragmentation
there is, for the results of this differentiation are eventually being incorpo-
rated into a highly unified and organized pattern.

Differentiation manifests itself everywhere —on an inorganic level, on a
biological level, and on a cultural level. Differentiation, together with its re-
sulting and increasing complexity, is leading “to the evolution of progres-
sively more conscious mind.” As life advances, it transforms itself in depth,
moving toward higher and higher levels of consciousness. It is gaining the
“psychic zones of the world.” As a result, humanity is achieving a more com-
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plex mental activity to guide it along “the path of progress” to higher levels
of consciousness.

Teilhard believes that humanity is approaching a critical level of social
organization. Evolution has reached a point where it is becoming conscious
of itself, and in order to see where evolution is taking us, we must envision
humankind as a single organism, growing, changing, and developing in a
single direction. As a result of education, research, and the mass media, the
human race has developed a collective memory and a generalized nervous
systemn which is resulting in the super-organization of matter. Not only the
individual, but the race as a whole is becoming “totally reflexive upon itself.”
Consequently, not only are we seeing a general heightening of conscious-
ness in the individual, but also in the world:’

What we see taking place in the world today is not merely the multiplica-
tion of men but the continued shaping of Man. Man . . . is not yet zoologi-
cally mature. Psychologically he has not spoken his last word. In one form
or another something ultrahuman is being born which, through the direct
or indirect effect of socialisation, cannot fail to make its appearance in the
near future: a future that is not simply the unfolding of Time, but which is
being constructed in advance of us.®

In his study of the origins and history of consciousness, Erich Neumann
contends that the development of consciousness in the individual can be re-
garded as a repetition of the racial history of consciousness, that is, ontogeny
repeats phylogeny. According to Neumann, “The individualized conscious
man of our era is a late man, whose structure is built on early, pre-individual
human stages from which individual consciousness has only detached itself
step by step.”” We can trace the stages in the evolution of consciousness,
states Neumann, in mythological types, for ego consciousness in its evolu-
tion passes through a series of images or archetypes which are projections of
the psyche and therefore must necessarily reveal themselves in dreams, fan-
tasies, and myths. These images or archetypes are structural elements of the
mind. To trace the stadial progression of archetypes in myths, therefore, is to
trace the psychological stages in the development of the individual con-
sciousness and the history of consciousness. ! .

To trace the mythological stages in the evolution of consciousness is not
my main purpose, except insofar as it illuminates the study of the psychologi-
cal stages in the development of consciousness. The three main stages of
archetypal development are the creation myth, the hero myth, and the trans-
formation myth. The creation myth symbolizes original unity, that stage of
consciousness in which the ego is still submerged in the unconscious. The
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hero myth symbolizes separation from this original unity (the birth of the
hero) and the growth of consciousness. The transformation myth symbolizes
increasing differentiation of consciousness; it is the stage of the reflecting,
self-conscious ego, the return to original unity in which the whole and its
parts are synthesized into a unified system.!!

What do these myths signify in terms of the ontogenetic and phyloge-
netic development of consciousness? We can imagine a time in prehistory
when the person was not yet separated from nature, when the individual was
a part of the group, the ego a part of the unconscious. All were parts of an
undifferentiated whole. Just as the individual had, gradually, to escape the
domination of the group, so also the ego had to emerge slowly from the sway
of the unconscious. At this stage, states Neumann, consciousness was “still
in abeyance, being not yet developed or only partially developed.” This early
stage in the development of consciousness corresponds to the dream state in
which the individual consciousness breaks down easily and dissolves itself
into images and symbols. This stage also corresponds to the state of con-
sciousness of primitives, who are easily tired by any kind of self-conscious ac-
tivity. Even in the modern individual the margin of conscious awareness is
somewhat limited. Consciousness in prehistory, then, is characterized by
non-differentiation and indeterminateness.? But slowly, over the course of
thousands and thousands of years, the human mind becomes increasingly
more complex and differentiated, and this differentiation is built into the
structure of the brain. As the ego begins to gain its independence from the
unconscious, it separates from it, yet still temains partially dependent on it.
This splitting off of the ego from its origins in the unconscious leads to a
kind of fragmentation in which the ego tries to become autonomous. As
long as the ego attempts to cut off all of its ties with the unconscious, it is in
danger of becoming sterile, emptied of all content. Like the hero in mythol-
ogy, it must occasionally make a “descent” into the depths of the uncon-
scious to recover its emotional components and images if it is to remain
emotionally stable and creative.!3

Neumann believes that Western civilization is in danger of upsetting
the compensating balance of the unconscious forces of the psyche with the
conscious forces. He claims that the human race is becoming increasingly
more egocentric and that this egocentricity is responsible for the restless-
ness and meaninglessness of modern life. Not only are our traditional sys-
tems of values disintegrating, but also the very meaning of existence is
being questioned.!*

This increasing complexity and differentiation of consciousness is not
necessarily bad in itself, argues Neumann. In fact, it is a necessary result of
the process of evolution: “The development that has brought about the divi-
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sion of the two systems is in accord with a necessary process of psychic differ-
entiation, but, like all differentiation, it runs the risk of becoming overdiffer-
entiated and perverse.”!® Creative processes, then, must not exclude the
unconscious. Although the ego is the directive force in the creative process,
it must somehow assimilate aspects of the unconscious if it is to function
properly. In so doing, it will be able to synthesize the differentiated parts pre-
viously broken down by the analytical mind into a new whole, into a new
unity of the conscious and unconscious elements.

STAGES OF EVOLUTION AND THE
ORGANIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE

In almost every field, the idea that evolution is moving from an undifferenti-
ated to a differentiated whole manifests itself. For example, according to the
Russian psychologist L. S. Vygotsky, in the acquisition of language the child
begins with an undifferentiated whole. Vygotsky asserts that in terms of
meaning, “the first word of the child is a whole sentence. Semantically, the
child starts from the whole, from a meaningful complex, and only later be-
gins to master the separate semantic units, the meanings of words, and to di-
vide his formerly undifferentiated thought into those units.”!® Vygotsky
continues: “A child’s thought, precisely because it is born as a dim amor-
phous whole, must find expression in a single word. As his thought becomes
more differentiated, the child is less apt to express it in single words but con-
structs a composite whole.”!”

The development of concept formation in the child seems to follow the
same evolutionary stages as those enumerated by Neumann and Teilhard.
In his study of Thought and Language, Vygotsky enumerates three basic
stages of concept formation. The first stage is the placing of objects into un-
organized heaps or congeries (that is, into undifferentiated wholes). In the
first stage, in trying to solve a problem, the child brings together the most
diffuse, seemingly unrelated objects into a highly unstable mental image.
The concept, or rather perception, is vague and indefinite. The second
stage consists of thinking in complexes. In this stage, the child no longer
groups things together on the basis of subjective impressions alone, but
brings them together by noting connections that actually exist between and
among them. The final stage is that of abstracting, the process of isolating el-
ements from a concrete experience and viewing them apart. At this time,
the child is not only able to abstract and to analyze, but also to synthesize
these abstracted elements into a coherent whole.!3
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A study of the history of the paragraph reveals that the paragraph as a dif-
ferentiated unit is a relatively recent development. Edwin Lewis states that
there has long been a unit of discourse in English prose larger than the sen-
tence, but this unit was not really differentiated as our modern paragraph is:
“In other words English writers have thought roughly in long stages before
they have analyzed such stages into smaller steps.”! Lewis then discusses the
chief influences leading to the development of the modern paragraph: the
scribal tradition which considers the paragraph as a unit of thought, the Latin
tradition which regards the paragraph as a unit of emphasis, and the oral tra-
dition which breaks up long stretches of discourse into easily understood
smaller units for an uncultivated audience. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, the tendency of writers was to reduce the length of the paragraph
to a succession of smaller units of a more or less constant length.?

Supporting Lewis’ point of view, Virginia Burke observes that “the para-
graph was not sharply defined in the minds of many English prosaists, for it
was often not distinguished from larger units (chapter and section) or from
smaller units (sentences). Some writers frequently produced short para-
graphs of fewer than three sentences. . . . Some writers. . . produced a high
number of single sentence paragraphs, in which the single sentences were
usually inordinately long. This practice seems to indicate that these writers
frequently regarded sentences and paragraphs as identical or, more pre-
cisely, equivalent.”?! Burke concludes that “if the paragraph, as we know it,
is possible only when internal arrangement is possible, and if internal
arrangement is possible only when there are several sentences to organize,
then the paragraph is a recent phenomenon.”2

The foregoing examples suffice to demonstrate the extent to which
scholars working in isolation in completely different fields have come to the
realization of the importance of the stages of evolutionary development as a
way of understanding and organizing knowledge. Yet, despite the signifi-
cance of these ideas in other fields, little attempt has been made to apply
them to the study of rhetoric.?® I have already suggested that the composing
process repeats in microcosm the history of the evolution of consciousness,
in the mind’s movement from an undifferentiated whole to a differentiated
whole. Once the underlying pattern is grasped, almost anything can be as-
similated to the overall design. Thus Alfred North Whitehead’s three stages
of education —the stage of romance, the stage of precision, and the stage of
generalization—fit the pattern. So also do Piaget’s psychological stages in
the mental development of the child. For example, the first stage, the stage
of egocentricity, is characterized by a high degree of subjectivity and little
self-consciousness on the part of the child, who is hardly able to distinguish
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between the subjective and objective aspects of the world. The second stage
is characterized by increasing differentiation of the subjective and objective.
The third stage, the stage of abstract formal operations, is characterized by
the child’s ability to discern causal connections and general principles, and
to relate the differentiated parts to the whole.

CONSIDERATION OF POSSIBLE OBJECTIONS

Let me at this point take up one or two possible objections. The first is that a
part of my evidence seems to rest on outworn psychological knowledge. Be-
cause our knowledge of the structure and functions of the human brain has in-
creased, have not the ideas of psychoanalysts such as Jung or Freud grown
increasingly irrelevant? On the contrary, studies in psychoneurology suggest
increasing specialization and differentiation in the two hemispheres of the
cerebral cortex of the brain and that the psychoanalytical concepts of the
ego and the id, the conscious and the subconscious, the rational and the in-
tuitive, and the masculine and the feminine can easily be accommodated to
the functions of the two hemispheres.?*

A much more important objection, however, may be: But doesn't the
idea that the composing process must necessarily follow certain lines of devel-
opment smack of a kind of evolutionary determinism? After all, rhetoric has
traditionally been concerned with free choice. The answer to this objection is
that, as both Neumann and Teilhard point out, the evolutionary process that
leads to greater complexity and differentiation can take a negative path. It
can lead to egocentricity, fragmentation, and alienation. So free choice is
still possible. That is why the task of rhetoric in the coming years is so impor-
tant. Evolution has reached a point where it is partially self-controlled. Ac-
cording to Teilhard, it is up to us to further the progress of what he calls
hominisation, that is, human beings rising from their animal natures toward
higher things. This progress will take a very long time and will undoubtedly
suffer setbacks along the way. Nevertheless, the ultimate goal is nothing less
than universal convergence.

The function of rhetoric, therefore, is to guide individuals who are dis-
tinct and separate toward greater unity and identification of purpose and ac-
tion. Of all the arts and sciences, rhetoric seems to be the discipline best
able to induce cooperation among humankind. As Teilhard puts it: “Forced
against one another by the increase in their numbers and the multiplication
of their interrelations—compressed together by the activation of a common
force and the awareness of a common distress—the men of the future will
form, in some way, but one single consciousness.”?’
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I realize, of course, that I have not necessarily shown a precise analo-
gous relationship between the composing process and the evolution of con-
sciousness. Yet the similarities between the two processes are so striking that
we must either “accept without questioning the strange fact of parallelism”
or “account verbally for it in terms of some abstract necessity.”2
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Spectator Role
and the Beginnings of Writing

JAMES BRITTON

Only by understanding the entire history of sign development in the child
and the place of writing in it can we approach a correct solution of the psy-
chology of writing.

—L. S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society, p. 106

IN SEARCH OF A THEORY

Literary and Nonliterary Discourse

Works of literature constitute a form of discourse: We have theories of
GENRE to distinguish among works of literature, but no satisfactory theory to
account for what is common to all such works and in what general ways
they differ from nonliterary discourse. The 1958 interdisciplinary sym-
posium on “Style in Language” at Indiana University attempted to make
such a distinction, but the only consensus that seemed to emerge was the
low-level generalization that literary discourse is “noncasual discourse.”
Moreover, in summing up that symposium, George Miller remarked, “I
gradually learned to understand a little of what the linguist has on his mind
when he begins to talk; his verbal behavior during these past days has not
puzzled me quite the way it once would have. But the critics have some
mystic entity called a ‘poem’ or ‘literature,” whose existence I must take on
faith and whose defining properties still confuse me. (The fact that they

Reprinted from What Writers Know: The Language, Process, and Structure of Written
Discourse. Ed. Martin Nystrand. New York: Academic, 1982. 149-69. Used with permission
from Elsevier Science..
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cannot agree amongst themselves on what a poem is adds to the mystery.)
[Sebeok, 1960, p. 387].”

Since a great deal of (mostly unpublished) writing by nonprofessionals,
by children in school and students in college, takes on forms that are clearly
related to literary forms, it seems appropriate that any study of the psychol-
ogy of writing should attempt to deal with this problem; and that the theory
adumbrated should seek both to relate the artlike writings to literary works of
art, and to distinguish between them.

One of the most important contributors to the Indiana symposium was
Roman Jakobson who put forward his model of the ‘constitutive factors’ in a
speech situation:

Context

Addressor Message Addressee
Contact
Code

and the functions assignable to an utterance or part utterance in accordance
with the factor on which it focuses:

Referential
Emotive (or  Poetic
Expressive)  Phatic

Metalingual

Conative

He made it clear that a verbal message was very unlikely to be fulfilling one
function only, but that in taking account of the various functions liable to be
copresent we might expect to find them hierarchically ordered, one func-
tion being dominant. “The verbal structure,” he added, “depends primarily
on the dominant function [Sebeok, 1960, p. 353].”

[ want to accept as starting point his view that the poetic function (in the
broad sense of ‘poetic, equivalent to the verbal arts) may be defined as a
“focus on the message for its own sake,” and to agree in principle that the po-
etic function may be either dominant or merely accessory. But Jakobson
goes on to say:

Any attempt to reduce the sphere of poetic function to poetry or to confine
poetry to poetic function would be a delusive oversimplification. Poetic
function is not the sole function of verbal art but only its dominant, deter-
mining function, whereas in all other verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary,
accessory constituent [Sebeok, 1960, p. 356].
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Any linguistic choice made on the sole grounds that “it sounds better that
way” would seem to exemplify Jakobson’s conception of the poetic func-
tion in an accessory role. Yet it seems to me that the urgent necessity is to
characterize the structure and status of verbal messages in which the poetic
function is dominant, that is, to find ways of distinguishing poetic from
nonpoetic discourse. Jakobson’s model itself might even suggest a di-
chotomy of this kind, a dominant focus on the message itself for its own
sake being in contrast with a message dominantly focused on something be-
yond or outside itself.

Susanne Langer (1953) recognizes such a dichotomy when she com-
ments on the switch required when readers or listeners turn their attention
from nonliterary to literary discourse. An “illusion of life,” she says,

is the primary illusion of all poetic art. It is at least tentatively established
by the very first sentence, which has to switch the reader’s or hearer’s atti-
tude from conversational interest to literary interest, i.e., from actuality to
fiction. We make this shift with great ease, and much more often than we
realize, even in the midst of conversation; one has only to say “You know
about the two Scotchmen, who . . ” to make everybody in earshot suspend
the actual conversation and attend to “the” two Scots and “their” absurdi-
ties. Jokes are a special literary form to which people will attend on the
spur of the moment [1953 p. 213].

And, speaking of Blake’s poem Tyger, she comments, “The vision of such a
tiger is a virtual experience, built up from the first line of the poem to the
last. But nothing can be built up unless the very first words of the poem EF-
FECT THE BREAK WITH THE READER’S ACTUAL ENVIRONMENT [p. 214, em-
phasis added].”

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem, Louise Rosenblatt (1978) makes a
broad distinction between two types of reading process, efferent and aes-
thetic. In efferent reading the reader’s concern is with what he takes away
from the reading (hence “efferent” from effero [I carry away]). In aesthetic
reading, in contrast, “the reader’s primary concern is with what happens dur-
ing the actual reading event. . . . The reader’s attention is centered directly
on what he is living through during his relationship with that particular text
[1978, pp. 24-25].” She is careful to point out that this is no hard and fast di-
vision but rather a continuum between two poles. Thus, “given the assump-
tion that the text offers a potentially meaningful set of linguistic symbols, the
reader is faced with the adoption of either a predominantly efferent or a pre-
dominantly aesthetic stance [1978, p. 78].” We shall return to this matter of
the relation between a reader’s and a writer’s options.
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Support for a general distinction between literary and nonliterary dis-
course comes also from a linguist’s work in stylistics. Widdowson (1975)
claims that what is crucial to the character of literature is that “the language
of a literary work should be fashioned into patterns over and above those re-
quired by the actual language system [1975, p. 47].” I shall return to con-
sider this claim in a later section.

Spectator and Participant Roles

As we have noted, many of the features we find in poetic discourse (the lan-
guage of literature) we find also widely distributed in many other forms of
discourse. A mere study of the distribution of such features will not, I be-
lieve, add up to an adequate description of the verbal structure of a message
in which the poetic function is dominant. We have no difficulty in practice
in recognizing the difference between a novel with a political purpose and a
piece of political rhetoric or persuasive discourse. What are the factors that
shape the literary work as a whole?

The theory I want to pursue is one that I first put forward many years ago
(Britton, 1963), in what seems to me now a crude form. My purpose then
was to find common ground between much of the writing children do in
school and the literature they read. I was concerned that, unlike the arts of
painting and music, literature, as far as schools and universities were con-
cerned, was not something that students do, but always something that other
people HAVE DONE. To bridge this gap, I looked for what seemed to be the
informal spoken counterparts of written literature—not the anecdote as
such, I decided (Langer’s tale of the two Scotsmen)—but the kind of gossip
about events that most of us take part in daily. To quote from that account,
“The distinction that matters . . . is not whether the events recounted are
true or fictional, but whether we recount them (or listen to them) as specta-
tors or participants: and whenever we play the role of spectator of human af-
fairs I suggest we are in the position of literature [Britton, 1963, p. 37].” The
roles of spectator and participant were differentiated in this way:

When we talk about our own affairs, clearly we can do so either as partici-
pant or as spectator. If I describe what has happened to me in order to get
my hearer to do something for me, or even to change his opinion about
me, then I remain a participant in my own affairs and invite him to be-
come one. If, on the other hand, I merely want to interest him, so that he
savours with me the joys and sorrows and surprises of my past experiences
and appreciates with me the intricate patterns of events, then not only do I
invite him to be a spectator, but I am myself a spectator of my own experi-
ence. . . . I don’t think it is far-fetched to think of myself talking not about
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my own past, but about my future, and, again, doing so in either of the two
roles. As participant I should be planning, and asking my listener to partici-
pate by helping or advising or just ‘giving me the necessary permission’. As
spectator I should be day-dreaming, and inviting my listener to share in
that kind of pleasure [Britton, 1963, p. 39].

To complete the account, I then made reference to taking up the role of
spectator of imagined experiences in fantasy or fiction.

Three years later I prepared an advance paper for discussion at the
Anglo-American Seminar at Dartmouth, a paper on “Response to Litera-
ture” (Britton, 1968), and as a brief postscript to that document, I referred to
the “unorthodox view of literature” that characterized it as a written form of
language in the role of spectator and so related it to the spoken form, gossip
about events. The paper was discussed by a study group under the chairman-
ship of the British psychologist, D. W. Harding. It was not until the first
meeting of the study group was over that he asked me whether I knew his
own papers putting forward a similar view; and that evening, in Dartmouth
College Library, I read for the first time “The Role of the Onlooker” (Hard-
ing, 1937) and “Psychological Processes in the Reading of Fiction” (Hard-
ing, 1962). There I found a fully and carefully argued case for distinguishing
the role of an onlooker from that of a participant in events and for relating
gossip to literature as activities in the former role.

The final report of that study group was prepared by Harding and in-
cluded this comment:

Though central attention should be given to literature in the ordinary
sense, it is impossible to separate response to literature sharply from re-
sponse to other stories, films, or television plays, or from children’s own
personal writing or spoken narrative. In all of these the student contem-
plates represented events in the role of a spectator, not for the sake of active
intervention. But since his response includes in some degree accepting or
rejecting the values and emotional attitudes which the narration implicitly
offers, it will influence, perhaps greatly influence, his future appraisals of

behavior and feeling [Harding, 1968, p. 11].

D. W. Harding

In the two articles I have referred to, Harding explored the relationship be-
tween three processes that seemed to him to have much in common: (a)
watching events without taking part in them; (b) exchanging gossip— infor-
mal recounting or description of events; and (c) reading (or writing) fiction.
An understanding of the first of these, that of being literally in the role of
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spectator, is essential to an understanding of his view of the other two. An
onlooker, he says, (@) ATTENDS (and this will range from “a passing glance”
to a “fascinated absorption”) and (b) EVALUATES (within a range from “an at-
titude of faint liking or disliking, hardly above indifference” to one of
“strong, perhaps intensely emotional” response). What we attend to, he sug-
gests, reflects our interests (if we take interest to mean “an enduring disposi-
tion to respond, in whatever way, to some class of objects or events”); how
we evaluate reflects our sentiments, if we take a sentiment to be “an endur-
ing disposition to evaluate some object or class of objects in a particular way
[Harding, 1972, p. 134].”

A major aspect of a spectator’s response to the events he witnesses will
be a concern for the people involved and an interest in the way they react,
but there is likely to be present also an interest in and evaluation of the pat-
tern events take, with a sense that what is happening here might one day
happen to him. Both aspects are, in a broad sense, learning experiences: As
spectators we not only reflect our interests and sentiments but also modify
and extend them. “In ways of this kind,” Harding writes,

the events at which we are “mere onlookers” come to have, cumulatively, a
deep and extensive influence on our systems of value. They may in certain
ways be even more formative than events in which we take part. Detached
and distanced evaluation is sometimes sharper for avoiding the blurrings
and bufferings that participant action brings, and the spectator often sees
the event in a broader context than the participant can tolerate. To obliter-
ate the effects on a man of the occasions on which he was only an onlooker
would be profoundly to change his outlook and values [1962, p. 136].

To be one of a number of spectators is to take part in a mutual challeng-
ing and sanctioning of each other’s evaluations. “Everything we look on at is
tacitly and unintentionally treated as an object lesson by our fellow specta-
tors; speech and gesture, smiles, nudges, clicks, tuts and glances are con-
stantly at work to sanction or correct the feelings we have as spectators
[Harding, 1937, p. 253)”

This aspect of a spectator’s experience is sharply emphasized when we
turn to the second of the three processes I have listed, that of deliberately
taking up the role of spectator of represented or recounted experiences, as
for example when we go home in the evening and chat about the day’s
events. We HAVE BEEN participants but are so no longer; taking up the role
of spectator, we invite our listener to do the same. Harding goes so far as to
imply that this familiar habit is something we indulge in for the purpose of
testing out our modes of evaluating; having, in fact, our value systems sanc-
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tioned or modified by others whose values, in general, we reckon to share.
We do not recount everything that happens to us: What we select constitutes
a first level of evaluation. But it is as we recount the events in a manner de-
signed to arouse in our listeners attitudes towards them that chime with our
own that we more specifically invite corroboration of our ways of evaluating.
On this basis, I think it is no distortion of Harding’s account to suggest that as
participants we APPLY our value systems, but as spectators we GENERATE
AND REFINE the system itself. In applying our value systems we shall in-
evitably be constrained by self-interest, by concern for the outcome of the
event we are participating in; as spectators we are freed of that constraint.

Harding goes on to suggest that what takes place informally in chat about
events is in essence similar to what is achieved by a work of fiction or drama.
“True or fictional, all these forms of narrative invite us to be onlookers join-
ing in the evaluation of some possibility of experience [1962, p. 138].”

The London Writing Research Project

At the time of the Dartmouth Seminar my colleagues and I at the University
of London Institute of Education were beginning to plan the Schools Coun-
cil Project on the written language of 11- to 18-year-olds. Our first and major
task was to devise modes of analysis of children’s writings by means of which
the development of writing abilities might be documented. We envisaged a
multidimensional analysis and worked on what seemed to us two of the es-
sential dimensions. The first resulted in a set of categories we called “sense
of audience” (Who is the writing for?) and the second in a set of function
categories (What is the writing for?). These are fully described in The Devel-
opment of Writing Abilities, 11-18 (Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, &
Rosen, 1975) and for my present purpose I need only indicate how the
spectator-participant distinction was taken up and developed as the basis of
the function category set.

- To relate gossip to literature is not only to show a similarity in that they
are both utterances in the spectator role, but also to indicate a difference.
The formal and informal ends of the spectrum have very different poten-
tials. One of the important ways in which we frame an evaluation and com-
municate it is by giving a particular shape to the events in narrating them; at
the formal end of the scale all the resources of literary art, all the linguistic
and conceptual forms that a literary artist molds into a unity, are at the ser-
vice of that shaping and sharing.

Clearly, an account given of an experience in a letter to an intimate
friend might also be placed at the informal end of the scale, in contrast
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perhaps to the same event narrated by the same writer as part of a short story
or a published autobiography. (Dr. Johnson wrote a letter from the Hebrides
to a friend in which he said, “When we were taken upstairs, a dirty fellow
bounced out of the bed on which one of us was to lie”; this appears in his
Journal as “Out of one of the couches on which we were to repose there
started up at our entrance a man black as a Cyclops from the forge” —more
of a parody of the point I am making than an illustration, I think!)

The informality of a chat or a personal letter is certainly in part a reflec-
tion of a relaxed relationship between the communicating parties— close-
ness rather than distance, warmth rather than coldness. Perhaps influenced
also by Moffett's model of kinds of discourse in which he sees the I-you
rhetorical relationship and the I-it referential relationship as intimately
connected (Moffett, 1968, p. 33), we came to identify the informal end of
this continuum with expressive language as Sapir (1961, p. 10) has defined
it; further, to see that the “unshaped,” loosely structured end of the spectator
role continuum merged into the informal pole of language in the role of
participant. This gave us three major categories of function: transactional,
expressive, and poetic. Transactional is the form of discourse that most fully
meets the demands of a participant in events (using language to get things
done, to carry out a verbal transaction). Expressive is the form of discourse
in which the distinction between participant and spectator is a shadowy one.
And poetic discourse is the form that most fully meets the demands associ-
ated with the role of spectator—demands that are met, we suggested, by
MAKING something with language rather than doing something with it.

Though our principal source for the term “expressive” was Edward
Sapir, we found it was one widely used by other linguists. Jakobson labeled
the function arising from a focus on the addressor either “emotive” or “ex-
pressive” and saw it as offering “a direct expression of the speakers attitude
towards what he is speaking about [Sebeok, 1960, p. 354]”; a point that Dell
Hymes later glossed: “A sender cannot help but express attitudes towards
each of the other factors in a speech event, his audience, the style of the
message, the code he is using, the channel he is using, his topic, the scene
of the communication [1908, p. 106].” Labov (1966, p. 13) characterizes the
expressive function as “the role of language as self-identification,” and it is
this aspect that Gusdorf elaborates: “The relation to others is only meaning-
ful insofar as it reveals that personal identity within the person who is him-
self speaking. To communicate, man expresses himself, i.e. he actualizes
himself, he creates from his own substance [1965, p. 69].” Thus the expres-
sive function in our model is not simply the informal end of two scales, the
neutral point between participant and spectator role language, but has its
own positive function to perform—a function that profits from the indeter-
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minacy between carrying out a verbal transaction and constructing a verbal
object to be shared. The positive function of expressive speech is, in simple
terms, to make the most of being with somebody, that is, to enjoy their com-
pany, to make their presence fruitful —a process that can profit from explor-
ing with them both the inner and outer aspects of experience.

But in expressive writing the presence, the “togetherness” is simulated:
The writer invokes the presence of the reader as he writes; the reader in-
vokes the presence of the writer as he reads. Thus a working definition of ex-
pressive writing would be “writing that assumes an interest in the writer as
well as in what he has to say about the world.” We might add that it would be
foolish to underestimate the importance of expressive speech or writing as
means of influencing people and events. Advertisers and propagandists are
only too ready to exploit its effectiveness.

Our description of expressive writing thus distinguished it from a verbal
transaction on the one hand and a verbal object on the other. The verbal
transaction and the verbal object are communicative rather than expressive,
being in both cases language in the public domain; yet they communicate in
very different ways. Expressive and referential strands, as Sapir explains, in-
termingle in all discourse, but the degree to which the former predominates
is criterial in distinguishing expressive from transactional discourse. The
change from expression to communication on the poetic side is brought
about by an increasing degree of organization—organization into a single
complex verbal symbol.

H. G. Widdowson

It is this last distinction that is illuminated by the work in stylistics of Wid-
dowson (1975). He cites from literature examples of nongrammatical ex-
pressions that are nevertheless interpretable, finds such expressions in
nonliterary texts, but concludes that they occur randomly in nonliterary
writing, “whereas in literature they figure as part of a pattern which charac-
terizes the literary work as a separate and self-contained whole [p. 36].” In-
terpretation of these expressions that violate the grammatical code relies on
viewing them in the light of the context; and he goes on to show that this is
also true of most metaphorical expressions (which again occur randomly in
ordinary discourse but as part of a total pattern in a work of literature). Con-
text, however, in ordinary language will include aspects of the social situa-
tion in which the utterance takes place and remarks that have gone before;
whereas in literature context consists of the verbal fabric alone. Widdowson
identifies patterns of three kinds to be found in literary works: phonological
(metre and verse form are obvious examples), syntactical (parallel struc-
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tures, for example, can invest an item with meaning which is, so to speak, by
halo effect from other items in the series), and patterns formed by semantic
links between individual lexical items. “At the heart of literary discourse,” he
concludes, “is the struggle to devise patterns of language which will bestow
upon the linguistic items concerned just those values which convey the in-
dividual writer’s personal vision [1975, p. 42].”

He goes on to suggest that the effect of the patterning over and above the
patterns of the language code is “to create acts of communication which are
self-contained units, independent of a social context and expressive of a real-
ity other than that which is sanctioned by convention. In other words, I want
to suggest that although literature need not be deviant as text it must of its
nature be deviant as discourse [1975, p. 47].” This he achieves principally by
pointing out that normal discourse features a sender of a message who is at
the same time the addressor, and a receiver of a message who is also the ad-
dressee, whereas in literary discourse the author, as sender, is distinguished
from the addressor, and the reader, as receiver, from the addressee. Striking
examples of this disjunction illustrate his point (“I am the enemy you killed,
my friend” from Owen; “With how sad steps, O moon” from Sidney), but he
goes on to indicate that this modified relationship holds in general for works
of literature. An addressor thus fuses meanings associated with a grammati-
cal first person with those associated with a third, an addressee those of the
second and third persons. This account of a systematic modification of the
grammatical code he completes by showing how third person and first per-
son are fused when in fiction a narrator describes the experiences of a third
person sometimes in terms of what might have been observed, sometimes in
terms of inner events that only the experiencer could know. On these
grounds he concludes: “It would appear then that in literary discourse we do
not have a sender addressing a message directly to a receiver, as is normally
the case. Instead we have a communication situation within a communica-
tion situation and a message whose meaning is self-contained and not de-
pendent on who sends it and who receives it [p. 50].”

In defending this view against likely objections, he makes two interest-
ing points that are relevant to my theme. In many literary works, particularly
perhaps in lyric poems, it is evident that the “I” of the work is the writer him-
self. In arguing that “it is not the writer as message sender, the craftsman, the
‘maker’ that the ‘" refers to but to the inner self that the writer is objectify-
ing, and the very act of objectifying involves detaching this self and observ-
ing it as if it were a third person entity [1975, p. 53],” Widdowson sketches
out, somewhat loosely, three forms of discourse in terms of the role of the
“I”: (a) In diaries and personal letters there is no distinction between sender
and addressor: The writer may reveal his inner thoughts and feelings, and in
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doing so he takes responsibility—his readers may assume that he is “telling
the truth.” (b) In all other forms of nonliterary language, the writer, as
sender and addressor, adopts a recognized social role and what he says and
how he says it are determined by that role: “he is not at liberty to express his
own individual sentiments at will. . . . [H]is addressee will be concerned
with what he has to say in his role and not with his private and individual
thoughts [p. 52].”; (c) literary discourse, where the sender and addressor are
disjoined, is concerned with the private thoughts and feelings of the writer,
but in “bringing them out of hiding” he objectifies them and may explore
them through the creation of personae, so that “we cannot assume that
when a literary writer uses the first person he is describing his own experi-
ences or making a confession.” The literary writer, in fact, aware of the con-
vention that distinguishes sender from addressor, is “relieved from any social
responsibility for what he says in the first person [p. 53].” (Love letters, he
notes, count as evidence in a court of law, love poems don’t!)

This analysis provides an interesting gloss on the three major function
categories in our model: expressive, transactional, and poetic.

The second objection Widdowson anticipates relates to the familiar
problem of “the novel with a message.” Our claim that a literary work was a
verbal object and not a verbal transaction was objected to on just these
grounds, and we argued in reply that a poetic work achieved its effect indi-
rectly, via the poetic construct taken as a whole. Widdowson’s claim that a
literary work is a self-contained unit independent of a social context risks the
same kind of objection: His answer is

that it may indeed be the purpose of a writer to stir the social conscience
but he does not do so by addressing himself directly to those whose con-
sciences he wishes to stir. He expresses a certain reality, a personal vision,
and the reader, as an observer of this reality, might then feel constrained to
actin a certain way. But he is not directed to act by the writer (1975, p. 53).

Widdowson then develops a point that will be familiar to readers of
Jakobson (1971, e.g., p. 704); he explores the way paradigmatic relationships
invade the area of syntagmatic relationships in poetic discourse, and illus-
trates this at the level of phonemes and the grammatical level of words and
phrases. Phonological distinctions that by the normal language code exist as
a range from which selection is made (the story for example is about a cat
and not about a hat, a bat or a mat) invade the syntagmatic relationship, the
process of combination in a literary work, as for example when a poet
chooses “bright” in preference to “shining” because that word fits into the
sound pattern, including perhaps both rhythm and rhyme, of his poem.
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More germane to his principal argument is Widdowson’s example of a series
of verbal groups any one of which might have served to complete a sentence
ina T. S. Eliot poem. Widdowson then shows how Eliot in fact does not SE-
LECT, but COMBINES: “Words strain, Crack and sometimes break . . .” etc.
This strategy, Widdowson notes, reflects the writer’s struggle to resolve ambi-
guities and allows him to invite the reader to take part in that process. By
such means works of literature communicate “an individual awareness of a
reality other than that which is given general social sanction but neverthe-

less related to it [1971, p. 70].”

Contextualization

One of the important ways in which we may characterize the difference be-
tween transactional and poetic discourse is by reference to the way a reader
grasps the message. If what a writer does when he draws from all he knows
and selectively sets down what he wants to communicate is described as ‘de-
contextualization’, then the complementary process on the part of a reader
is to ‘contextualize’, interpreting the writer’s meaning by building it into his
existing knowledge and experience. We have suggested (Britton et al., 1975,
pp. 85-86) that in reading a piece of transactional discourse we contextual-
ize the material in piecemeal fashion; passing over what is familiar, reject-
ing what is incomprehensible to us or perceived as inconsistent with our
own thinking, accepting in piecemeal fashion what seems to us interesting,
building our own connections between these fragments and our existing
knowledge (which is open to modification, of course, in the process). With
poetic discourse, on the other hand (and much of what Widdowson has said
will support this difference), we apply our own knowledge and experience to
the reconstruction of the writer’s verbal object, and until we have done this,
until we have the sense of a completed whole, a single unique symbol, we
are in no position to reexamine our own thoughts and feelings in the light of
the author’s work. This we have called global contextualization. I think our
response to a novel with a message may sometimes be a deliberate reexami-
nation of the kind this suggests, but I have come to believe that in most cases
global contextualization is a process that goes on over time and one we may
not even be conscious of. We are constantly learning from our own first-
hand experiences and mostly, because of the wide-ranging and diffuse na-
ture of the process, without being aware that we are doing so. I am inclined
to think that our response to a work of literature is like that.

We do of course contextualize in piecemeal fashion while reading works
of literature: We pick up clues as to what life is like in places we have never
visited, what it was like at times before we were born. But this is quite sub-
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sidiary, for most of us, to the main effects of literature; and it has its risks,
since the verbal object, as Widdowson shows, deals with a reality “other than
that which is given social sanction.” There may be pygmies in the Australian
rain forests the novelist describes, but that is no guarantee that they exist in
fact. Nevertheless, for historians or sociologists, say, to study literature for the
information they can glean is of course a legitimate option; they will be em-
ploying a process of piecemeal contextualization where what the author of-
fered was a work to be contextualized globally. Louise Rosenblatt (1978), as
we have mentioned, has paid close attention to this matter of the reader’s op-
tions and raised some important issues. In defining a literary work of art as
“what happens when a reader and a text come together [p. 12],” she is I
think loading the dice in the reader’s favor, but the weight has for so long
been on the author’s side that this is understandable. There are of course
anomalies, as when a text produced by an author as propaganda survives
when its injunctions are no longer appropriate, and survives as a piece of lit-
erature; or when an informative text (Gibbon’s Decline and Fall is the stock
example) survives when much of its information has been superseded and
even discredited, to be read now not as information but for the unique and
individual qualities typical of a work of literature.

There are anomalies, but without wishing in any way to infringe on the
reader’s freedom to choose, I do suggest that in the vast majority of cases the
general conventions chosen by the writer—whether to produce expressive,
transactional, or poetic discourse —are in fact the conventions by which the
reader chooses to interpret.

YOUNG FLUENT WRITERS

L. S. Vygotsky

I have known a number of children who by the age of 5 or 6 had taught
themselves to write. In each case it was stories that they wrote, and usually
the stories were made up into little books, with pictures as well as writing. I
take it as some evidence of the extraordinary ability human beings have of
succeeding in doing what they want to do. One of these young children,
under the age of 4, began by producing a little book with “pretend writing”
in it—and surely, just as we pretend to be someone we want to be, so we pre-
tend to do something we want to do. Some 20 months later the scribbled
lines had given place to a decipherable story. Evidence of this kind is too
often ignored, and it takes a Vygotsky, speaking across the decades since his
death, to observe that the attempt to teach writing as a motor skill is mis-
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taken (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 117); that psychology has conceived of it as a
motor skill and “paid remarkably little attention to the question of written
language as such, that is, a particular system of symbols and signs whose
mastery heralds a critical turning-point in the entire cultural development of
the child [p. 106].” It was his view that make-believe play, drawing and writ-
ing should be seen as “different moments in an essentially unified process of
development of written language [p. 116].” And this he contrasted with what
he found in schools: “Instead of being founded on the needs of children as
they naturally develop and on their own activity, writing is given to them
from without, from the teacher’s hands [p. 105].”

I suggest that the 4-year-old I have referred to made what Vygotsky calls
“a basic discovery—namely that one can draw not only things but also
speech [1978, p. 115].” Since pictorial representation is first-order symbol-
ism and writing is second-order symbolism (designating words that are in
turn signs for things and relationships), Vygotsky saw this discovery as a key
point in the development of writing in a child; yet he recognized there was
little understanding of how the shift takes place, since the necessary re-
search had not been done (p. 115). We are not much wiser today, though
the labors of Donald Graves and others give us good reason to hope.

Outline for a Case Study

My records of the development of Clare, the 4-year-old whose pretend writ-
ing | have referred to, may illustrate some of the points Vygotsky has made
in his account of “the developmental history of written language.”

(1) Her conversational speech was quite well developed by the time she
was 2 years old. Much of her talk was playful (seeing me at the washbasin,
What have you got off, Daddy? —at 2:3) and she used made-up forms freely
(I'm spoonfuling it in, I'm see-if-ing it will go through, smuttered in your
eyes— for uncombed hair—all at 2:7). Her curiosity about language was in
evidence early (When it’s one girl you say “girl” and when it’s two three four
girls you say “girl s.” Why when it’s two three four childs you say “child
ren?” —at 2:10; “Fairy girl with curly hair,” that makes a rhyme, doesn't it? —
at 2:11; on hearing something described as ‘delicious, Is delicious nicer than
lovely? —at 3:1).

(2) Extended make-believe play, involving her toy animals in family
roles, was established by the time she was 3. Storytelling developed from it,
the animals becoming the audience. The toy animals (she was given dolls
from time to time but they were never adopted into the family) seem to have
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sustained a key role. They were the dramatis personae of her make-believe
play, the subject of the stories she told, of her drawings, and later of the sto-
ries she wrote. Vygotsky’s point that in make-believe play the plaything is
free to take on a meaning that does not rely on perceptual resemblance is
amusingly illustrated by the fact that when Clare enacted a queen’s wed-
ding, the least suitable of the animals—a scraggy, loose-knit dog—was cho-
sen for the role of queen!

(3) Her earliest recognizable drawings came just before she was 2 and
though they are clearly attempts at human figures, the talk that always ac-
companied the drawing was often in anthropomorphic terms (the mummy
bird, the daddy bird). A picture drawn in colored chalks at 3:5 shows a large
figure of a girl on the left-hand side and a house on the right. Her commen-
tary as she drew explained: The girl is carrying a yellow handbag and she has
a brown furry dog on a lead. Her feet are walking along. . . . I have put a car
outside the house. I am putting blue sky, now I am putting in the sunshine.
(Here the diagonal blue strokes that had indicated the sky were interspersed
with yellow ones.) She’s got a tricycle with blue wheels and a chain. Mrs.
Jones across the road has yellow and brown on her windows. I shall put yellow
and red on mine.

Itis an important part of Vygotsky’s thesis that a young child’s drawing is
“graphic speech,” dependent on verbal speech: The child draws, that is to
say, from the memory of what he knows rather than from what he presently
observes; and that what he knows has been processed in speech and is fur-
ther processed in the speech that accompanies the drawing. The space in
Clare’s picture is well filled, but not in terms of topographical representa-
tion: The girl and the house are upright; the car is drawn vertically standing
on its head; the dog vertically sitting on its tail; and the tricycle has its frame,
wheels and chain spread out, looking more like an assembly kit.

(4) What circumstances could be supposed to facilitate the process that
Vygotsky calls the move from drawing objects to drawing speech? Imitating
the general pattern of writing behavior, Clare at the age of 3:6 produced par-
allel horizontal lines of cursive scribble, saying that she was doing grown-
up’s kind of writing. At 3:11 she produced the little story book I have
described with similar lines of scribble but interspersed with words she
could actually write (mummy, and, the) and with a drawing on the cover.
The stories she wrote from 5:6 onward were in cursive script with headings
in capitals. She was by this time reading a good deal, mainly the little ani-
mal stories by Beatrix Potter and Alison Uttley.

Turning from the general pattern to the detail, Clare at the age of 3
played very often with a set of inch-high letters made of plastic in various
colors. Among more random, playful uses, she learned to make her name in
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these letters and she was interested in what each letter was called. (One ef-
fect of this play was evident: When first she attempted to write words, an
“E,” for example, was an “E” for her whether it faced right or left or up or
down.) One of her activities represented a link between letter recognition
and writing behavior in general: At 3:5, in imitation of picture alphabets she
knew, she was drawing a series of objects and writing the initial letter of each
beside the drawing. Most of them she knew, but she came to one she did
not: “rhubarb.” When I told her, she said, R—that’s easy—just a girl’s head
and two up-and-downs!

(5) The final stage in Vygotsky’s “developmental history” is that by
which the written language ceases to be second-order symbolism, mediated
by speech, and becomes first-order symbolism. I can offer no evidence of
this from the records of Clare, and indeed I seriously doubt whether that
transition is ever entirely appropriate to the written language we have been
concerned with, that of stories.

(6) I think the most important conclusion to be drawn from the case of
Clare and other children who have taught themselves to write by writing sto-
ries is a point that is central to Vygotsky’s argument, that of the effect of IN-
TENTION on a child’s performance. It would appear that the spoken
language effectively meets young children’s needs in general, and we must
surmise that it is only as they come to value the written language as a vehicle
for stories that they are likely to form an intention to write. Much of Clare’s
behavior indicated that she had done so. Slobin and Welsh (1973) have ef-
fectively demonstrated that mastery of the spoken language cannot be ade-
quately assessed without account of “the intention to say so-and-so”—a
lesson that as teachers or researchers we have been slow to learn.

Writing and Reading

Clare continued to read and write stories for many years. Animal fantasies
predominated until the age of 7, pony stories and adventure stories (often
featuring an animal) followed until, from the ages of 12 to 14 she gave her-
self up almost entirely to reading women’s magazine stories and writing her-
self at great length in that vein. Here, to represent successive stages, are
some opening lines:

At 6: [ am a little Teddy Bear. I've got a pony called Snow and I live in a lit-
tle house with a thatched roof.

At 8Y2: Mrs. Hedgehog had just had three babies. Two of them were like
ordinary hedgehog babies, covered with soft prickles. But the third had none.
It was a dead calm as the Sand Martin and crew glided out of the small har-
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bour at Plymouth. Phillip and Jean were the eldest. They were twins of
fourteen.

At 11: Fiona Mackenzie lay in bed in her small attic bedroom. She
turned sleepily over, but the morning sun streaming in at her small window
dazzled her, and she turned back. (A story about horses in the Highlands.)

At 12: Derek looked into her face, and his green eyes burning fiercely
with the white hot light of intense love gazed into the liquid depth of her
melting, dark brown ones.

At 14: The dance was in full swing, and Giselle was the acknowledged
belle of it. More radiant, more sparkling than ever before, she floated bliss-
fully in the arms of James Wainforth.

Her comments on her reading and writing were sometimes illuminat-
ing. At 3:8 she described the Cinderella story as A bit sad book about two
ugly sisters and a girl they were ugly to. At 8:7 she was asked what sort of
things she liked reading. Well, she said, there’s Treasure Island—that’s a
bloody one for when I'm feeling boyish. And Little Men, that’s a sort of half-
way one. “And don’t you ever feel girlish?” she was asked. Yes. When I'm tired
and then I read The Smallest Dormouse. At 10:2 she wrote a story about
children finding a treasure: It’s like Enid Blyton’s story mostly, she said, ex-
cept longer words. A few months later she was struggling to get through Mrs.
Craik’s John Halifax, Gentleman, but gave up with the comment, It’s a bit
Lorna Doonish, a lot of cissy boys in it. It’s so sort of genteel —I can’t stand it!

That her writing was influenced by her reading shows up dramatically
(though from a limited aspect) in the following figures relating to mean T-
unit length and subordination at four age-points. The figures for a passage
from a women’s magazine story she had read are shown in parentheses.

Age: 6 9 13 (Magazine) 17
Number of words taken: 331 332 340 (330) 322
Mean T-Unit length: 4.1 8.0 6.9 (6.7) 11.5
Number of subordinate clauses: 7 17 6 (9) 19

Spectator Role and the Beginnings of Writing

In the light of current school practices, it is as important as ever today to
stress Vygotsky’s view that learning to read and learning to write must be
seen as inseparable aspects of one process, that of mastering written lan-
guage. We have come to recognize the way this process is grounded in
speech but have not yet acknowledged the essential contribution of other
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forms of symbolic behavior, gesture, make-believe play, pictorial representa-
tion. In my account of Clare’s development, I have added one other activity,
that of manipulative play with the substance of written language. Bruner
(1975) has pointed out that such play contributes to learning because it is a
‘meta-process, one that focuses on the nature itself of the activity. (Children
learn to walk for the purpose of getting where they want to be; PLAY with
walking — early forms of dancing— involves a concern with the nature of the
walking process, an exploration of its manifold possibilities.)

It remains for me to point out that make-believe play (embracing the so-
cial environment children construct with their playthings), storytelling, lis-
tening to stories, pictorial representation and the talk that complements it,
story reading and story writing—these are all activities in the role of specta-
tor. As I have suggested, I believe it is this characteristic that develops a need
for the written language in young children and the intention to master it. In
such activities children are sorting themselves out, progressively distinguish-
ing what is from what seems, strengthening their hold on reality by a consid-
eration of alternatives. Clare, for example, at the age of 8:6, writes what at
first sight appears to be a variant of the kind of animal fable she was familiar
with from earlier reading of Beatrix Potter:

. HEDGEHOG
Mrs. Hedgehog had just had three babies. Two of them were like ordinary
hedgehog babies, covered with soft prickles.

But the third had none. He was like a hedgehog in any other way. He
ate like a hedgehog and he lived like a hedgehog and he rolled up in a ball
like a hedgehog, and he went to sleep in the winter like a hedgehog. But he
had no prickles like a hedgehog.

When he was a year old a fairy came to him and said, “Go to China and
get three hairs from the Emperor Ching Chang’s seventh guinea-pig. Throw
the hairs in the fire, and then put it out with six bucketfuls of water. Put some
of the ash on your head, and leave it for the night. In the morning you will be
covered with prickles.” Then she faded away.

[The story tells how he carried out these instructions, and concludes:]

He went to sleep beside the stream. In the morning he woke up feeling rather
strange. He looked at his back. It was covered in prickles. He spent four days
in China, then he went home in the boat. His family were very surprised to
see him!

For those who knew Clare, it was not difficult to recognize here an account
of her own struggle to establish herself in the family in competition with a
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more confident and more relaxed younger sister. His family were very sur-
prised to see him! Without knowing the writer, one might guess that a similar
self-exploration was taking place, unconsciously, in the 6-year-old girl who
wrote:

There was a child of a witch who was ugly. He had pointed ears thin legs and
was born in a cave. he flew in the air holding on nothing just playing games.

When he saw ordinary girls and boys he hit them with his broomstick. A
cat came along. he arched his back at the girls and boys and made them run
away. When they had gone far away the cat meeowed softly at the witch
child. the cat loved the child. the child loved the cat the cat was the onlee
thing the child loved in the world.

It has often been pointed out that in one sense a tiny infant is lord of his
universe, and that growing from infancy into childhood involves discovering
one’s own unimportance. But the world created in the stories children write
is a world they control and this may be a source of deep satisfaction. As one
of the children recorded by Donald Graves remarked, she liked writing sto-
ries because “you are the mother of the story.”

Whether to read or to write, a story makes fewer demands than a piece
of transactional writing since one essential element of the latter process is
missing in the former. The reader of an informative or persuasive piece must
construct himself the writer’s meaning and inwardly debate it (an essential
part of the piecemeal contextualization process); the reader of a story ac-
cepts, so to speak, an invitation to enter a world and see what happens to
him there. The writer of a transactional piece must attempt to anticipate and
make provision for the reader’s inner debate; the writer of a story constructs
a situation to his own satisfaction, though thereafter he may be willing, even
eager, to share it.

Expressive Writing

Edward Sapir observed that “ordinary speech is directly expressive [1961, p.
10].” Because expressive writing, though it differs in substantial ways from
speech, is the form of written discourse closest to speech, the London Writ-
ing Research team suggested that it provided a “natural” starting point for
beginning writers, assisting them at a time when they have rich language re-
sources recruited through speech, but few if any internalized forms of the
written language. Progress from this point consists, we believe, in shuttling
between those spoken resources and an increasing store of forms internal-
ized from reading and being read to. (It may prove that vocal reading,
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whether their own or somebody else’s, is in the early stages a more effective
route to that internalization.)

We might describe this early form as an all-purpose expressive. As the
writer employs it to perform different tasks, fulfill different purposes, and in-
creasingly succeeds in meeting the different demands, his all-purpose ex-
pressive will evolve: He will acquire by dissociation a variety of modes.
Expressive writing is thus a matrix from which will develop transactional
and poetic writing, as well as the more mature forms of the expressive.

What the Young Writer Needs to Know

My argument has been that Vygotsky’s account offers an explanation of the
phenomenon I have noted, that of Clare and the other children who mastered
written language by producing storybooks at an early age. Let me now go on to
ask, “What does a writer acquiring mastery in this way need to know?”

First and foremost he must know from experience the SATISFACTION
that can come from a story—perhaps first a story told to him, but then cer-
tainly a story read to him. Sartre (1967, p. 31) has commented on the differ-
ence: Accustomed to having his mother tell him stories, he describes his
experience when first she reads to him: The tale itself was in its Sunday best:
the woodcutter, the woodcutter’s wife and their daughter, the fairy, all those
little people, our fellow-creatures, had acquired majesty; their rags were mag-
nificently described, words left their mark on objects, transforming actions into
rituals and events into ceremonies.

Then he must know something of the structure of a story, a learning
process that Applebee (1978) has very helpfully described in developmental
terms for stories told by children between the ages of 2 and 5 (but with im-
plications for later stages). He sees two principles at work, one of centering,
a concern for the unity of a story, and one of chaining, a concern for se-
quence; and in terms of these two principles he outlines a series of plot
structures that parallel the stages of concept development described by Vy-
gotsky (1962). It should be noted, at the same time, that recall of events in
narrative form is something that all children achieve a year or more before
they are ready to tackle the written language.

Some forms of story writing will only be possible if the writer is familiar
with the conventional associations that govern our expectations in listening
to stories— the role expected of a wolf, a lion, a fox, a witch, a prince, and so
on (Applebee, 1978, chap. 3). Such built-in associations are, of course, a re-
source that a young writer may in his own stories exploit, improvise on, in-
vert, or ignore.
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Knowledge of the linguistic conventions of stories—the Once upon a
time and happily ever after conventions—are often familiar to children be-
fore they can read or write, as are more general features of the language of
written stories. (I saw a story dictated by a 3-year-old which contained the
sentence, The king went sadly home for he had nowhere else to go—a use of
for which is certainly not a spoken form.)

But production of these and all other written forms relies, of course, on
a knowledge of the written code itself, the formation of letters, words, sen-
tences. How this is picked up from alphabet books and cornflake packets,
picture books, TV advertisements, and street signs remains something of a
mystery, though two governing conditions seem likely: a context of manipu-
lative play and picture-making, and the association of this learning with the
purpose of producing written stories. [ am sure we underestimate the extent
of such learning when a powerful interest is in focus. In my recent experi-
ence of reading stories to a 3-year-old, [ have been amazed at her ability to
fill the words into gaps I leave when the story [ am reading is one she cannot
have heard very often. Michael Polanyi’s account of the relation of sub-
sidiary to focal awareness certainly helps us to see this learning process as
feasible (Polanyi, 1958, chap. 4).

Finally, the writer must know from experience the sound of a written
text read aloud. How else can he come to hear an inner voice dictating to
him the story he wants to produce? An apprenticeship of listening to others
will enable him later to be aware of the rhythms of the written language in
the course of his own silent reading.

A Final Speculation

I believe the successful writer learns all these things implicitly; that is to say,
in Polanyi’s terms, by maintaining a focal awareness of the desired perfor-
mance that acts as a determining tendency guiding and controlling his sub-
sidiary awareness of the means he employs. I believe, further, that any
attempt to introduce explicit learning would be likely to hinder rather than
help at this early stage. When we are dealing with poetic writing, there is
much that could not in any case be made explicit: We simply do not know
by what organizing principles experience is projected into a work of art.

It is this problem that Susanne Langer has been investigating over many
years. Her distinction between discursive and presentational symbolism —
between a message encoded in a symbol system and a message embodied in
a single unique complex symbol; her recognition of the key role of the arts as
offering an ordering of experience alternative to the cognitive, logical order-
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ing achieved by discursive symbolism —these are foundation stones in our
theory of language functions.

From her exploration of the laws governing a work of art she makes one
very interesting suggestion: that in all works of art there is a building-up and
resolution of tensions and that the intricate pattern of these movements, this
rthythm, somehow reflects the “shape of every living act [Langer, 1967,
chap. 7}

To speculate on her speculations: We give and find shape in the very act
of perception, we give and find further shape as we talk, write or otherwise
represent our experiences. I say “give and find” because clearly there is
order and pattern in the natural world irrespective of our perceiving and rep-
resenting. At the biological level man shares that order, but at the level of
behavior he appears to lose it: The pattern of his actions is more random
than that of the instinctual behavior of animals. In learning to control his
environment he has gained a freedom of choice in action that he may use
constructively and harmoniously or to produce disharmony, shapelessness,
chaos. When, however, he shapes his experience into a verbal object, an art
form, in order to communicate it and to realize it more fully himself, he is
seeking to recapture a natural order that his daily actions have forfeited. Un-
derstanding so little of the complexities of these processes, we can do no
more than entertain that idea as a fascinating speculation.
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A Discourse-Centered Rhetoric
of the Paragraph

PAuL C. RODCERS, JR.

Today’s textbook paragraph, the paragraph taught by so many to so few —with
its vision of triune organic integrity and its philosophy of mechanism —was
unveiled almost precisely a century ago, in March 1866, by an unpre-
possessing Scottish logician and composition teacher named Alexander Bain.
Bain laid no claim to infallibility as a rhetorician, and was more or less ig-
nored in his own day, but the late nineteenth century chose to magnify his
authority in retrospect: long after the man was forgotten, his dicta assumed
something of the aura of revealed truth. In all the intervening years since
1866, though Bain’s six “rules” have undergone considerable refinement and
elaboration, virtually no one has ever challenged his basic concept of the
paragraph or its underlying suppositions. In essence the paragraph today is
just what it has been since the beginning, an “expanded sentence”—logi-
cally, structurally, semantically.!

Yet it has been obvious all along that Bain’s analysis simply does not
comprehend what goes on in many sound and effective paragraphs, and the
language of its successive formulations never has given the student writer ad-
equate guidance. As commonly defined (a la Bain), the paragraph is a group
of sentences which develops the single idea conveyed in its topic sentence.
Each of the key words in this definition offers pitfalls. What, for instance, is
an “idea”? Does a noun or noun phrase express an idea, or must every idea
be a proposition? Must the topic idea be carried as the major predication of
the topic sentence? If not, then how does one distinguish topic material

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 17.1 (February 1966): 2-11. Used
with permission.
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from its context? Can the topic be merely suggested, as by a question or ex-
clamation or negative declaration or figure of speech, or must it be spelled
out? If the paragraph is a group of sentences, how small can the group be?
Do two sentences constitute a group? Does one? That is, can a paragraph
properly be conterminous with its own topic sentence?

Bain and his immediate successors worked by deduction, first assuming
a close organic parallel between sentence and paragraph and then applying
traditional sentence-law to the paragraph. But questions like the ones sug-
gested above provoked inductive study of actual paragraphs and eventually
produced a mass of inductive qualifications grafted upon the original deduc-
tive formula:

¢ A proper paragraph always has a single central topic idea, except
when it has two, three, or more.

¢ Development of the topic is always limited to the paragraph in
which the topic is broached, except when the topic requires that ex-
position continue in the next.

¢ The topic sentence always expresses the topic idea, but the work of
expression may be disposed of in a minor segment of the sentence;
or, on the other hand, a complicated topic may take several sen-
tences, and these sentences may be widely separated in the
paragraph.

¢ There is always a topic sentence, yet it may not actually be stated. In
this case, it is “implied,” and serves as a sort of offstage influence di-
recting the action in the paragraph.

¢ A paragraph by definition is a series of sentences, but now and then
it turns out to be one sentence only. If the sentence-series seems too
long for presentation as a unit, it can be subdivided into several para-
graphs without loss of unity. Conversely, a series of short paragraphs
can be combined into a single unit, sometimes with the original
components identified by number or letter.

¢ Moreover there are certain very useful and common paragraph types
that show little interest in amplifying topics: transitional, introduc-
tory, directive, summary, and concluding paragraphs.

In short, the paragraph is what the textbook says it is, except . . . it isn't.
At least, not always; and if one happens to be working with the wrong hand-
book or the wrong anthology of prose models, it often isn’t.
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Faced with this congeries of paradoxes, recent commentators have
tended to reject or simply ignore traditional theory:

Since every paragraph of the essay is part of the general flow, it is difficult
to find in many paragraphs anything so static that it can be isolated as the
single idea, or topic, of that paragraph. The notion that every paragraph
must have a topic sentence is hence a misleading one.?

Obviously any piece of composition possessing even a minimum of
unity may be summed up in some kind of sentence. The “implied” topic
sentence, therefore, is an abstraction—a not very useful kind of ghost
sentence.?

[The paragraph] is simply a convenient grouping of sentences. In a
progression of sentences a few places will be more suited to indentations
than others, but you can justify an indentation before almost any sentence
of sophisticated prose.*

However well grounded such pronouncements may be, they contribute little
to prose criticism. If ideas flow, how shall we measure and define the current?
If a sequence of ideas can be introduced without interpretive comment, how
does the sequence relate to its context, the discourse? If indentations can
occur almost anywhere, upon what basis shall we justify or challenge a given
decision to indent?

The current situation may be summed up as follows: Deduction has
failed to yield a fully satisfactory model of the paragraph, and interest in the
putative organic parallel between paragraph and sentence has declined
sharply. Reviewing Barrett Wendell’s epochal commentary of 1890 in its
reincarnation of 1963, one marvels at the man’s poise and aplomb; and in-
evitably, and perhaps a bit sadly, one also notes the anachronism:

A paragraph is to a sentence what a sentence is to a word. The principles
which govern the arrangement of sentences in paragraphs, then, are identi-
cal with those that govern the arrangement of words in sentences.’

Piecemeal inductive observations over the years have so far undermined this
notion of the paragraph that it scarcely seems worthwhile to state it. Yet we
have not broken cleanly with the past: to the contrary, many teachers and
textbook writers, possibly a majority, finding some value still in sentence-
based tradition, seem to be fearful of pitching the baby out with the bath. As
recently as October 1965, Francis Christensen prefaced his trail-breaking
“Generative Rhetoric of the Paragraph” with these words:
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My purpose here is. . . to show that the paragraph has, or may have, a struc-
ture as definable and traceable as that of the sentence and that it can be an-
alyzed in the same way. In fact . . . I have come to see that the parallel
between sentence and paragraph is much closer than I suspected, so close,
indeed, that as Josephine Miles put it (in a letter) the paragraph seems to
be only a macro-sentence or meta-sentence.®

Christensen later went on to qualify his commentary with several of the
usual exceptions.

My intention here is not to criticize Professor Christensen’s approach,
which strikes me as having great promise, but rather to argue for a concept
of the paragraph that will comprehend all paragraphs.

Let me begin by pointing out again that the sentence-based notion of
the paragraph was first introduced in words written, not in the skies, but at
the University of Aberdeen, and by a man of strong logical predisposition.
Secondly, when one explores its historical origin, one finds that the para-
graph (from Gr. para, beside, + graphos, mark) began as a punctuation de-
vice, a symbol placed in the margin to indicate a noteworthy break in the
flow of discourse; only later did the word come to signify the stretch of lan-
guage between breaks. The original notion persists in our transitive verb to
paragraph.

Thus paragraph structure precedes, in a certain very vital sense, the in-
dentation that marks its physical limit; and rhetoric’s proper task is to under-
stand why indentations occur when they do, rather than to devise some
Procrustean formula for governing the behavior of sentences between
breaks, and to insist upon applying it over and over again throughout all
written discourse. What we need is a philosophy of paragraph punctuation,
a flexible, open-ended discourse-centered rhetoric of the paragraph.

What, then, may be the aspects or qualities of discourse that writers rec-
ognize when they indent? The late nineteenth century visualized discourse
as a series of horizontal “leaps and pauses,” a stream that “shoots toward
some point of interest, eddies about it for a moment, then hurries on to an-
other,” with the paragraph indentations indicating successive conceptual
leaps and lingerings.” As Edwin Lewis observed in 1894, the writer

conceives his paragraph topic before he develops it, though of course in
the process of development the associations of the symbols used may lead
him afield. He thinks, so to speak, in successive nebulous masses, perceiv-
ing in each a luminous centre before he analyses the whole.®

This horizontal image still appears regularly in textbooks, but a second
image now has been added. In 1946 the late Wendell Johnson pointed out
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that when the mind is “interested,” attention fluctuates vertically, up and
down the abstraction ladder:

If you will observe carefully the speakers you find to be interesting, you are
very likely to find that they play, as it were, up and down the levels of ab-
straction quite as a harpist plays up and down the strings of her harp.. . . the
speaker who remains too long on the same general level of abstraction of-
fends our evaluative processes—no matter what his subject may be.’

In 1964, John Lord applied Johnson’s insight to prose analysis, visualizing
good writing as “a constant weaving up and down between the concrete and
the abstract, as well as a constant forward movement from a beginning
through a middle to an end.”!?

The vertical image ties in nicely with traditional ideas of paragraph
structure. Topic sentences coincide with certain emphasized peaks of ab-
straction. The most common methods of “amplification” —clarification of
the topic by use of definition, analogy, comparison, or contrast; presentation
of causes or logical proof; citation of examples, instances, and illustrations;
accumulation of supporting details—all these methods tend strongly toward
lower-level statement. The two main types of “movement” —variously spo-
ken of as loose and periodic, deductive and inductive, regressive and pro-
gressive, and (perhaps most satisfactorily) as analytic and synthetic —refer
simply to the upward or downward thrust of attention, toward or away from
the abstract topic. Our thought-movement normally is synthetic, and moves
upward from the particulars of experience to the high-level generalities of
conceptual thought. The particulars “generate” the abstraction. When we
write, however, we usually proceed by analysis, first stating the available
generality, which stands first in consciousness, and then recovering or dis-
covering (“generating”) a sufficient bulk of particulars to support it. Ex-
tended synthetic movement accordingly is fairly uncommon in written
discourse.

But neither horizontal leaps nor the vertical seesaw obligates a writer to
indent. Both types of movement exist at all levels of discourse, in units
smaller than the sentence and larger than the paragraph. Indentation fre-
quently does mark major horizontal and vertical phases (which tend to coin-
cide), but sometimes other considerations take precedence.

Like music, writing is a complex sequence of events in time. Subordi-
nate patterns occur within the sequence, many of them interpenetrating and
partly coinciding with others. The writer has at his disposal various punctua-
tion devices with which he can tag and call attention to some of them. The
paragraph break is only one such device, the most emphatic.
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About all we can usefully say of all paragraphs at present is that their au-
thors have marked them off for special consideration as stadia of discourse,
in preference to other stadia, other patterns, in the same material. “At this
point,” the writer tells us with his indentation, “a major stadium of discourse
has just been completed. Rest for a moment, recollect and consider, before
the next begins.” But his decision to indent may be taken for any one (or
more) of at least half a dozen different reasons.

The great majority of stadia of course are logical, whatever else they may
be, but thought-movement submits to very flexible partitioning; hence the
size of a given logical paragraph frequently reflects secondary influences.
Often the physical aspect of the paragraph must be controlled, especially in
publications using narrow-column format. The reader must not be put off
unnecessarily by paragraphs that seem overly bulky, and therefore indi-
gestible, or by a long succession of thin, apparently anemic units. On the
other hand, the need for rhetorical emphasis may dictate either bulk treat-
ment or isolation of a short stadium in a paragraph of its own, and an im-
pulse to vary paragraph length purely for variety’s sake may have the same
effect. To a lesser degree, patterns of prose rhythm may call for indenta-
tion;'! so, too, may abrupt shifts in tone or strictly formal considerations, as
when paragraphs are paired off for contrast or comparison or knit into some
larger pattern involving paragraphs as units.

Thus the paragraph can be described very roughly as an autochthonous
pattern in prose discourse, identified originally by application of logical,
physical, thythmical, tonal, formal, and other rhetorical criteria, set off from
adjacent patterns by indentations, and commended thereby to the reader as
a noteworthy stadium of discourse. Though all good paragraphs are distinct
stadia, not all stadia are paragraphs. Many must always exist merely as emer-
gent possibilities, potential paragraphs (as well as smaller units) dissolved in
the flow of discourse. Paragraph structure is part and parcel of the structure
of the discourse as a whole; a given stadium becomes a paragraph not by
virtue of its structure but because the writer elects to indent, his indentation
functioning, as does all punctuation, as a gloss upon the overall literary
process under way at that point. Paragraphs are not composed; they are dis-
covered. To compose is to create; to indent is to interpret. Accordingly, the
qualities of the paragraph can no more be grasped through normative state-
ment than can the qualities of discourse.

This conclusion is not wholly negative, of course. It denies only that
the paragraph can be wrapped up conclusively in a tight deductive for-
mula, and implies, positively, that inductive study of the art of paragraphing
has an immense neglected potential. While intent upon determining what
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The Paragraph is, we have very largely failed to appreciate what real para-
graphs are.

To test this contention, let us contrast the traditional and discourse-
centered views of a familiar paragraph sequence, Walter Pater’s descant on
“Style” (1888), an essay that recommends itself to our purpose for several
special reasons. In it, Pater stresses what he calls “the necessity of mind in
style,” “that architectural conception of work, which foresees the end in the
beginning and never loses sight of it,” the underlying structural framework,
which is “all-important, felt, or painfully missed, everywhere” (14.3).12 One
of the greatest pleasures in reading good prose, he tells us, lies in “the critical
tracing out of that conscious artistic structure, and the pervading sense of it
as we read” (15.16). Surely he must have foreseen that readers would judge
his essay by its own forceful pronouncements; and he must therefore have
paragraphed with unusual care.

But Pater always composed laboriously and deliberately. For thirty-five
years, George Saintsbury admired his “wonderful perfection of craftsman-
ship,””® noting especially his sensitive control of prose rhythm and adroit
management of the paragraph:

Above all, no one, it must be repeated, has ever surpassed, and scarcely any
one has ever equalled Mr. Pater in deliberate and successful architecture
of the prose-paragraph —in what may, for the sake of a necessary differ-
ence, be called the scriptorial in opposition to the oratorical manner.'*

.. . it must always be remembered that the care of the paragraph was
one of Mr. Pater’s first and greatest anxieties; when I remarked on it [in

1876, apropos of Pater’s Renaissance], . . . he wrote to me expressing spe-
cial gratification, and acknowledging that it had been one of his principal
objects.!”

Such a conscious, calculated devotion to paragraph technique warrants
close inspection.

But “Style” holds particular interest for us because of its structural sub-
tlety and flexibility. As A. C. Benson observed, “the bones do not show; not
only does the rounded flesh conceal them, but they are still further dis-
guised into a species of pontifical splendour by a rich and stiff embroidered
robe of language.”!® The great variety in paragraph “shape” can be inferred
from the following statistics. Though Pater’s average paragraph in this essay
is quite long (271 words), individual paragraphs range from 24 to 793 words,
and the totals of sentences per paragraph range from one to 18. Two para-
graphs have fewer than 100 words; 11 contain between 100 and 200 words;
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9 contain between 200 and 300; and 9 run to more than 300. This break-
down corresponds almost exactly to Edwin Lewis’s conclusions regarding
English prose in general.!’

The traditional analysis of the first three paragraphs would view each
block of writing individually, describing P1 and P2 as introductory para-
graphs, informally assembled, lacking clear-cut central ideas and topic sen-
tences, serving mainly to carry the reader in to P3, a single directive
statement which lays out the ground to be covered in the sequel and initi-

ates the essay proper. P3 reads as follows:

Dismissing then, under sanction of Wordsworth, that harsher opposition of
poetry to prose, as savouring in fact of the arbitrary psychology of the last
century, and with it the prejudice that there can be but one only beauty of
prose style, I propose here to point out certain qualities of all literature as a
fine art, which, if they apply to the literature of fact, apply still more to the
literature of the imaginative sense of fact, while they apply indifferently to
verse and prose, so far as either is really imaginative — certain conditions of
true art in both alike, which conditions may also contain in them the se-
cret of the proper discrimination and guardianship of the peculiar excel-
lences of either.

Despite its complexity, this paragraph plainly leans upon the previous
discussion for its full implication. Wordsworth’s “sanction” has just been ex-
amined at the close of PZ; the prejudiced claim that there can be but “one
only beauty” of prose style refers to earlier comments about Dryden’s no-
tions of prose (2.3) and overly narrow conceptions of literature in general
(P1 passim, esp. 1.4); the distinction between verse and prose recalls a major
motif recurring throughout both preceding paragraphs; the opposition of
“fact” and “imaginative sense of fact” draws upon the climactic concluding
clause of 2.5; and the unobtrusive reference to “discrimination and
guardianship” reaches all the way back to 1.1, where Pater relates “the sense
of achieved distinctions” to “progress of mind.” Each of these references im-
parts vital meaning to the language of P3. In short, although P3 does direct
the reader’s attention forward, it simultaneously reminds him of ground al-
ready covered. Its gaze is at least as much retrospective as prospective. And it
has to be, in view of the complexity of the idea it conveys.

Yet P3 does more than summarize: it selects, relates, disposes, and as-
signs varying degrees of emphasis to previously discrete ideas. Thus the task
of P1-2 is not merely to introduce but to lay a necessary basis for P3; and the
thought-movement throughout the sequence, despite occasional analytic
eddies, can readily be identified as synthetic. Indeed, with only minor revi-
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sions, P1-3 could be combined into one huge synthetic paragraph, with the
present P3 serving as its topic sentence.

Since an opening paragraph as bulky as this would obviously repel the
reader, Pater divides his exposition into three manageable portions, arrang-
ing them in descending order of size as he moves toward his climax in P3.
(The word count is 418-251-121; each succeeding unit contains roughly
half as many words as its predecessor.) The pace is slow and even, transitions
smooth. Although he regularly provides topic statements elsewhere, he
omits them in P1 and P2—a further indication that he thinks of P1-3 as a
single logical stadium. In a synthetic passage, the progression of ideas
should unfold without interruption; otherwise it may not always be clear
whether the writer is still approaching his as yet unstated conclusion, or
making a new “leap.” A topic sentence in either P1 or P2 would introduce
just such an element of risk. Also, a terminal topic signals the close of a pe-
riod of mental concentration. At this point, having surveyed the argument as
a whole, and having judged it, the reader no longer feels obliged to bear in
mind all the particulars from which the conclusion was drawn. He tends to
relax his grip upon lesser elements as he pushes on toward the next major
proposition. This is precisely what Pater has to prevent from happening: his
reader must retain all the material of P1 and P2 till he arrives at P3.

'To summarize, when we examine P1-3 closely, we discover a single syn-
thetic logical stadium broken into three paragraphs, no doubt for physical
or editorial reasons. Topic sentences are omitted, quite possibly deliber-
ately, with the result that the thought-movement proceeds without that par-
ticular threat to continuity. Formal criteria may account for the length of
the separate paragraphs, which descend in size to the relatively short and
emphatic P3.

None of these observations could be made by a strict traditional para-
graph analysis.

'The next passage of interest is P4-6. Pater opens P4 by commenting on
the difficulty of discriminating “fact” from “sense of fact” in prose, and then
develops this topic at length with illustrations, remarking at the close of 4.8
that historical writing enters the domain of “art proper” when it reflects the
historian’s sensibility and bias. Then (4.9) he digresses sharply, explaining
that prose becomes “fine” art when it transcribes the writer’s sense of fact
and (second clause) “good” art when it renders the inner vision “truthfully.”
In 4.10 he drifts further from his topic, praising truth as a fundamental re-
quirement of all good writing; and in 4.11 drifts yet again, defining beauty as
a by-product of goodness (i.e., truthfulness), “the finer accommodation of
speech to that vision within.”
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Here the paragraph ends, but the line of thought pushes on into P5
without interruption, and Pater seals the transition, oddly, by opening the
new paragraph with a dash followed by what amounts to an appositive de-
pending from the predicate of 4.11:

—The transcript of his sense of fact rather than the fact, as being prefer-
able, pleasanter, more beautiful to the writer himself.

Pater often opens a new phase of argument in a grammatically subordinate
element emphasized by placement in terminal position; the present usage is
unusual only because the appositive has been detached from the base con-
struction and moved to the head of a new paragraph.

Logically complete and satisfying in itself, P> nevertheless participates
in the long disquisition upon fidelity-to-inner vision beginning at 4.9. And
P6 extends the commentary even further. Not till the final phrase of 6.2
does Pater relinquish the theme he first introduced ostensibly to clarify the
short prepositional phrase at the end of 4.8.

How shall we describe what happens in 4.9-6.2? The digression at the
end of P4 is too long to be taken as a mildly irrelevant conclusion. Does it
not then constitute a serious break in paragraph unity? Traditionalist critics
doubtless would say it did. They might further object, on the same ground,
to the weight of introductory material concentrated in 6.1-2, and probably
would view the sequence 4.9-6.2 as a single unified paragraph which Pater
has sadly misconceived.

Can Pater be defended? He can, I think, if we set aside our preconcep-
tions and observe the general flow of discourse. A single logical stadium
does of course exist, beginning at 4.9. It could easily be presented as a single
analytic paragraph based on 4.9, conveying material which now requires
325 words. This would make a very substantial block of writing, but Pater’s
paragraphs frequently run to more than 300 words; so mere physical length
cannot account for his decision to indent the way he has.

We can appreciate his strategy, once we note how deficient the whole
passage is in “vertical” movement. His sole concern here is to clarify his no-
tion of art, and this involves statement of four ideas: fact vs. sense of fact as
the criterion for separating “fine” from “merely serviceable” art; adherence
to inward truth as the criterion for recognizing “good” art; goodness in art as
the foundation of beauty; and the inevitability of pleasure to be found in
artistic self-expression. All these ideas are highly general and abstract, and
he develops them mainly by repetition, a method which tends to maintain
the same abstraction level as the topic. The passage consequently proceeds
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on a high abstraction plateau, and would surely risk boring the reader if it
continued to its end without interruption.

Pater greatly reduces this hazard by dividing his material. Also, having
worked out his four-point commentary in 4.9-5.1, he manages to repeat it in
three separated contexts between 5.2 and 6.2, hammering his theses home
not only by iteration but also by placement in terminal position, by isolation
in a short paragraph, and by placement in initial position. He displays his ar-
gument much more forcefully in this way than he could have in a standard
analytic paragraph. Further, if he had written such a paragraph, he probably
would have felt obliged either to reduce the abstract exposition, thereby
weakening its impact, or to introduce lower-level material —illustrations,
causal statements, and the like—in order to generate interest.

Pater obviously found neither option appealing: to curtail treatment
would have been to rob crucial ideas of emphasis they deserved —notably
his doctrine of truth; to amplify them further, as by definition or illustration,
would have been to raise problems he did not wish to handle, perhaps be-
cause of lack of space, perhaps because he sensed he could not handle
them.!®

Accordingly, rhetorical criteria in P4-6 take precedence over logical, the
risk of dead-level dullness is reduced by partitioning, and a stadium of
thought is allowed to straddle two paragraph breaks, exercising squatter’s
rights in paragraphs centered on other topics—to the dismay of traditionalist
critics who perceive the massive breach of unity in P4, yet cannot honestly (I
submit) find fault with it as they read.

Plainly, a stadium can be recognized as such without being punctuated
as a paragraph. We have seen how Pater divides a stadium into separate para-
graphs, and distributes portions of a divided stadium across paragraph breaks.
He also does just the opposite, combines smaller stadia into a single para-
graph. After a long series of routine analytic paragraphs dealing with diction
and “contingent ornamentation” (P7-13), he broaches the general idea of
structure in a synthetic transitional paragraph (P14), and then elaborates at
great length in P15. The sequence 15.3-6 develops the topic by iteration;
15.7-8 concentrates on the structure of sentences; 15.9-10 deals with sponta-
neous structural elaborations, good and bad; 15.11-13 handles elaborations
occurring after the main structure of a unit is complete; and 15.14-17 com-
ments on the reader’s pleasure in appreciating structure. Here, as elsewhere,
Pater frequently advances in short, almost imperceptible steps taken in con-
texts otherwise devoted to illustration and repetition of previous points. His
horizontal leaps, such as they are, often occur in minor subordinate struc-
tures within sentences, rather than across hiatuses between sentences, so that

197

185



Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

when a topic finally is granted full predication, it seems but an amplified
echo. Heaping one “long-contending, victoriously intricate” sentence upon
another, he pushes P15 to a length of 793 words and ends with the substance
of a small essay, punctuated as a single paragraph.

Coherence, this passage undeniably possesses, but is it unified? Does it
focus on one topic? Retracing the flow of ideas, we can argue with some dif-
ficulty that all this material is generated by 15.1-2. Or can we? Traditional
criticism would point out that the paragraph moves in phases and could eas-
ily be broken at 15.7, 15.9, 15.10, 15.11, and 15.15, each resulting unit hav-
ing its own topic sentence. As it is, we find several sub-topics, or possibly one
“divided” topic, six identifiable stadia, all drawn into one union. The in-
tegrity of this union, assessed by the usual logical standards, is certainly open
to question; to defend it on traditional grounds, we probably would have to
abandon 15.1-2 as topic and invoke a ridiculously broad “implied” topic.

All the same, the paragraph reads well enough. And to mount a theoreti-
cal defense, we need only recognize that other legitimate criteria here have
overridden the tug of logic. Obviously Pater wants to present his notion of
structure as a single idea, regardless of its ramifications. Division of compo-
nents would involve extensive expansion of this phase of the essay (cf. P4-6).
By combining components, he avoids having to elaborate and at the same
time stresses the whole by bulk treatment. However, I suspect that formal
reasons also figured in the decision: P15 (793 words) and P16 (583 words)
are by far the heaviest paragraphs in the essay,!® and they deal with paired
concepts, “mind” and “soul” in style. By cumulating the substance of P15
into one impressive mass, and juxtaposing it to the massive P16, he inter-
prets the two concepts visually as a pair.

By contrast, the long stadium that follows, on Flaubert and the doctrine
of the perfect word (P17-29), is far too heavy for block presentation. So he
breaks it down into smaller stadia paragraphed in routine analytic fashion.

For the most part, of course, Pater’s stadia follow the normal analytic
pattern, whether or not they are set off as paragraphs. Synthesis is reserved
for special situations. In P1-3 synthesis not only offers the advantages men-
tioned above but provides a gentle, gradual introit that accords well with his
quiet tone and generally relaxed manner. In P14, where the movement sets
up a definite contrast with the foregoing analytic sequence, it heralds an im-
portant phase of argument. At the conclusion of the essay (in P31), it allows
him to end on a heavy note of emphasis.?’

But the penultimate P30 is synthetic, too—the only synthetic paragraph
in the essay that is not clearly an introduction or a conclusion. One wonders
why, inevitably, for Pater rarely does anything without reason, yet the reason
here is hard to find. I can offer only this suggestion: that P30 really is the
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conclusion of the essay, and was conceived and written as such originally. It
rounds out the argument beautifully, summing up the essay’s central thesis
in its final sentence, and has the characteristic force and rhythmic impact of
a conclusion. Upon reviewing what he had written, however, if not before,
Pater saw that his literary theory lay wide open to the same moralistic objec-
tions that had led him to withdraw the famous “Conclusion” to the Renais-
sance (1873) in its second edition (1877). Admittedly, he had recently
restored a slightly modified version of the “Conclusion” in the third edition
(1888), but he may very well have felt the present essay would revive old
criticisms.

So in P31, having brought his commentary to a very satisfying close, he re-
sumes exposition. He has shown how good art is achieved, he now informs us,
but “great” art is something else. Here the criterion is matter, substance, not
truth or form. To be great, a work of art must be more than good; it must also
have “something of the soul of humanity in it,” must increase the sum of
human happiness, enlarge the sympathies, ennoble, fortify, redeem . . . and
find “its logical architectural place in the great structure of human life” (31.4).

With these words, having barely introduced a major new idea which
places the whole foregoing discussion in a new perspective, Pater abruptly
ends. Even so sympathetic a reader as Saintsbury objects to the “appearance
of ‘hedging’” in P31, the sudden return to subject matter, which “as easily
rememberable and with a virtuous high sound in it, appears to have greatly
comforted some good but not great souls.”?! Pater’s own judgment upon his
paragraph perhaps can be inferred from his willingness to let its synthetic
predecessor stand unrevised: P31 is distinct and supernumerary, both logi-
cally and structurally.

The foregoing observations in no way exhaust the possibilities of
discourse-centered paragraph analysis. I have said nothing of tonal fluctua-
tion, which does not strike me as being particularly significant in this essay,
nor of thythm, which is definitely significant but very hard to describe. Nor
have I noted adequately the methods used to launch topic ideas, or the rise
and fall of the abstraction level, or the use of ellipsis and the dash to tighten
transitions between stadia, or Pater’s unusual penchant for underplaying
important ideas grammatically while stressing them rhetorically.

Inductive analysis of Pater’s “Style” shows us something of what a para-
graph can be, not what it must be; another writer, or another essay by the
same writer, would reveal different possibilities, further precedents. I have
been concerned mainly to demonstrate that the paragraph is just one of sev-
eral kinds of stadia, and that the logical partitioning of complex discourse
into paragraphs can occur at so many junctures that additional non-logical
criteria often have to be invoked to account for a given decision to indent.
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To insist that logic establish every indentation is to ignore several of the
prime resources of good prose —which elevate and help transmute it from a
merely serviceable “good round-hand” (1.3) into fine art.
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each of the three, the correct answer is the first sentence in the paragraph
(Basic Skills, 1970).

How much basis is there for us to make such statements to students or to
base testing on the truth of them? To clarify the matter, I studied the para-
graphs in representative contemporary professional writing, seeking the an-
swers to these two questions:

1. What proportion of the paragraphs contain topic sentences?

2. Where in the paragraphs do the topic sentences occur?

PROCEDURE

As a body of expository material representing contemporary professional
writing, I used the corpus of 25 complete essays in American English se-
lected by Margaret Ashida, using random procedures, from 420 articles pub-
lished from January, 1964, through March, 1965, in The Atlantic, Harper’s,

The New Yorker, The Reporter, and The Saturday Review. Ashida indicated
possible uses of the corpus:

. this corpus could be used for a wealth of investigations by students,
teachers, and research scholars—for anything from a relatively superficial
examination of controversial matters of usage, to the exploration of the
deep (and equally controversial) questions being raised by theoreticians of
the new rhetorics. Because the sample has its own built-in validity, it repre-
sents a common corpus for use by many different scholars—something we

desperately need in rhetorical research . . . (Ashida, 1968, pp. 14-23).

Paragraphs

Working one-by-one with zerographic copies of the 25 articles,! I numbered
each paragraph from the first paragraph of the essay to the last. For this
study, a paragraph was what we normally take to be one in printed mater-
ial —a portion of discourse consisting of one or more sentences, the first line
of type of which is preceded by more interlinear space than is otherwise
found between lines in the text and the first sentence of which begins either
with an indentation or with an unindented large initial capital.

Headnotes and footnotes were not counted as parts of the text for this
study and hence were not numbered and analyzed. A problem appeared
when one article included an insert, consisting of a diagram and some ten
sentences of explanation, which was crucial to an understanding of the text
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The Frequency and Placement
of Topic Sentences
in Expository Prose

RICHARD BRADDOCK

Most textbooks on English composition have presented some concerted
treatment of topic sentences, long hailed as means of organizing a writer’s
ideas and clarifying them for the reader. In the most popular composition
textbook of the nineteenth century, for example, Alexander Bain recognized
that topic sentences may come at the end of a descriptive or introductory
paragraph, but he emphasized that expository paragraphs have topic sen-
tences and that they usually come at the beginnings of paragraphs:

19. The opening sentence, unless obviously preparatory, is expected to indi-
cate the scope of the paragraph. . . . This rule is most directly applicable to
expository style, where, indeed, it is almost essential (Bain, 1890, p. 108).

In one of the more popular composition textbooks of the present, Gorrell
and Laird present a similar statement about topic sentences—a statement
which is paralleled in many other textbooks these days:

Topic sentences may appear anywhere, or even be omitted. . . . but most
modern, carefully constructed prose rests on standard paragraphs, most of
which have topic sentences to open them.

And of 15 items on “Paragraph Patterns” in a commercial test of “writing,”
three involve the identification of topic sentences in brief paragraphs. In

Reprinted from Research in the Teaching of English 8.3 (Winter 1974): 287-302. Used with

permission.
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proper.? This insert arbitrarily was not counted as a paragraph in the article.
In those few essays in which dialog was quoted, each separately indented
paragraph was counted as a paragraph, even though it consisted in one case
merely of one four-word sentence (Taper, p. 138).

T-units

After numbering the paragraphs in an essay, I proceeded to insert a pen-
cilled slash mark after each T-unit in each paragraph and to write the total
number of T-units at the end of each paragraph.

The T-unit, or “minimal terminable unit,” is a term devised by Kellogg
Hunt to describe the “shortest grammatically allowable sentences into
which . . . [writing can] be segmented” (Hunt, 1965, pp. 20-21). In other
words, consideration of the T-units of writing permits the researcher to use
a rather standard conception of a sentence, setting aside the differences oc-
curring between writers when they use different styles of punctuation. A T-
unit, then, “includes one main clause plus all the subordinate clauses
attached to or embedded within it. . . .” (Hunt, p. 141). Hunt wrote that an
independent clause beginning with “and” or “but” is a T-unit, but I also in-
cluded “or,” “for,” and “so” to complete what I take to be the coordinating
conjunctions in modern usage.

Although in the vast majority of cases, there was no difficulty knowing
where to indicate the end of a T-unit, several problems did arise. Take, for
instance, the following sentence:

The Depression destroyed the coalfield’s prosperity, but the Second World
War revived it, and for a few years the boom returned and the miner was
again a useful and honored citizen (Caudill, p. 49).

Obviously, one T-unit ends with “prosperity” and another with “revived it,”
but is what follows “revived it” one T-unit or two? I made the judgment that
“for a few years” was an integral part of both clauses following it and that
“and for a few years the boom returned and the miner was again a useful and
honored citizen” was one T-unit. Similarly, I counted the following sen-
tence as one T-unit, not two, judging the intent of the first clause in the
speech of the Protocol man to be subordinate, as if he had said “If you put
an ambassador in prison”:

For another, as a Protocol man said recently, “You put an ambassador in
prison and you can’t negotiate with him, which is what he’s supposed to be
here for” (Kahn, p. 75).
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In marking off T-units, a person must be prepared for occasional em-
bedding. Sometimes a writer uses parentheses to help accomplish the
embedding:

Gibbs & Cox (Daniel H. Cox was a famous yacht designer who joined the
firm in 1929, retired in 1943, and subsequently died) is the largest private
ship-designing firm in the world (Sargeant, p. 49).

That sentence, of course, has one T-unit embedded within one other. In the
following example, dashes enclose two T-units embedded within another,
and the entire sentence consists of four T-units:

“Theyre condescending, supercilious bastards, but when the ‘United
States’ broke all the transatlantic records—it still holds them, and it went
into service in 1952 —they had to come down a peg” (Sargeant, p. 50).

But embedding does not prove to be a problem in determining what is and
what is not a T-unit. With the exception of perhaps a dozen other problems
in the thousands of sentences considered in the 25 essays, marking off and
counting the T-units was a fairly mechanical operation.

Topic Sentences

The next problem was to decide which T-unit, if any, constituted a topic
sentence in each paragraph. After several frustrating attempts merely to un-
derline the appropriate T-unit where it occurred, I realized that the notion
of what a topic sentence is, is not at all clear.

Consultation of composition textbooks provided no simple solution of
the problem. Gorrell and Laird, for example, offered this definition of a
topic sentence:

Most paragraphs focus on a central idea or unifying device expressed in
topical material. Occasionally this topical material is complex, involving
more than one sentence and some subtopics; sometimes it carries over
from a previous paragraph and is assumed to be understood or is referred
to briefly; but usually it simply takes the form of a sentence, sometimes
amplified or made more specific in a sentence or two following it. This
topic sentence may appear at the end of the paragraph as a kind of sum-
mary or somewhere within the paragraph, but most frequently it opens
the paragraph or follows an opening introduction or transition (Gorrell
and Laird, p. 25).
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The authors further clarify their definition (pp. 25-26) by stating that a topic
sentence has three main functions: (1) to provide transition, (2) to suggest the
organization of the paragraph, (3) to present a topic, either by naming or in-
troducing a subject or by presenting a proposition or thesis for discussion. In
the next several pages, the authors consider various types of “topic sentences
as propositions” (or theses) and the problems in writing them with precision.

From my preliminary attempts to identify topic sentences in paragraphs,
I could see the truth of a complex definition like Gorrell and Laird’s. But
such a comprehensive definition presents problems. Sometimes a paragraph
opens with a sentence which we could all agree is transitional but which
does not reveal much about the content of the paragraph. The second sen-
tence may name the topic of the paragraph but not make a statement about
it. The actual thesis of the paragraph may be stated explicitly in a succeed-
ing sentence or in several sentences, or it may merely be inferred from what
follows, even though it is never stated explicitly. In such a paragraph, which
is the topic sentence—the first, second, a succeeding sentence, perhaps
even all of them? Many of the sentences seem to fit the definition. An all-
embracing definition does not seem helpful to me in deciding which sen-
tence can be named the topic sentence.

Furthermore, as Paul Rodgers demonstrated (1966), paragraphing does
not always correspond to a reader’s perceived organization of ideas. Some-
times a paragraph presents an illustration of the thesis of the preceding para-
graph. The second paragraph thus extends the previous paragraph, and the
paragraph indentation seems quite arbitrary. Or sometimes a thesis is stated
in a one-sentence paragraph and the following paragraph explains that the-
sis without restating it. In such situations, one cannot simply identify a topic
sentence in each paragraph.

It seemed to me that the best test of topic sentences is the test a careful
reader might make —the test offered when one constructs a sentence outline
of the major points of an essay, drawing the sentences insofar as possible
from the sentences the author has written. In constructing a sentence out-
line, one usually omits transitional and illustrative statements and concen-
trates on the theses themselves. Consequently, I decided to prepare a
sentence outline of each of the 25 essays and then determine which para-
graphs had topic sentences and where in the paragraphs they occurred.

Outlines

From the beginning of the first one, I was aware of the serious problems in
constructing a sentence outline to study the organization of another person’s
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writing. To what degree would I tend to impose on an essay my own inter-
pretation of what was written? Does it do violence to discursive writing to
cast it into the form of a sentence outline, trying to make the outline under-
standable by itself when the essay includes details of thought and qualities of
style omitted in the process? Would the paragraphing and other typographi-
cal features of the edited essay distract me from the ideas and structure of the
written essay? Of course I would try to preserve the author’s intent in all of
these matters, but what [ actually did would be so much a matter of judg-
ment that [ should expose my outlines for the criticism of others, permitting
comparison to the original articles. Moreover, the outlines might be helpful
to other investigators who would like to use them without going to the exten-
sive effort of preparing their own. Although it is impractical to include the
outlines here, I will make them available to others for the cost of the
copying.

In outlining an article, I read it through in sections of a number of para-
graphs which seemed to be related, underlining topic sentences where I
could find them and constructing topic sentences where they were not ex-
plicit in the article. In constructing a topic sentence, I tried to include
phrases from the original text as much as possible. Whatever sentences,
phrases, or key words I did use from the original I was careful to enclose in
quotation marks, indicating by ellipsis marks all omissions and by brackets
all of my own insertions. Opposite each entry in the outline I indicated the
number of the paragraph and T-unit of each quotation used. Thus the nota-
tion 20:2,3 and 4 indicates that quoted portions of the outline entry were
taken from the second, third, and fourth T-units of the twentieth paragraph
in the essay. On a few occasions where I took an idea from a paragraph but it
did not seem possible to cast it in the author’s original words at all, I put the
paragraph number in parentheses to indicate that. But I tried to use the au-
thor’s words as much as I could, even, in some cases, where it yielded a
somewhat unwieldy entry in the outline.

To illustrate the approach, let me offer in Figure 1 the opening para-
graphs from the first article in the corpus, indicating the corresponding en-
tries in the outline.

Notice the different types of outline entries necessitated by the various
kinds of paragraphs the author writes. Topic Sentence B is an example of
what I would call a simple topic sentence, one which is quoted entirely or al-
most entirely from one T-unit in the passage, wherever that T-unit occurs.
(Incidentally, the last sentence in Paragraph 2 is not reflected in Topic Sen-
tence B because that last sentence is an early foreshadowing of the main
idea of the entire article.)
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Sample paragraphs and outline entries.

Opening Paragraphs from Drew, p. 33

Excerpt from Outline

Among the news items given out to a
shocked nation following the assassina-
tion of President Kennedy was the fact
that Lee Harvey Oswald had purchased
his weapon, a 6.5-mm Italian carbine,
from a Chicago mail-order house under
an assumed name. The rifle was sent, no
questions asked, to one “A. Hidell,” in
care of a post-office box in Dallas. The
transaction was routine in the mail-
order trade; about one million guns are
sold the same way each year.

At the same time, a bill was pending in
Congress to tighten regulation of the
rapidly expanding mail-order business in
guns. By the ordinary rules of the game,
the events in Dallas should have ensured
prompt enactment, just as the news of
‘Thalidomide-deformed babies had pro-
vided the long-needed impetus for pas-
sage of stricter drug regulations in 1962.
But Congress did not act—a testimonial
to the deadly aim of the shotting lobby.

Two existing statutes presumably deal
with the gun traffic. Both were passed in
reaction to the gangsterism of the prohi-
bition era. But, because of limited cover-
age, problems of proof, and various
other quirks, they have had a negligible
impact on the increasing gun traffic.

The investigation of the mail-order
traffic in guns began in 1961 under the
auspices of the Juvenile Delinquency
subcommittee. . . .

. “By the ordinary rules

of the game, the events
in Dallas should have
ensured prompt enact-
ment. . . .” of gun con-
trol legislation by
Congress.

A. “President Kennedy”

had recently been shot
with one of the “one
million guns . . . sold
... each year” through
“the mail-order busi-
ness in guns.”

. “At the same time, a

bill was pending in
Congress to tighten
regulation of the
rapidly expanding
mail-order business in
guns.”

C. “Two existing stat-

utes. . .. [had] a
negligible impact on
the increasing gun
trathc.”

1:1,3,4

2:1

313
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Topic Sentence C is a fairly common type, one in which the topic sen-
tence seems to begin in one T-unit but is completed in a later T-unit. In
Paragraph 3, the first sentence does not make a specific enough statement
about the two existing statutes to serve as a complete topic sentence, even
though it reveals the subject of the paragraph. One must go to the third sen-
tence to find the predicate for the topic sentence. Let us term this type a
delayed-completion topic sentence. Not all delayed-completion topic sen-
tences stem from separated subjects and predicates, though. Sometimes the
two sentences present a question and then an answer (Fischer, 18: 1,2), a
negative followed by a positive (Fischer, 38: 1,2), or metaphoric language
subsequently explained by straight language (Drucker, 8: 1,2). The T-units
from which a delayed-completion topic sentence is drawn are not always ad-
joining. In one instance, I discovered them separated by three T-units (Col-
lado, 29: 1,2,6); in another, in adjoining paragraphs (Caudill, 17: 2 and
18: 1); in still another, nine paragraphs apart (Lear, 1: 1,2 and 10: 1).

Notice that Topic Sentence A is an example of a statement assembled
by quotations from throughout the paragraph. The first sentence in Para-
graph 1 cannot properly be considered the topic sentence: it includes such
phrases as “the news item” and “a shocked nation” and such details as the
name of the assassin, the size and make of the carbine, and the location of
the mail order house—such matters as are not essential to the topic sen-
tence; and it omits such a detail as the scope of the problem —“one million
guns . .. sold . . . each year” —which helps convey the idea in Statement I.
To ease later reference to this type of topic sentence, let us call it an assem-
bled topic sentence.

Finally, there is what we might call an inferred topic sentence, one which
the reader thinks the writer has implied even though the reader cannot con-
struct it by quoting phrases from the original passage. Though the paragraph
in Figure 2 comes out of context—from an article on cutting the costs of
medical care—it may still be clear why the corresponding topic sentence
had to be inferred.

As I was determining what were the topic sentences of an article, I was
also keeping an eye out for what we might call the major topic sentences of
the larger stadia of discourses. That is, a series of topic sentences all added
up to a major topic sentence; a group of paragraphs all added up to what
William Irmscher (1972) calls a “paragraph bloc” within the entire article. A
major topic sentence (designated with a Roman numeral) might head as few
as two topic sentences (designated with capital letters) in the outline or as
many as 12 topic sentences (in the Kahn outline) or 15 (the most, in the
Mumford outline). On the other hand, it was frequently apparent that the
main idea of a paragraph was really a subpoint of the main idea of another
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Figure 2 Sample of paragraph yielding inferred topic sentence.

Paragraph from Saunders, p. 24 Excerpt from Outline

Fortunately most ailments do not require such Prescription drug costs have
elaborate treatment. Pills cost a good deal less but  risen.
even they are no small item in the medical bill.
From 1929 to 1956 prescription sales climbed
from $140 million to $1,466 million a year, and
the average price per prescription rose from 85
cents to $2.62. Citing the findings of the Kefauver
Committee, Professor Harris makes a strong case
for more —and more stringent—regulation of the
pharmaceutical industry by the government.

paragraph. Let us call these subtopic sentences. As few as two and as many as
seven subtopic sentences (in the Taper outline) were headed by a topic sen-
tence. Sometimes a major topic sentence or a subtopic sentence was simply
stated in a single T-unit, but sometimes it had to be assembled, sometimes
inferred. Some occurred as delayed-completion topic sentences.

After completing the rest of the outline, I arrived at the main idea (the
thesis) or, in the case of the Kahn and Sargeant articles (both New Yorker
“Profiles”), the purpose. And as with the various types of topic sentences, I
drew quoted phrases from the article to construct the statement of the main
idea whenever possible, but with one exception—if a term or phrase oc-
curred frequently in the article, I would not enclose it in quotations and
note its location unless it seemed to me to have been put by the author in a
particular place or signalled in a particular way to suggest that he was at that
time intentionally indicating to readers the nature of his main idea.

After all of the outlines were completed, I went back through each one,
classifying each topic sentence as one of the four types and checking the
outline against the text of the original essay.

FINDINGS

A tabulation of the frequency of each type of topic sentence for each of the
25 essays is presented in Table 1. It should not escape the reader that the
number of topic sentences in an outline does not correspond directly to the
number of paragraphs in its essay. Sometimes a major topic sentence and a
topic sentence occurred in the same paragraph, and sometimes several para-
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graphs seemed devoted to the presentation of one topic sentence. (The total
number of topic sentences—including the main idea or purpose, major
topic sentences, topic sentences, and subtopic sentences, if any—and the
total number of paragraphs are given in the two columns at the right of the
table.)

One conclusion from Table 1 is that the use made of the different types
of topic sentences varies greatly from one writer to the next. Another is that
the four articles taken from the New Yorker (each one a “Profile”) tend to
have yielded a higher proportion of assembled topic sentences than most of
the other essays.

Frequency of Types of Topic Sentences

Table 2 combines the data for the 25 essays, indicating the distribution of
topic sentences of each type. It is clear that less than half of all the topic sen-
tences (45%) are simple topic sentences and almost as many (39%) are as-
sembled. It is also apparent that— except for the statements of the main idea
or purpose —the more of the text that the topic sentence covers, the more
likely it is to be a simple topic sentence. That is, of the 117 major topic sen-
tences, 55% were simple; of the 533 topic sentences, 44% were simple; of
the 80 subtopic sentences, 33% were simple.

One might well maintain that simple and delayed-completion topic
sentences are relatively explicit, that assembled and inferred topic sentences
are relatively implicit. Pairing the types of topic sentences in that fashion,
Table 2 reveals no great changes in the tendencies of the percentages.
Slightly more than half of all the topic sentences (55%) are explicit, slightly
less than half (45%) implicit. Again, with the exception of statements of

Table 2 Percentages of topic sentences of various types.

Percentages

Types of
Topic Sentences No. Sim. D-C Explicit Ass. Inf.  Implicit

Main idea or purpose 25 48 4 52 16 32 48

Major topic sentences 117 55 9 63 23 14 37
‘Topic sentences 533 44 11 55 41 4 45
Subtopic sentences 86 33 15 48 50 2 52
All types together 761 45 11 55 39 6 45
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main idea and purpose, the more of the text which the topic sentence cov-
ers, the more likely it is to be explicit.

If what the composition textbooks refer to as “the topic sentence” is the
same thing as this study terms the simple topic sentence, it is apparent that
claims about its frequency should be more cautious. It just is not true that
most expository paragraphs have topic sentences in that sense. Even when
simple and delayed-completion topic sentences are combined into the cate-
gory “explicit topic sentences” —a broader conception than many textbook
writers seem to have in mind —the frequency reaches only 55% of all the en-
tries in a sentence outline. And when one remembers that only 761 outline
topic sentences represent the 889 paragraphs in all 25 essays, he realizes that
considerably fewer than half of all the paragraphs in the essays have even ex-
plicit topic sentences, to say nothing of simple topic sentences.

Placement of Simple Topic Sentences

How true is the claim that most expository paragraphs open with topic sen-
tences? To find out, I studied the paragraph location of the 264 topic sen-
tences and subtopic sentences in the outline. Gorrell and Laird, like others,
had written that the “topic sentence may appear at the end of the paragraph
as a kind of summary or somewhere within the paragraph, but most fre-
quently it opens the paragraph or follows an opening introduction or transi-
tion (p. 25). Thus I decided to tabulate the occurrence of each simple topic
sentence as it appeared in each of four positions: the first T-unit in the para-
graph, the second T-unit, the last, or a T-unit between the second and last.
To do that, of course, I could consider only paragraphs of four or more T-
units. Consequently, I excluded from consideration paragraphs with three
or fewer T-units. The results are presented in Table 3.

More than a fourth (28%) of all those paragraphs presenting simple
topic sentences or simple subtopic sentences contained fewer than four T-
units. Of the rest, 47% presented a simple topic sentence or simple
subtopic sentence in the first T-unit, 15% in the second T-unit, 12% in the
last T-unit, and 26% elsewhere. But these figures are based on the 190 para-
graphs of four or more T-units which contain simple topic sentences or
simple subtopic sentences. There were 355 paragraphs from which other
topic sentences or subtopic sentences were drawn— delayed-completion,
assembled, and inferred. One cannot say that they “have topic sentences to
open them.” Consequently, it is obvious that much smaller percentages
than the above pertain to expository paragraphs in general. Furthermore,
there were at least 128 paragraphs from which no topic sentences at all
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were drawn. If one adds the 190, 355, and 128, he has a total of 673 from
which percentages may be computed, if he wishes to estimate what per-
centage of all of the paragraphs in the 25 essays open with a topic sentence.
Using those figures, [ estimate that only 13% of the expository paragraphs of
contemporary professional writers begin with a topic sentence, that only
3% end with a topic sentence.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING

Teachers and textbook writers should exercise caution in making state-
ments about the frequency with which contemporary professional writers
use simple or even explicit topic sentences in expository paragraphs. It is
abundantly clear that students should not be told that professional writers
usually begin their paragraphs with topic sentences. Certainly teachers of
reading, devisers of reading tests, and authors of reading textbooks should
assist students in identifying the kinds of delayed-completion and implicit
topic statements which outnumber simple topic sentences in expository
paragraphs.

This sample of contemporary professional writing did not support the
claims of textbook writers about the frequency and location of topic sen-
tences in professional writing. That does not, of course, necessarily mean
the same findings would hold for scientific and technical writing or other
types of exposition. Moreover, it does not all mean that composition teach-
ers should stop showing their students how to develop paragraphs from clear
topic sentences. Far from it. In my opinion, often the writing in the 25 essays
would have been clearer and more comfortable to read if the paragraphs
had presented more explicit topic sentences. But what this study does sug-
gest is this: While helping students use clear topic sentences in their writing
and identify variously presented topical ideas in their reading, the teacher
should not pretend that professional writers largely follow the practices he is
advocating.

NOTES

1. The copies were supplied through the generosity of the Department of English, Uni-
versity of lowa.

2. Here and hereafter, reference to specific articles in the corpus will be made simply by
using the author’s last name —or, in the cases of the two articles by individuals of the same
last name, by using the first initial and last name (see Table 1)—The paragraph referred to
here is in Lear, p. 89.
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Grammar, Grammars,
and the Teaching of Grammar

PATRICK HARTWELL

For me the grammar issue was settled at least twenty years ago with the con-
clusion offered by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell
Schoer in 1963.

In view of the widespread agreement of research studies based upon many
types of students and teachers, the conclusion can be stated in strong and
unqualified terms: the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, be-
cause it usually displaces some instruction and practice in composition,
even a harmful effect on improvement in writing.!

Indeed, I would agree with Janet Emig that the grammar issue is a prime ex-
ample of “magical thinking”: the assumption that students will learn only
what we teach and only because we teach.?

But the grammar issue, as we will see, is a complicated one. And, per-
haps surprisingly, it remains controversial, with the regular appearance of
papers defending the teaching of formal grammar or attacking it.3 Thus Jan-
ice Neuleib, writing on “The Relation of Formal Grammar to Composi-
tion” in College Composition and Communication (23 [1977], 247-50), is
tempted “to sputter on paper” at reading the quotation above (p. 248), and
Martha Kolln, writing in the same journal three years later (“Closing the
Books on Alchemy,” CCC, 32 [1981], 139-51), labels people like me “al-
chemists” for our perverse beliefs. Neuleib reviews five experimental stud-
ies, most of them concluding that formal grammar instruction has no effect

Reprinted from College English 47.2 (February 1985): 105-27. Used with permission.
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on the quality of students’ writing nor on their ability to avoid error. Yet she
renders in effect a Scots verdict of “Not proven” and calls for more research
on the issue. Similarly, Kolln reviews six experimental studies that arrive at
similar conclusions, only one of them overlapping with the studies cited by
Neuleib. She calls for more careful definition of the word grammar—her
definition being “the internalized system that native speakers of a language
share” (p. 140) —and she concludes with a stirring call to place grammar in-
struction at the center of the composition curriculum: “our goal should be
to help students understand the system they know unconsciously as native
speakers, to teach them the necessary categories and labels that will enable
them to think about and talk about their language” (p. 150). Certainly our
textbooks and our pedagogies—though they vary widely in what they see as
“necessary categories and labels” — continue to emphasize mastery of formal
grammar, and popular discussions of a presumed literacy crisis are almost
unanimous in their call for a renewed emphasis on the teaching of formal
grammar, seen as basic for success in writing.*

AN INSTRUCTIVE EXAMPLE

It is worth noting at the outset that both sides in this dispute —the grammari-
ans and the anti-grammarians—articulate the issue in the same positivistic
terms: what does experimental research tell us about the value of teaching
formal grammar? But seventy-five years of experimental research has for all
practical purposes told us nothing. The two sides are unable to agree on how
to interpret such research. Studies are interpreted in terms of one’s prior as-
sumptions about the value of teaching grammar: their results seem not to
change those assumptions. Thus the basis of the discussion, a basis shared by
Kolln and Neuleib and by Braddock and his colleagues— “what does educa-
tional research tell us?” —seems designed to perpetuate, not to resolve, the
issue. A single example will be instructive. In 1976 and then at greater length
in 1979, W. B. Elley, I. H. Barham, H. Lamb, and M. Wyllie reported on a
three-year experiment in New Zealand, comparing the relative effectiveness
at the high school level of instruction in transformational grammar, instruc-
tion in traditional grammar, and no grammar instruction.” They concluded
that the formal study of grammar, whether transformational or traditional,
improved neither writing quality nor control over surface correctness.

After two years, no differences were detected in writing performance or
language competence; after three years small differences appeared in some
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minor conventions favoring the TG [transformational grammar] group,
but these were more than offset by the less positive attitudes they showed
towards their English studies. (p. 18)

Anthony Petrosky, in a review of research (“Grammar Instruction: What We
Know,” English Journal, 66, No. 9 [1977], 86-88), agreed with this conclu-
sion, finding the study to be carefully designed, “representative of the best
kind of educational research” (p. 86), its validity “unquestionable” (p. 88).
Yet Janice Neuleib in her essay found the same conclusions to be “startling”
and questioned whether the findings could be generalized beyond the target
population, New Zealand high school students. Martha Kolln, when her at-
tention is drawn to the study (“Reply to Ron Shook,” CCC, 32 [1981], 139-
151), thinks the whole experiment “suspicious.” And John Mellon has been
willing to use the study to defend the teaching of grammar; the study of
Elley and his colleagues, he has argued, shows that teaching grammar does
no harm.®

It would seem unlikely, therefore, that further experimental research, in
and of itself, will resolve the grammar issue. Any experimental design can be
nitpicked, any experimental population can be criticized, and any experi-
mental conclusion can be questioned or, more often, ignored. In fact, it
may well be that the grammar question is not open to resolution by experi-
mental research, that, as Noam Chomsky has argued in Reflections on Lan-
guage (New York: Pantheon, 1975), criticizing the trivialization of human
learning by behavioral psychologists, the issue is simply misdefined.

There will be “good experiments” only in domains that lie outside the or-
ganism’s cognitive capacity. For example, there will be no “good experi-
ments” in the study of human learning.

This discipline . . . will, of necessity, avoid those domains in which an
organism is specially designed to acquire rich cognitive structures that
enter into its life in an intimate fashion. The discipline will be of virtually
no intellectual interest, it seems to me, since it is restricting itself in princi-
ple to those questions that are guaranteed to tell us little about the nature
of organisms. (p. 36)

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

As a result, though I will look briefly at the tradition of experimental re-
search, my primary goal in this essay is to articulate the grammar issue in dif-
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ferent and, I would hope, more productive terms. Specifically, I want to ask
four questions:

1. Why is the grammar issue so important? Why has it been the domi-
nant focus of composition research for the last seventy-five years?

2. What definitions of the word grammar are needed to articulate the
grammar issue intelligibly?

3. What do findings in cognate disciplines suggest about the value of
formal grammar instruction?

4. What is our theory of language, and what does it predict about the
value of formal grammar instruction? (This question — “what does
our theory of language predict?” —seems a much more powerful
question than “what does educational research tell us?”)

In exploring these questions I will attempt to be fully explicit about issues,
terms, and assumptions. [ hope that both proponents and opponents of for-
mal grammar instruction would agree that these are useful as shared points
of reference: care in definition, full examination of the evidence, reference
to relevant work in cognate disciplines, and explicit analysis of the theoreti-
cal bases of the issue.

But even with that gesture of harmony it will be difficult to articulate the
issue in a balanced way, one that will be acceptable to both sides. After all,
we are dealing with a professional dispute in which one side accuses the
other of “magical thinking,” and in turn that side responds by charging the
other as “alchemists.” Thus we might suspect that the grammar issue is itself
embedded in larger models of the transmission of literacy, part of quite dif-
ferent assumptions about the teaching of composition.

Those of us who dismiss the teaching of formal grammar have a model
of composition instruction that makes the grammar issue “uninteresting” in
a scientific sense. Our model predicts a rich and complex interaction of
learner and environment in mastering literacy, an interaction that has little
to do with sequences of skills instruction as such. Those who defend the
teaching of grammar tend to have a model of composition instruction that is
rigidly skills-centered and rigidly sequential: the formal teaching of gram-
mar, as the first step in that sequence, is the cornerstone or linchpin. Gram-
mar teaching is thus supremely interesting, naturally a dominant focus for
educational research. The controversy over the value of grammar instruc-
tion, then, is inseparable from two other issues: the issues of sequence in the
teaching of composition and of the role of the composition teacher. Con-
sider, for example, the force of these two issues in Janice Neuleib’s conclu-
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sion: after calling for yet more experimental research on the value of teach-
ing grammar, she ends with an absolute (and unsupported) claim about se-
quences and teacher roles in composition.

We do know, however, that some things must be taught at different levels.
Insistence on adherence to usage norms by composition teachers does im-
prove usage. Students can learn to organize their papers if teachers do not
accept papers that are disorganized. Perhaps composition teachers can
teach those two abilities before they begin the more difficult tasks of devel-
oping syntactic sophistication and a winning style. (“The Relation of For-
mal Grammar to Composition,” p. 250)

(One might want to ask, in passing, whether “usage norms” exist in the
monolithic fashion the phrase suggests and whether refusing to accept disor-
ganized papers is our best available pedagogy for teaching arrangement. )’

But I want to focus on the notion of sequence that makes the grammar
issue so important: first grammar, then usage, then some absolute model of
organization, all controlled by the teacher at the center of the learning
process, with other matters, those of rhetorical weight—“syntactic sophisti-
cation and a winning style” —pushed off to the future. It is not surprising
that we call each other names: those of us who question the value of teach-
ing grammar are in fact shaking the whole elaborate edifice of traditional
composition instruction.

THE FIVE MEANINGS OF "GRAMMAR"

Given its centrality to a well-established way of teaching composition, I
need to go about the business of defining grammar rather carefully, particu-
larly in view of Kolln’s criticism of the lack of care in earlier discussions.
Therefore I will build upon a seminal discussion of the word grammar of-
fered a generation ago, in 1954, by W. Nelson Francis, often excerpted as
“The Three Meanings of Grammar.”® It is worth reprinting at length, if only
to re-establish it as a reference point for future discussions.

The first thing we mean by “grammar” is “the set of formal patterns in
which the words of a language are arranged in order to convey larger
meanings.” It is not necessary that we be able to discuss these patterns self-
consciously in order to be able to use them. In fact, all speakers of a lan-
guage above the age of five or six know how to use its complex forms of
organization with considerable skill; in this sense of the word—call it
“Grammar 1” —they are thoroughly familiar with its grammar.
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The second meaning of “grammar” —call it “Grammar 2”—is “the
branch of linguistic science which is concerned with the description,
analysis, and formulization of formal language patterns.” Just as gravity was
in full operation before Newton’s apple fell, so grammar in the first sense
was in full operation before anyone formulated the first rule that began the
history of grammar as a study.

The third sense in which people use the word “grammar” is “linguistic
etiquette.” This we may call “Grammar 3.” The word in this sense is often
coupled with a derogatory adjective: we say that the expression “he ain’t
here” is “bad grammar.” . ..

As has already been suggested, much confusion arises from mixing
these meanings. One hears a good deal of criticism of teachers of English
couched in such terms as “they don’t teach grammar any more.” Criti-
cism of this sort is based on the wholly unproven assumption that teaching
Grammar 2 will improve the student’s proficiency in Grammar 1 or im-
prove his manners in Grammar 3. Actually, the form of Grammar 2
which is usually taught is a very inaccurate and misleading analysis of the
facts of Grammar 1; and it therefore is of highly questionable value in im-

proving a person’s ability to handle the structural patterns of his language.
(pp- 300-301)

Francis’ Grammar 3 is, of course, not grammar at all, but usage. One would
like to assume that Joseph Williams’ recent discussion of usage (“The Phe-
nomenology of Error,” CCC, 32 [1981], 152-168), along with his refer-
ences, has placed those shibboleths in a proper perspective. But I doubt it,
and I suspect that popular discussions of the grammar issue will be as flawed
by the intrusion of usage issues as past discussions have been. At any rate I
will make only passing reference to Grammar 3 —usage —naively assuming
that this issue has been discussed elsewhere and that my readers are familiar
with those discussions.

We need also to make further discriminations about Francis” Grammar
2, given that the purpose of his 1954 article was to substitute for one form of
Grammar 2, that “inaccurate and misleading” form “which is usually
taught,” another form, that of American structuralist grammar. Here we can
make use of a still earlier discussion, one going back to the days when
PMLA was willing to publish articles on rhetoric and linguistics, to a 1927
article by Charles Carpenter Fries, “The Rules of the Common School
Grammars” (42 [1927], 221-237). Fries there distinguished between the sci-
entific tradition of language study (to which we will now delimit Francis’
Grammar 2, scientific grammar) and the separate tradition of “the common
school grammars,” developed unscientifically, largely based on two inade-
quate principles —appeals to “logical principles,” like “two negatives make a
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positive,” and analogy to Latin grammar; thus, Charlton Laird’s characteri-
zation, “the grammar of Latin, ingeniously warped to suggest English” (Lan-
guage in America [New York: World, 1970], p. 294). There is, of course, a
direct link between the “common school grammars” that Fries criticized in
1927 and the grammar-based texts of today, and thus it seems wise, as Karl
W. Dykema suggests (“Where Our Grammar Came From,” CE, 22 (1961),
455-465), to separate Grammar 2, “scientific grammar,” from Grammar 4,
“school grammar,” the latter meaning, quite literally, “the grammars used in
the schools.”

Further, since Martha Kolln points to the adaptation of Christensen’s
sentence rhetoric in a recent sentence-combining text as an example of the
proper emphasis on “grammar” (“Closing the Books on Alchemy,” p. 140),
it is worth separating out, as still another meaning of grammar, Grammar 5,
“stylistic grammar,” defined as “grammatical terms used in the interest of
teaching prose style.” And, since stylistic grammars abound, with widely
variant terms and emphases, we might appropriately speak parenthetically of
specific forms of Grammar 5—Grammar 5 (Lanham); Grammar 5 (Strunk
and White); Grammar 5 (Williams, Style); even Grammar 5 (Christensen,
as adapted by Daiker, Kerek, and Morenberg).?

THE GRAMMAR IN OUR HEADS

With these definitions in mind, let us return to Francis’ Grammar 1, ad-
mirably defined by Kolln as “the internalized system of rules that speakers of
a language share” (“Closing the Books on Alchemy,” p. 140), or, to put it
more simply, the grammar in our heads. Three features of Grammar 1 need
to be stressed: first, its special status as an “internalized system of rules,” as
tacit and unconscious knowledge; second, the abstract, even counterintu-
itive, nature of these rules, insofar as we are able to approximate them indi-
rectly as Grammar 2 statements; and third, the way in which the form of
one’s Grammar 1 seems profoundly affected by the acquisition of literacy.
This sort of review is designed to firm up our theory of language, so that we
can ask what it predicts about the value of teaching formal grammar.

A simple thought experiment will isolate the special status of Grammar
1 knowledge. I have asked members of a number of different groups—from
sixth graders to college freshmen to high-school teachers—to give me the
rule for ordering adjectives of nationality, age, and number in English. The
response is always the same: “We don’t know the rule.” Yet when I ask these
groups to perform an active language task, they show productive control
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over the rule they have denied knowing. I ask them to arrange the following
words in a natural order:

French the young girls four

I have never seen a native speaker of English who did not immediately pro-
duce the natural order, “the four young French girls.” The rule is that in
English the order of adjectives is first, number, second, age, and third, na-
tionality. Native speakers can create analogous phrases using the rule—“the
seventy-three aged Scandinavian lechers”; and the drive for meaning is so
great that they will create contexts to make sense out of violations of the rule,
as in foregrounding for emphasis: “I want to talk to the French four young
girls.” (I immediately envision a large room, perhaps a banquet hall, filled
with tables at which are seated groups of four young girls, each group of a
different nationality.) So Grammar 1 is eminently usable knowledge —the
way we make our life through language —but it is not accessible knowledge;
in a profound sense, we do not know that we have it. Thus neurolinguist
Z. N. Pylyshyn speaks of Grammar 1 as “autonomous,” separate from
common-sense reasoning, and as “cognitively impenetrable,” not available
for direct examination.!” In philosophy and linguistics, the distinction is
made between formal, conscious, “knowing about” knowledge (like Gram-
mar 2 knowledge) and tacit, unconscious, “knowing how” knowledge (like
Grammar 1 knowledge). The importance of this distinction for the teaching
of composition —it provides a powerful theoretical justification for mistrust-
ing the ability of Grammar 2 (or Grammar 4) knowledge to affect Grammar
1 performance —was pointed out in this journal by Martin Steinmann, Jr.,
in 1966 (“Rhetorical Research,” CE, 27 [1966], 278-285).

Further, the more we learn about Grammar 1—and most linguists
would agree that we know surprisingly little about it—the more abstract and
implicit it seems. This abstractness can be illustrated with an experiment,
devised by Lise Menn and reported by Morris Halle,!! about our rule for
forming plurals in speech. It is obvious that we do indeed have a “rule” for
forming plurals, for we do not memorize the plural of each noun separately.
You will demonstrate productive control over that rule by forming the spo-
ken plurals of the nonsense words below:

thole flitch plast

Halle offers two ways of formalizing a Grammar 2 equivalent of this
Grammar 1 ability. One form of the rule is the following, stated in terms of
speech sounds:
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a. Ifthe noun endsin/sz §% ¢/, add /¥z/;
b. otherwise, if the noun ends in /p tk f @/, add /s/;

c. otherwise, add /z/.!!

This rule comes close to what we literate adults consider to be an adequate
rule for plurals in writing, like the rules, for example, taken from a recent
“common school grammar,” Eric Gould’s Reading into Writing: A Rhetoric,
Reader, and Handbook (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1983):

Plurals can be tricky. If you are unsure of a plural, then check it in the
dictionary. The general rules are

Add s to the singular: girls, tables

Add es to nouns ending in ch, sh, x or s: churches, boxes, wishes

Add es to nouns ending in y and preceded by a vowel once you have
changed y to i: monies, companies. (p. 666)

(But note the persistent inadequacy of such Grammar 4 rules: here, as I read
it, the rule is inadequate to explain the plurals of ray and tray, even to ex-
plain the collective noun monies, not a plural at all, formed from the mass
noun money and offered as an example.) A second form of the rule would
make use of much more abstract entities, sound features:

a. If the noun ends with a sound that is [coronal, strident], add /iz/;
b. otherwise, if the noun ends with a sound that is [non-voiced], add /s/;

c. otherwise, add /z/.

(The notion of “sound features” is itself rather abstract, perhaps new to read-
ers not trained in linguistics. But such readers should be able to recognize
that the spoken plurals of lip and duck, the sound [s], differ from the spoken
plurals of sea and gnu, the sound [z], only in that the sounds of the latter are
“voiced” —one’s vocal cords vibrate—while the sounds of the former are
“non-voiced.”)

To test the psychologically operative rule, the Grammar 1 rule, native
speakers of English were asked to form the plural of the last name of the
composer Johann Sebastian Bach, a sound [x], unique in American (though
not in Scottish) English. If speakers follow the first rule above, using word
endings, they would reject a) and b), then apply c), producing the plural as /
baxz/, with word-final /z/. (If writers were to follow the rule of the common
school grammar, they would produce the written plural Baches, apparently,
given the form of the rule, on analogy with churches.) If speakers follow the
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second rule, they would have to analyze the sound [x] as [non-labial, non-
coronal, dorsal, non-voiced, and non-strident], producing the plural as
/baxs/, with word-final /s/. Native speakers of American English overwhelm-
ingly produce the plural as /baxs/. They use knowledge that Halle character-
izes as “unlearned and untaught” (p. 140).

Now such a conclusion is counterintuitive—certainly it departs maxi-
mally from Grammar 4 rules for forming plurals. It seems that native speak-
ers of English behave as if they have productive control, as Grammar 1
knowledge, of abstract sound features (+ coronal, £ strident, and so on)
which are available as conscious, Grammar 2 knowledge only to trained lin-
guists—and, indeed, formally available only within the last hundred years or
so. (“Behave as if,” in that last sentence, is a necessary hedge, to underscore
the dithculty of “knowing about” Grammar 1.)

Moreover, as the example of plural rules suggests, the form of the Gram-
mar 1 in the heads of literate adults seems profoundly affected by the ac-
quisition of literacy. Obviously, literate adults have access to different
morphological codes: the abstract print -s underlying the predictable /s/ and
/z/ plurals, the abstract print -ed underlying the spoken past tense markers /t/,
as in “walked,” /ad/, as in “surrounded,” /d/, as in “scored,” and the symbol
/@/ for no surface realization, as in the relaxed standard pronunciation of “I
walked to the store.” Literate adults also have access to distinctions preserved
only in the code of print (for example, the distinction between “a good sailer”
and “a good sailor” that Mark Aranoff points out in “An English Spelling
Convention,” Linguistic Inquiry, 9 [1978], 299-303). More significantly,
Irene Moscowitz speculates that the ability of third graders to form abstract
nouns on analogy with pairs like divine::divinity and serene::serenity, where
the spoken vowel changes but the spelling preserves meaning, is a factor of
knowing how to read. Carol Chomsky finds a three-stage developmental se-
quence in the grammatical performance of seven-year-olds, related to mea-
sures of kind and variety of reading; and Rita S. Brause finds a nine-stage
developmental sequence in the ability to understand semantic ambiguity, ex-
tending from fourth graders to graduate students.!? John Mills and Gordon
Hemsley find that level of education, and presumably level of literacy, influ-
ence judgments of grammaticality, concluding that literacy changes the deep
structure of one’s internal grammar; Jean Whyte finds that oral language
functions develop differently in readers and non-readers; José Morais, Jésus
Alegria, and Paul Bertelson find that illiterate adults are unable to add or
delete sounds at the beginning of nonsense words, suggesting that awareness
of speech as a series of phones is provided by learning to read an alphabetic
code. Two experiments—one conducted by Charles A. Ferguson, the other
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by Mary E. Hamilton and David Barton—find that adults’ ability to recog-
nize segmentation in speech is related to degree of literacy, not to amount of
schooling or general ability.!?

It is worth noting that none of these investigators would suggest that the
developmental sequences they have uncovered be isolated and taught as dis-
crete skills. They are natural concomitants of literacy, and they seem best
characterized not as isolated rules but as developing schemata, broad strate-
gies for approaching written language.

GRAMMAR 2

We can, of course, attempt to approximate the rules or schemata of Gram-
mar 1 by writing fully explicit descriptions that model the competence of a
native speaker. Such rules, like the rules for pluralizing nouns or ordering
adjectives discussed above, are the goal of the science of linguistics, that is,
Grammar 2. There are a number of scientific grammars—an older struc-
turalist model and several versions within a generative-transformational par-
adigm, not to mention isolated schools like tagmemic grammar, Montague
grammar, and the like. In fact, we cannot think of Grammar 2 as a stable en-
tity, for its form changes with each new issue of each linguistics journal, as
new “rules of grammar” are proposed and debated. Thus Grammar 2,
though of great theoretical interest to the composition teacher, is of little
practical use in the classroom, as Constance Weaver has pointed out (Gram-
mar for Teachers [Urbana, Ill.: NCTE, 1979], pp. 3-6). Indeed Grammar 2 is
a scientific model of Grammar 1, not a description of it, so that questions of
psychological reality, while important, are less important than other, more
theoretical factors, such as the elegance of formulation or the global power
of rules. We might, for example, wish to replace the rule for ordering adjec-
tives of age, number, and nationality cited above with a more general rule—
what linguists call a “fuzzy” rule —that adjectives in English are ordered by
their abstract quality of “nouniness”: adjectives that are very much like
nouns, like French or Scandinavian, come physically closer to nouns than
do adjectives that are less “nouny,” like four or aged. But our motivation for
accepting the broader rule would be its global power, not its psychological
reality.!*

[ try to consider a hostile reader, one committed to the teaching of gram-
mar, and [ try to think of ways to hammer in the central point of this distinc-
tion, that the rules of Grammar 2 are simply unconnected to productive
control over Grammar 1. I can argue from authority: Noam Chomsky has
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touched on this point whenever he has concerned himself with the implica-
tions of linguistics for language teaching, and years ago transformationalist
Mark Lester stated unequivocally, “there simply appears to be no correlation
between a writer’s study of language and his ability to write.”?® I can cite
analogies offered by others: Francis Christensen’s analogy in an essay origi-
nally published in 1962 that formal grammar study would be “to invite a
centipede to attend to the sequence of his legs in motion,”'® or James Brit-
ton’s analogy, offered informally after a conference presentation, that gram-
mar study would be like forcing starving people to master the use of a knife
and fork before allowing them to eat. I can offer analogies of my own, con-
templating the wisdom of asking a pool player to master the physics of mo-
mentum before taking up a cue or of making a prospective driver get a
degree in automotive engineering before engaging the clutch. I consider a
hypothetical argument, that if Grammar 2 knowledge affected Grammar 1
performance, then linguists would be our best writers. (I can certify that they
are, on the whole, not.) Such a position, after all, is only in accord with
other domains of science: the formula for catching a fly ball in baseball
(“Playing It by Ear,” Scientific American, 248, No. 4 [1983], 76) is of such
complexity that it is beyond my understanding—and, I would suspect, that
of many workaday centerfielders. But perhaps I can best hammer in this
claim—that Grammar 2 knowledge has no effect on Grammar 1 perfor-
mance — by offering a demonstration.

The diagram below is an attempt by Thomas N. Huckin and Leslie A.
Olsen (English for Science and Technology [New York: McGraw-Hill, 1983])
to offer, for students of English as a second language, a fully explicit formu-

ENTER NOUN

'

es
Does noun have a > y —» Use the

unique referent?

im

Is noun yes Is noun yes

countable? singular? Use a or an
Use no article Use no article
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lation of what is, for native speakers, a trivial rule of the language —the
choice of definite article, indefinite article, or no definite article. There are
obvious limits to such a formulation, for article choice in English is less a
matter of rule than of idiom (“I went to college” versus “I went to a univer-
sity” versus British “I went to university”), real-world knowledge (using in-
definite “I went into a house” instantiates definite “I looked at the ceiling,”
and indefinite “I visited a university” instantiates definite “I talked with the
professors”), and stylistic choice (the last sentence above might alternatively
end with “the choice of the definite article, the indefinite article, or no arti-
cle”). Huckin and Olsen invite non-native speakers to use the rule con-
sciously to justify article choice in technical prose, such as the passage below
from P. F. Brandwein (Matter: An Earth Science [New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1975]). T invite you to spend a couple of minutes doing the
same thing, with the understanding that this exercise is a test case: you are
using a very explicit rule to justify a fairly straightforward issue of grammati-
cal choice.

Imagine a cannon on top of highest mountain on earth. It is fir-
ing cannonballs horizontally. first cannonball fired fol-
lows its path. As cannonball moves, gravity pulls it down,
and it soon hits ground. Now velocity with which each
succeeding cannonball is fired is increased. Thus, cannonball
goes farther each time. Cannonball 2 goes farther than cannon-
ball 1 although each is being pulled by gravity toward the earth all

time. last cannonball is fired with such tremendous ve-
locity that it goes completely around earth. It returns to

mountaintop and continues around the earth again and again.

cannonball’s inertia causes it to continue in motion indefinitely in
orbit around earth. In such a situation, we could consider
cannonball to be artificial satellite, just like

weather satellites launched by U.S. Weather Service. (p. 209)
Most native speakers of English who have attempted this exercise report
a great deal of frustration, a curious sense of working against, rather than

with, the rule. The rule, however valuable it may be for non-native speakers,
is, for the most part, simply unusable for native speakers of the language.

COGNATE AREAS OF RESEARCH

We can corroborate this demonstration by turning to research in two cog-
nate areas, studies of the induction of rules of artificial languages and studies
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of the role of formal rules in second language acquisition. Psychologists
have studied the ability of subjects to learn artificial languages, usually con-
structed of nonsense syllables or letter strings. Such languages can be de-
scribed by phrase structure rules:

S = VX
X = MX

More clearly, they can be presented as flow diagrams, as below:

start —> M O T

This diagram produces “sentences” like the following:

VVTRXRR. XMVTTRX. XXRR.
XMVRMT. VVTTRMT. XMTRRR.

The following “sentences” would be “ungrammatical” in this language:
“VMXTT. *RTXVVT. “TRVXXVVM.

Arthur S. Reber, in a classic 1967 experiment, demonstrated that mere expo-
sure to grammatical sentences produced tacit learning: subjects who copied
several grammatical sentences performed far above chance in judging the
grammaticality of other letter strings. Further experiments have shown that
providing subjects with formal rules—giving them the flow diagram above,
for example —remarkably degrades performance: subjects given the “rules
of the language” do much less well in acquiring the rules than do subjects
not given the rules. Indeed, even telling subjects that they are to induce the
rules of an artificial language degrades performance. Such laboratory experi-
ments are admittedly contrived, but they confirm predictions that our theory
of language would make about the value of formal rules in language
learning.!
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The thrust of recent research in second language learning similarly
works to constrain the value of formal grammar rules. The most explicit
statement of the value of formal rules is that of Stephen D. Krashen’s moni-
tor model.!® Krashen divides second language mastery into acquisition—
tacit, informal mastery, akin to first language acquisition—and formal
learning— conscious application of Grammar 2 rules, which he calls “moni-
toring” output. In another essay Krashen uses his model to predict a highly
individual use of the monitor and a highly constrained role for formal rules:

Some adults (and very few children) are able to use conscious rules to in-
crease the grammatical accuracy of their output, and even for these peo-
ple, very strict conditions need to be met before the conscious grammar
can be applied.!?

In Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition (New York:
Pergamon, 1982) Krashen outlines these conditions by means of a series of
concentric circles, beginning with a large circle denoting the rules of Eng-
lish and a smaller circle denoting the subset of those rules described by for-
mal linguists (adding that most linguists would protest that the size of this
circle is much too large):

rules of English

rules described by formal linguists

(p- 92)

Krashen then adds smaller circles, as shown below—a subset of the rules de-
scribed by formal linguists that would be known to applied linguists, a subset
of those rules that would be available to the best teachers, and then a subset
of those rules that teachers might choose to present to second language
learners:

rules known to applied linguists

rules known to best teachers

rules taught

(p. 93)
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Of course, as Krashen notes, not all the rules taught will be learned, and not
all those learned will be available, as what he calls “mental baggage” (p. 94),
for conscious use.

An experiment by Ellen Bialystock, asking English speakers learning
French to judge the grammaticality of taped sentences, complicates this
issue, for reaction time data suggest that learners first make an intuitive
judgment of grammaticality, using implicit or Grammar 1 knowledge, and
only then search for formal explanations, using explicit or Grammar 2
knowledge.? This distinction would suggest that Grammar 2 knowledge is
of use to second language learners only after the principle has already been
mastered as tacit Grammar 1 knowledge. In the terms of Krashen’s model,
learning never becomes acquisition (Principles, p. 86).

An ingenious experiment by Herbert W. Seliger complicates the issue
yet further (“On the Nature and Function of Language Rules in Language
Learning,” TESOL Quarterly, 13 [1979], 359-369). Seliger asked native and
non-native speakers of English to orally identify pictures of objects (e.g., “an
apple,” “a pear,” “a book,” “an umbrella”), noting whether they used the cor-
rect form of the indefinite articles a and an. He then asked each speaker to
state the rule for choosing between a and an. He found no correlation be-
tween the ability to state the rule and the ability to apply it correctly, either
with native or non-native speakers. Indeed, three of four adult non-native
speakers in his sample produced a correct form of the rule, but they did not
apply it in speaking. A strong conclusion from this experiment would be that
formal rules of grammar seem to have no value whatsoever. Seliger, how-
ever, suggests a more paradoxical interpretation. Rules are of no use, he
agrees, but some people think they are, and for these people, assuming that
they have internalized the rules, even inadequate rules are of heuristic
value, for they allow them to access the internal rules they actually use.

THE INCANTATIONS OF THE
"COMMON SCHOOL GRAMMARS”

Such a paradox may explain the fascination we have as teachers with “rules
of grammar” of the Grammar 4 variety, the “rules” of the “common school
grammars.” Again and again such rules are inadequate to the facts of written
language; you will recall that we have known this since Francis’ 1927 study.
R. Scott Baldwin and James M. Coady, studying how readers respond to
punctuation signals (“Psycholinguistic Approaches to a Theory of Punctua-
tion,” Journal of Reading Behavior, 10 [1978], 363-83), conclude that con-
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ventional rules of punctuation are “a complete sham” (p. 375). My own fa-
vorite is the Grammar 4 rule for showing possession, always expressed in
terms of adding -’s or -5’ to nouns, while our internal grammar, if you think
about it, adds possession to noun phrases, albeit under severe stylistic con-
straints: “the horses of the Queen of England” are “the Queen of England’s
horses” and “the feathers of the duck over there” are “the duck over there’s
feathers.” Suzette Haden Elgin refers to the “rules” of Grammar 4 as “incan-
tations” (Never Mind the Trees, p. 9: see footnote 3).

It may simply be that as hyperliterate adults we are conscious of “using
rules” when we are in fact doing something else, something far more com-
plex, accessing tacit heuristics honed by print literacy itself. We can clarify
this notion by reaching for an acronym coined by technical writers to ex-
plain the readability of complex prose —COIK: “clear only if known.” The
rules of Grammar 4—no, we can at this point be more honest—the incanta-
tions of Grammar 4 are COIK. If you know how to signal possession in the
code of print, then the advice to add -’s to nouns makes perfect sense, just as
the collective noun monies is a fine example of changing -y to -i and adding
-es to form the plural. But if you have not grasped, tacitly, the abstract repre-
sentation of possession in print, such incantations can only be opaque.

Worse yet, the advice given in “the common school grammars” is un-
connected with anything remotely resembling literate adult behavior. Con-
sider, as an example, the rule for not writing a sentence fragment as the rule
is described in the best-selling college grammar text, John C. Hodges and
Mary S. Whitten’s Harbrace College Handbook, 9th ed. (New York: Har-
court Brace Jovanovich, 1982). In order to get to the advice, “as a rule, do
not write a sentence fragment” (p. 25), the student must master the follow-
ing learning tasks:

Recognizing verbs.
Recognizing subjects and verbs.
Recognizing all parts of speech. (Harbrace lists eight.)

Recognizing phrases and subordinate clauses. (Harbrace lists six types of
phrases, and it offers incomplete lists of eight relative pronouns and
eighteen subordinating conjunctions.)

Recognizing main clauses and types of sentences.

These learning tasks completed, the student is given the rule above, of-
fered a page of exceptions, and then given the following advice (or is it an
incantation?):
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Before handing in a composition, . . . proofread each word group written as
a sentence. Test each one for completeness. First, be sure that it has at least
one subject and one predicate. Next, be sure that the word group is not a
dependent clause beginning with a subordinating conjunction or a relative

clause. (p. 27)

The school grammar approach defines a sentence fragment as a concep-
tual error —as not having conscious knowledge of the school grammar defin-
ition of sentence. It demands heavy emphasis on rote memory, and it asks
students to behave in ways patently removed from the behaviors of mature
writers. (I have never in my life tested a sentence for completeness, and [ am
a better writer—and probably a better person—as a consequence.) It may
be, of course, that some developing writers, at some points in their develop-
ment, may benefit from such advice —or, more to the point, may think that
they benefit—but, as Thomas Friedman points out in “Teaching Error, Nur-
turing Confusion” (CE, 45 [1983], 390-399), our theory of language tells us
that such advice is, at the best, COIK. As the Maine joke has it, about a
tourist asking directions from a farmer, “you can’t get there from here.”

REDEFINING ERROR

In the specific case of sentence fragments, Mina P. Shaughnessy (Errors and
Expectations [New York: Oxford University Press, 1977]) argues that such
errors are not conceptual failures at all, but performance errors— mistakes in
punctuation. Muriel Harris’ error counts support this view (“Mending the
Fragmented Free Modifier,” CCC, 32 [1981], 175-182). Case studies show
example after example of errors that occur because of instruction—one
thinks, for example, of David Bartholmae’s student explaining that he added
an -s to children “because it’s a plural” (“The Study of Error,” CCC, 31
[1980], 262). Surveys, such as that by Muriel Harris (“Contradictory Percep-
tions of the Rules of Writing,” CCC, 30 [1979], 218-220), and our own ob-
servations suggest that students consistently misunderstand such Grammar
4 explanations (COIK, you will recall). For example, from Patrick Hartwell
and Robert H. Bentley and from Mike Rose, we have two separate anecdotal
accounts of students, cited for punctuating a because-clause as a sentence,
who have decided to avoid using because. More generally, Collette A.
Daiute’s analysis of errors made by college students shows that errors tend to
appear at clause boundaries, suggesting short-term memory load and not
conceptual deficiency as a cause of error.?!
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Thus, if we think seriously about error and its relationship to the wor-
ship of formal grammar study, we need to attempt some massive dislocation
of our traditional thinking, to shuck off our hyperliterate perception of the
value of formal rules, and to regain the confidence in the tacit power of un-
conscious knowledge that our theory of language gives us. Most students,
reading their writing aloud, will correct in essence all errors of spelling,
grammar, and, by intonation, punctuation, but usually without noticing that
what they read departs from what they wrote.?? And Richard H. Haswell
(“Minimal Marking,” CE, 45 [1983], 600-604) notes that his students cor-
rect 61.1% of their errors when they are identified with a simple mark in the
margin rather than by error type. Such findings suggest that we need to rede-
fine error, to see it not as a cognitive or linguistic problem, a problem of not
knowing a “rule of grammar” (whatever that may mean), but rather, follow-
ing the insight of Robert J. Bracewell (“Writing as a Cognitive Activity,” Visi-
ble Language, 14 [1980], 400-422), as a problem of metacognition and
metalinguistic awareness, a matter of accessing knowledges that, to be of any
use, learners must have already internalized by means of exposure to the
code. (Usage issues—Grammar 3 —probably represent a different order of
problem. Both Joseph Emonds and Jeffrey Jochnowitz establish that the
usage issues we worry most about are linguistically unnatural, departures
from the grammar in our heads.)?

The notion of metalinguistic awareness seems crucial. The sentence
below, created by Douglas R. Hofstadter (“Metamagical Themas,” Scientific
American, 235, No. 1 [1981], 22-32), is offered to clarify that notion; you are

invited to examine it for a moment or two before continuing.
Their is four errors in this sentance. Can you find them?

Three errors announce themselves plainly enough, the misspellings of there
and sentence and the use of is instead of are. (And, just to illustrate the perils
of hyperliteracy, let it be noted that, through three years of drafts, I referred
to the choice of is and are as a matter of “subject-verb agreement.”) The
fourth error resists detection, until one assesses the truth value of the sen-
tence itself—the fourth error is that there are not four errors, only three.
Such a sentence (Hofstadter calls it a “self-referencing sentence”) asks you
to look at it in two ways, simultaneously as statement and as linguistic arti-
fact—in other words, to exercise metalinguistic awareness.

A broad range of cross-cultural studies suggest that metalinguistic aware-
ness is a defining feature of print literacy. Thus Sylvia Scribner and Michael
Cole, working with the triliterate Vai of Liberia (variously literate in English,
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through schooling; in Arabic, for religious purposes; and in an indigenous
Vai script, used for personal affairs), find that metalinguistic awareness,
broadly conceived, is the only cognitive skill underlying each of the three lit-
eracies. The one statistically significant skill shared by literate Vai was the
recognition of word boundaries. Moreover, literate Vai tended to answer
“yes” when asked (in Vai), “Can you call the sun the moon and the moon the
sun?” while illiterate Vai tended to have grave doubts about such metalin-
guistic play. And in the United States Henry and Lila R. Gleitman report
quite different responses by clerical workers and PhD candidates asked to in-
terpret nonsense compounds like “house-bird glass™: clerical workers focused
on meaning and plausibility (for example, “a house-bird made of glass”),
while PhD candidates focused on syntax (for example, “a very small drinking
cup for canaries” or “a glass that protects house-birds”).?* More general re-
search findings suggest a clear relationship between measures of metalinguis-
tic awareness and measures of literacy level 2> William Labov, speculating on
literacy acquisition in inner-city ghettoes, contrasts “stimulus-bound” and
“language-bound” individuals, suggesting that the latter seem to master liter-
acy more easily.?® The analysis here suggests that the causal relationship
works the other way, that it is the mastery of written language that increases
one’s awareness of language as language.

This analysis has two implications. First, it makes the question of so-
cially nonstandard dialects, always implicit in discussions of teaching formal
grammar, into a non-issue.?’ Native speakers of English, regardless of di-
alect, show tacit mastery of the conventions of Standard English, and that
mastery seems to transfer into abstract orthographic knowledge through in-
teraction with print.?® Developing writers show the same patterning of er-
rors, regardless of dialect.?” Studies of reading and of writing suggest that
surface features of spoken dialect are simply irrelevant to mastering print lit-
eracy.’® Print is a complex cultural code —or better yet, a system of codes—
and my bet is that, regardless of instruction, one masters those codes from
the top down, from pragmatic questions of voice, tone, audience, register,
and rhetorical strategy, not from the bottom up, from grammar to usage to
fixed forms of organization.

Second, this analysis forces us to posit multiple literacies, used for multi-
ple purposes, rather than a single static literacy, engraved in “rules of gram-
mar.” These multiple literacies are evident in cross-cultural studies.?! They
are equally evident when we inquire into the uses of literacy in American
communities.3>? Further, given that students, at all levels, show widely vari-
ant interactions with print literacy, there would seem to be little to do with
grammar—with Grammar 2 or with Grammar 4—that we could isolate as a
basis for formal instruction.?’
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GRAMMAR 5: STYLISTIC GRAMMAR

Similarly, when we turn to Grammar 5, “grammatical terms used in the in-
terest of teaching prose style,” so central to Martha Kolln’s argument for
teaching formal grammar, we find that the grammar issue is simply beside
the point. There are two fully-articulated positions about “stylistic gram-
mar,” which I will label “romantic” and “classic,” following Richard Lloyd-
Jones and Richard E. Young.?* The romantic position is that stylistic
grammars, though perhaps useful for teachers, have little place in the teach-
ing of composition, for students must struggle with and through language to-
ward meaning. This position rests on a theory of language ultimately
philosophical rather than linguistic (witness, for example, the contempt for
linguists in Ann Berthoff’s The Making of Meaning: Metaphors, Models, and
Maxims for Writing Teachers [Montclair, N.J.: Boynton/Cook, 1981)); it is
articulated as a theory of style by Donald A. Murray and, on somewhat dif-
ferent grounds (that stylistic grammars encourage overuse of the monitor),
by lan Pringle. The classic position, on the other hand, is that we can find
ways to offer developing writers helpful suggestions about prose style, sug-
gestions such as Francis Christensen’s emphasis on the cumulative sen-
tence, developed by observing the practice of skilled writers, and Joseph
Williams™ advice about predication, developed by psycholinguistic studies of
comprehension.®” James A. Berlin’s recent survey of composition' theory
(CE, 45 [1982], 765-777) probably understates the gulf between these two
positions and the radically different conceptions of language that underlie
them, but it does establish that they share an overriding assumption in com-
mon: that one learns to control the language of print by manipulating lan-
guage in meaningful contexts, not by learning about language in isolation,
as by the study of formal grammar. Thus even classic theorists, who choose
to present a vocabulary of style to students, do so only as a vehicle for en-
couraging productive control of communicative structures.

We might put the matter in the following terms. Writers need to develop
skills at two levels. One, broadly rhetorical, involves communication in
meaningful contexts (the strategies, registers, and procedures of discourse
across a range of modes, audiences, contexts, and purposes). The other,
broadly metalinguistic rather than linguistic, involves active manipulation
of language with conscious attention to surface form. This second level may
be developed tacitly, as a natural adjunct to developing rhetorical compe-
tencies—I take this to be the position of romantic theorists. It may be devel-
oped formally, by manipulating language for stylistic effect, and such
manipulation may involve, for pedagogical continuity, a vocabulary of style.
But it is primarily developed by any kind of language activity that enhances
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the awareness of language as language.*® David T. Hakes, summarizing the
research on metalinguistic awareness, notes how far we are from under-
standing this process:

the optimal conditions for becoming metalinguistically competent involve
growing up in a literate environment with adult models who are them-
selves metalinguistically competent and who foster the growth of that com-
petence in a variety of ways as yet little understood. (“The Development of
Metalinguistic Abilities,” p. 205: see footnote 25)

Such a model places language, at all levels, at the center of the curriculum,
but not as “necessary categories and labels” (Kolln, “Closing the Books on
Alchemy,” p. 150), but as literal stuff, verbal clay, to be molded and probed,
shaped and reshaped, and, above all, enjoyed.

THE TRADITION OF EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH

Thus, when we turn back to experimental research on the value of formal
grammar instruction, we do so with firm predictions given us by our theory
of language. Our theory would predict that formal grammar instruction,
whether instruction in scientific grammar or instruction in “the common
school grammar,” would have little to do with control over surface correct-
ness nor with quality of writing. It would predict that any form of active in-
volvement with language would be preferable to instruction in rules or
definitions (or incantations). In essence, this is what the research tells us. In
1893, the Committee of Ten (Report of the Committee of Ten on Secondary
School Studies [Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1893]) put grammar at the center of the English curriculum, and its report
established the rigidly sequential mode of instruction common for the last
century. But the committee explicitly noted that grammar instruction did
not aid correctness, arguing instead that it improved the ability to think logi-
cally (an argument developed from the role of the “grammarian” in the
classical rhetorical tradition, essentially a teacher of literature —see, for ex-
ample, the etymology of grammar in the Oxford English Dictionary).

But Franklin S. Hoyt, in a 1906 experiment, found no relationship be-
tween the study of grammar and the ability to think logically; his research
led him to conclude what I am constrained to argue more than seventy-
five years later, that there is no “relationship between a knowledge of tech-
nical grammar and the ability to use English and to interpret language”
(“The Place of Grammar in the Elementary Curriculum,” Teachers Col-
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lege Record, 7 [1906], 483-484). Later studies, through the 1920s, focused
on the relationship of knowledge of grammar and ability to recognize
error; experiments reported by James Boraas in 1917 and by William Asker
in 1923 are typical of those that reported no correlation. In the 1930s, with
the development of the functional grammar movement, it was common to
compare the study of formal grammar with one form or another of active
manipulation of language; experiments by I. O. Ash in 1935 and Ellen
Frogner in 1939 are typical of studies showing the superiority of active in-
volvement with language.?” In a 1959 article, “Grammar in Language
Teaching” (Elementary English, 36 [1959], 412-421), John ]. DeBoer
noted the consistency of these findings.

The impressive fact is . . . that in all these studies, carried out in places and
at times far removed from each other, often by highly experienced and dis-
interested investigators, the results have been consistently negative so far as
the value of grammar in the improvement of language expression is con-

cerned. (p. 417)

In 1960 Ingrid M. Strom, reviewing more than fifty experimental studies,
came to a similarly strong and unqualified conclusion:

direct methods of instruction, focusing on writing activities and the struc-
turing of ideas, are more efficient in teaching sentence structure, usage,
punctuation, and other related factors than are such methods as nomencla-
ture drill, diagramming, and rote memorization of grammatical rules.?®

In 1963 two research reviews appeared, one by Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and
Schorer, cited at the beginning of this paper, and one by Henry C. Meckel,
whose conclusions, though more guarded, are in essential agreement.?® In
1969 J. Stephen Sherwin devoted one-fourth of his Four Problems in Teach-
ing English: A Critique of Research (Scranton, Penn.: International Text-
book, 1969) to the grammar issue, concluding that “instruction in formal
grammar is an ineffective way to help students achieve proficiency in writ-
ing” (p. 135). Some early experiments in sentence combining, such as those
by Donald R. Bateman and Frank ]. Zidonnis and by John C. Mellon,
showed improvement in measures of syntactic complexity with instruction
in transformational grammar keyed to sentence combining practice. But a
later study by Frank O’Hare achieved the same gains with no grammar in-
struction, suggesting to Sandra L. Stotsky and to Richard Van de Veghe that
active manipulation of language, not the grammar unit, explained the ear-
lier results.*® More recent summaries of research —by Elizabeth 1. Haynes,
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Hillary Taylor Holbrook, and Marcia Farr Whiteman — support similar con-
clusions. Indirect evidence for this position is provided by surveys reported
by Betty Bamberg in 1978 and 1981, showing that time spent in grammar
instruction in high school is the least important factor, of eight factors exam-
ined, in separating regular from remedial writers at the college level.!

More generally, Patrick Scott and Bruce Castner, in “Reference Sources
for Composition Research: A Practical Survey” (CE, 45 [1983], 756-768),
note that much current research is not informed by an awareness of the past.
Put simply, we are constrained to reinvent the wheel. My concern here has
been with a far more serious problem: that too often the wheel we reinvent
Is square.

It is, after all, a question of power. Janet Emig, developing a consensus
from composition research, and Aaron S. Carton and Lawrence V. Cas-
tiglione, developing the implications of language theory for education,
come to the same conclusion: that the thrust of current research and theory
is to take power from the teacher and to give that power to the learner.*? At
no point in the English curriculum is the question of power more blatantly
posed than in the issue of formal grammar instruction. It is time that we, as
teachers, formulate theories of language and literacy and let those theories
guide our teaching, and it is time that we, as researchers, move on to more
interesting areas of inquiry.
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Coherence, Cohesion,
and Writing Quality

STEPHEN P. WITTE AND LESTER FAIGLEY

A question of continuing interest to researchers in writing is what internal
characteristics distinguish essays ranked high and low in overall quality. Em-
pirical research at the college level has for the most part taken two ap-
proaches to this question, examining errors' and syntactic features? while
generally ignoring the features of texts that extend across sentence bound-
aries.’ Neither the error approach nor the syntactic approach has been en-
tirely satisfactory. For example, Elaine Maimon and Barbara Nodine’s
sentence-combining experiment suggests that, as is true when other skills
and processes are learned, certain kinds of errors accompany certain stages
in learning to write.* Because the sources of error in written discourse are
often complex and difficult to trace, researchers can conclude little more
than what is obvious: low-rated papers usually contain far more errors than
high-rated papers. With regard to syntax, Ann Gebhard found that with few
exceptions the syntactic features of high- and low-rated essays written by col-
lege students are not clearly differentiated. Indeed, research in writing qual-
ity based on conventions of written English and on theories of syntax,
particularly transformational grammar, has not provided specific directions
for the teaching of writing.

Such results come as no surprise in light of much current research in
written discourse. This research—published in such fields as linguistics, cy-
bernetics, anthropology, psychology, and artificial intelligence —addresses
questions, concerned with extended discourse rather than with individual
sentences, questions about how humans produce and understand discourse

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 32.2 (May 1981): 189-204. Used

with permission.
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units often referred to as texts.” One such effort that has attracted the atten-
tion of researchers in writing is M. A. K. Halliday and Ruqaiya Hasan’s Co-
hesion in English.® Although Halliday and Hasan do not propose a theory of
text structure or examine how humans produce texts, they do attempt to de-
fine the concept of text. To them a text is a semantic unit, the parts of which
are linked together by explicit cohesive ties. Cohesion, therefore, defines a
text as text. A cohesive tie “is a semantic relation between an element in a
text and some other element that is crucial to the interpretation of it” (p. 8).
The two semantically connected elements can lie within the text or one ele-
ment can lie outside the text. Halliday and Hasan call within-text cohesive
ties endophoric and references to items outside the text exophoric. An exam-
ple of an exophoric reference is the editorial “we” in a newspaper. Such ref-
erences are exophoric because no antecedent is recoverable within the text.
Exophoric references often help link a text to its situational context; but, as
far as Halliday and Hasan are concerned, exophoric references do not con-
tribute to the cohesion of a text. For Halliday and Hasan, cohesion depends
upon lexical and grammatical relationships that allow sentence sequences
to be understood as connected discourse rather than as autonomous sen-
tences. Even though within-sentence cohesive ties do occur, the cohesive
ties across “sentence boundaries” are those which allow sequences of sen-
tences to be understood as a text.

Halliday and Hasan’s concept of textuality, defined with reference to re-
lationships that obtain across “sentence boundaries,” suggests a number of
possibilities for extending composition research beyond its frequent moor-
ings in sentence-level operations and features. The major purpose of the
present study is to apply two taxonomies of cohesive ties developed by Halli-
day and Hasan to an analysis of essays of college freshmen rated high and
low in quality. Because Cohesion in English is a pioneering effort to describe
relationships between and among sentences in text, we anticipate that cohe-
sion will be studied in future research addressing the linguistic features of
written texts. We are particularly interested in identifying what purposes
Halliday and Hasan’s taxonomies can serve in composition research and
what purposes they cannot serve.

HALLIDAY AND HASAN'S SYSTEM FOR ANALYZING
AND CLASSIFYING COHESIVE TIES

Cohesion in English specifies five major classes of cohesive ties, nineteen
subclasses, and numerous sub-subclasses. In the analysis of cohesion which
follows, we will be concerned with only the five major classes—reference,
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substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, and lexical reiteration and collocation—
and their respective subclasses. Two of the major classes —substitution and el-
lipsis—are more frequent in conversation than in written discourse.
Substitution replaces one element with another which is not a personal pro-
noun, and ellipsis involves a deletion of a word, phrase, or clause. The effect
of both substitution and ellipsis is to extend the textual or semantic domain of
one sentence to a subsequent sentence. The word one in sentence (2) illus-
trates cohesion based on substitution and the word do in sentence (4) illus-
trates cohesion based on ellipsis.

Substitution
1. Did you ever find a lawnmower?

2. Yes, I borrowed one from my neighbor.

Ellipsis
3. Do you want to go with me to the store?
4. Yes, I do.

The remaining three categories include the bulk of explicit cohesive ties in
written English. The categories of reference and conjunction contain ties
that are both grammatical and lexical. Lexical reiteration and collocation is
restricted to ties which are presumably only lexical.

Reference cohesion occurs when one item in a text points to another ele-
ment for its interpretation. Reference ties are of three types: pronominals,
demonstratives and definite articles, and comparatives. Each of the sentence
pairs below illustrates a different type of reference cohesion.

Reference Cohesion (Pronominal)
5. Athome, my father is himself.

6. He relaxes and acts in his normal manner.

Reference Cohesion (Demonstratives)
7. We question why they tell us to do things.
8. This is part of growing up.

Reference Cohesion (Definite Article)
9. Humans have many needs, both physical and intangible.

10. Itis easy to see the physical needs such as food and shelter.
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Reference Cohesion (Comparatives)

11. The older generation is often quick to condemn college students
for being carefree and irresponsible.

12. Butthose who remember their own youth do so less quickly.

The interpretation of the underlined elements in sentences (6), (8), (10),
and (12) depends in each case upon presupposed information contained in
the sentences immediately above it.

A fourth major class of cohesive ties frequent in writing is conjunction.
Conjunctive elements are not in themselves cohesive, but they do “express
certain meanings which presuppose the presence of other components in
the discourse” (p. 226). Halliday and Hasan distinguish five types of con-
junctive cohesion —additive, adversative, causal, temporal, and continuative.
Examples of these subclasses of conjunctive cohesion appear below and il-
lustrate how conjunctive cohesion extends the meaning of one sentence to a
subsequent one.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Additive)
13. No one wants to be rejected.

14. And to prevent rejection we change our behavior often.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Adversative)

15. Small children usually change their behavior because they want
something they don’t have.

16. Carol, however, changed her behavior because she wanted to be-
come part of a new group.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Causal)
17. Today’s society sets the standards.
18. The people more or less follow it sic].

19. Consequently, there exists the right behavior for the specific situa-
tion at hand.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Temporal)
20. A friend of mine went to an out-of-state college.

21. Before she left, she expressed her feelings about playing roles to win
new friends.
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Conjunctive Cohesion (Continuative)
22. Different social situations call for different behaviors.

23. This is something we all learn as children and we, of course, also
learn which behaviors are right for which situations.

Coordinating conjunctions (such as and, but, and so0), conjunctive adverbs
(such as however, consequently, and moreover), and certain temporal adverbs
and subordinating conjunctions (such as before, after, and now) supply co-
hesive ties across sentence boundaries.

The last major class of cohesive ties includes those based on lexical rela-
tionships. Lexical cohesion differs from reference cohesion and conjunctive
cohesion because every lexical item is potentially cohesive and because
nothing in the occurrence of a given lexical item necessarily makes it cohe-
sive. If we were to encounter the word this in a text, we would either supply
a referent from our working memory of the text or reread the text to find a
referent. Similarly, when we encounter a conjunctive adverb such as how-
ever, we attempt to establish an adversative relationship between two text
elements. In contrast, lexical cohesion depends on some “patterned occur-
rence of lexical items” (p. 288). Consider the following sentences adapted
from a mountaineering guidebook:

24. The ascent up the Emmons Glacier on Mt. Rainier is long but rela-
tively easy.

25. The only usual problem in the climb is finding a route through the
numerous crevasses above Steamboat Prow.

26. In late season a bergschrund may develop at the 13,000-foot level,
which is customarily bypassed to the right.

Three cohesive chains bind together this short text. The first chain (ascent,
climb, finding a route, bypassed to the right) carries the topic—the way up
the mountain. The second and third chains give the setting (Glacier,
crevasses, bergschrund) (Mt. Rainier, Steamboat Prow, 13,000-foot level).
These chains give clues to the interpretation of unfamiliar items. For most
readers, Steamboat Prow is unknown, but one can infer that it is a feature on
Mt. Rainier. Similarly, bergschrund is a technical term referring to a crevasse
at the head of a glacier where the moving ice breaks apart from the station-
ary ice clinging to the mountain. In this text, a reader can infer that
bergschrunds are associated with glaciers and that they present some type of
obstacle to climbers, even without the final clause in (26).
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Lexical cohesion is the predominant means of connecting sentences in
discourse. Halliday and Hasan identify two major subclasses of lexical cohe-
sion: reiteration and collocation. Reiteration is in turn divided into four sub-
classes, ranging from repetition of the same item to repetition through the
use of a synonym or near-synonym, a superordinate item, or a general item.

Lexical reiteration is usually easy to identify. An example of synonomy oc-
curs in (25) and (26) with the pairing of ascent and climb. The three other
subclasses are illustrated in the following student example:

Lexical Reiteration (Same Item), (Superordinate), and (General Item)

27. Some professional tennis players, for example, grandstand, using
obscene gestures and language to call attention to themselves.

28. Other professional athletes do similar things, such as spiking a foot-
ball in the end zone, to attract attention.

In (28), professional athletes is, in this case, a superordinate term for profes-
sional tennis players. Professional athletes in other sports are encompassed
by the term. Things, in contrast, is a general term. Here things is used to
refer anaphorically to two behaviors, “using obscene gestures and language.”
While superordinates are names of specific classes of objects, general terms
are even more inclusive, not restricted to a specific set of objects. The other
type of lexical reiteration, illustrated by sentences (27) and (28), is same-
itern repetition: attention is simply repeated.

All the lexical cohesive relationships which cannot be properly sub-
sumed under lexical reiteration are included in a “miscellaneous” class
called collocation. Collocation refers to lexical cohesion “that is achieved
through the association of lexical items that regularly co-occur” (p. 284). Lex-
ical cohesion through collocation is the most difficult type of cohesion to an-
alyze because items said to collocate involve neither repetition, synonomy,
superordination, nor mention of general items. What is important is that the
items said to collocate “share the same lexical environment” (p. 286). The
following student example illustrates this principle:

Lexical Cohesion (Collocation)

29. On a camping trip with their parents, teenagers willingly do the
household chores that they resist at home.

30. They gather wood for a fire, help put up the tent, and carry water
from a creek or lake.

250 0



Coberence, Cobesion, and Writing Quality

Although the underlined items in (30) are presented as the “camping trip”
equivalents of household chores, the cohesion between sentences (29) and
(30) results more directly from the associations of the underlined items with
camping trip. The underlined items in sentence (30) collocate with camp-
ing trip in sentence (29). The mountaineering guidebook passage, however,
is much more difficult to analyze. For one of the authors of the present arti-
cle, antecedent knowledge of mountaineering allows Steamboat Prow to
collocate with Mt. Rainier and bergschrund to collocate with glacier. For the
other author, neither pair is lexically related by collocation apart from the
text where they are connected by inference. We will return to this problem
later in this essay.

In addition to the taxonomy that allows cohesive ties to be classified ac-
cording to function, Halliday and Hasan introduce a second taxonomy. This
second taxonomy allows cohesive ties to be classified according to the
amount of text spanned by the presupposed and presupposing elements of a
given tie. Halliday and Hasan posit four such “text-span” classes. Member-
ship in a class is determined by the number of T-units a given cohesive tie
spans.” Taken together, the two taxonomies Halliday and Hasan present
allow any given cohesive tie to be classified in two different ways, one ac-
cording to function and one according to distance. The four “text-span”
classes contained in Halliday and Hasan’s second taxonomy are illustrated
in the following paragraph from a student paper:

Text-Span Classes (Immediate, Mediated, Remote, Mediated-Remote)
31. Respect is one reason people change their behavior.

32. For example, one does not speak with his boss as he would talk to a
friend or co-worker.

33. One might use four-letter words in talking to a co-worker, but prob-
ably not in talking to his boss.

34. In talking to teachers or doctors, people also use bigger words than
normal.

35. Although the situation is different than when one speaks with a boss
or a doctor, one often talks with a minister or priest different [sic]
than he talks with friends or family.

36. With the family, most people use a different language when they
talk to parents or grandparents than when they talk to younger
brothers and sisters.
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37. People’s ability to use language in different ways allows them to
show the respect they should toward different people, whether they
are professionals, family members, clergy, friends and co-workers,
or bosses.

Immediate cohesive ties semantically linked adjacent T-units. The repe-
tition of doctor in sentences (34) and (35) creates an immediate tie, forcing
the reader to assimilate the content of (34) into the content of (35). In con-
trast, the repetition of family in sentences (35), (36), and (37) forms a medi-
ated tie. The semantic bridge established by the occurrence of family in (35)
and (37) is channelled through or mediated by the repetition of family in
(36). The cohesive tie involving the repetition of family is not simply a series
of immediate ties, because once a lexical item appears in a text all subse-
quent uses of that item presuppose the first appearance. Immediate and me-
diated ties join items in adjacent T-units. Such ties enable writers to
introduce a concept in one T-unit and to extend, modify, or clarify that con-
cept in subsequent and successive T-units.

Remote ties, on the other hand, result when the two elements of a tie are
separated by one or more intervening T-units. The tie between respect in
(31) and (37) is remote; here the repetition of the word signals to the reader
that the semantic unit represented by the paragraph is now complete. Fi-
nally, ties which are both mediated and remote are called mediated-remote.
An example of this type of cohesive tie appears in the repetition of bosses in
sentences (32), (33), (35), and (37). Here the presupposing bosses in (37) is
separated from the presupposed boss in (32) by intervening T-units (34) and
(36) which contain no element relevant to the particular cohesive tie. Thus
the tie is remote. However, the presupposing bosses is also mediated through
repetitions of boss in (33) and (35). Hence the term mediated-remote. Skilled
writers use mediated-remote ties to interweave key “themes” within the text.

ANALYSIS OF STUDENT ESSAYS

To explore the usefulness of Halliday and Hasan’s theory of cohesion in writ-
ing research, we used their two taxonomies in an analysis of ten student es-
says. These essays were written by beginning University of Texas freshmen
on the “changes in behavior” topic used in the Miami University sentence-
combining experiment.® From 90 essays which had been rated holistically
by two readers on a four-point scale, we selected five essays given the lowest
score by both raters and five essays given the highest score. We analyzed
these ten essays according to categories of error and according to syntactic
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features, as well as according to the number and types of cohesive ties. Our
analyses of error and content variables yielded results similar to those other
researchers have reported —that high-rated essays are longer and contain
larger T-units and clauses, more nonrestrictive modifiers, and fewer errors.’

We anticipated that an analysis of cohesive ties in the high- and low-
rated essays would reveal similar gross differences. The results of our analysis
confirmed this expectation. At the most general level of analysis, the high
rated essays are much more dense in cohesion than the low-rated essays. In
the low-rated essays, a cohesive tie of some type occurs once every 4.9 words;
in the high-rated essays, a tie occurs once every 3.2 words, a difference in
mean frequency of 1.7 words. Likewise, a large difference in the mean num-
ber of cohesive ties per T-unit appears, with 2.4 ties per T-unit in the low-
rated essays and 5.2 ties per T-unit in the high-rated essays. The figures for
this and the preceding index, however, are not precisely comparable be-
cause the T-units in the high-rated essays are, on the average, 1.64 words
longer than those in the low-rated essays. By dividing the number of cohe-
sive ties in an essay set by the number of words in that set, we arrived at an-
other general index of cohesive density. In the high-rated essays, 31.7% of all
words contribute to explicit cohesive ties while only 20.4% of the words in
the low-rated essays contribute to such ties.

The ways in which writers of the high- and low-rated essays form cohe-
sive ties also distinguish the two groups of five essays from each other. Writers
of the high-rated essays use a substantially higher relative percentage of im-
mediate (High: 41.6%/Low: 32.8%) and mediated (High: 7.6%/Low: 0.8%)
cohesive ties than do the writers of the low-rated essays. On the other hand,
writers of the low-rated essays use more mediated-remote (High: 25.9%/Low:
36.7%) and remote ties (High: 26.9%/Low: 29.7%). These percentages allow
us to focus on some crucial differences between the two essay sets. The larger
relative percentage of immediate cohesive ties in the high-rated essays sug-
gests, among other things, that the better writers tend to establish stronger co-
hesive bonds between individual T-units than do the writers of the low-rated
essays. Analyses of reference and conjunctive cohesion support this observa-
tion. Writers of high-rated essays employ reference cohesion about twice as
often, 84.1 times to 47.8 times per 100 T-units, as the writers of low-rated pa-
pers. The largest difference in the occurrence of referential cohesion is re-
flected in the higher frequency of third-person pronouns in the high-rated
essays (High: 25.1 per 100 T-units/Low: 5.1 per 100 T-units). This lower fre-
quency of third-person pronouns in the low-rated essays may be a direct result
of the less skilled writers” attempts to avoid errors such as ambiguous pronoun
reference. Because third-person pronouns usually refer back to the T-unit im-
mediately preceding, we can infer that the writers of high-rated essays more
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often elaborate, in subsequent and adjacent T-units, topics introduced in a
given T-unit.

Also contributing importantly to the greater use of immediate cohesive
ties is the frequency with which the more skillful writers use conjunction to
link individual T-units. Conjunctive ties most often result in immediate co-
hesive ties between T-units. It is not surprising, then, to find that the writers
of high-rated essays employ over three times as many conjunctive ties (High:
65.4 per 100 T-units/Low: 20.4 per 100 T-units) as the writers of low-rated es-
says. Neither is it surprising to discover that the more skillful writers employ
all five types of conjunction while the less skillful writers use only three. As
is the case with pronominal references that cross T-unit boundaries, con-
junctives are most often used to extend concepts introduced in one T-unit to
other T-units which follow immediately in the text. Thus the more skillful
writers appear to extend the concept introduced in a given T-unit consider-
ably more often than do the less skillful writers. One major effect of such se-
mantic extensions is, of course, essay length; and this finding helps to
explain why the high-rated essays are, on the average, 375 words longer than
the low-rated essays.

The relative frequency of lexical cohesion gives another indication that
the writers of high-rated essays are better able to expand and connect their
ideas than the writers of the low-rated essays. By far the largest number of co-
hesive ties, about two-thirds of the total ties for both the high and low sam-
ples, fall into the general category of lexical cohesion. Writers of the
high-rated essays create some type of lexical tie 340 times per 100 T-units or
every 4.8 words. Writers of the low-rated essays, however, manage a lexical
tie just 161 times per 100 T-units or every 7.4 words. The majority of lexical
ties (65%) in the low essays are repetitions of the same item. This distribu-
tion is reflected to a smaller degree in the high essays, where 52% of the total
lexical ties fall into the same item subcategory. Writers of high-rated essays,
however, form many more lexical collocations. Lexical collocations appear
94 times per 100 T-units in the high-rated essays in contrast to 28.8 times per
100 T-units in the low-rated essays.

COHESION AND INVENTION

These cohesion profiles suggest to us an important difference between the
invention skills of the two groups of writers. The better writers seem to have
a better command of invention skills that allow them to elaborate and ex-
tend the concepts they introduce. The poorer writers, in contrast, appear de-
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ficient in these skills. Their essays display a much higher degree of lexical
and conceptual redundancy. The high percentage of lexical redundancy
and the low frequency of lexical collocation in the low-rated essays are indi-
cations of this difference. The text-span categories also point to this differ-
ence. In the low-rated essays two-thirds of the cohesive ties are interrupted
ties—mediated-remote or remote ties—which reach back across one or more
T-units, indicating that the writers of the low-rated essays generally fail to
elaborate and extend concepts through successive T-units.

The larger proportion of interrupted ties in the low-rated papers strongly
suggests that substantially less new information or semantic content is intro-
duced during the course of a low-rated essay than during the course of a
high-rated essay. If more new information had been introduced in the low-
rated essays, the writers would have had to rely more heavily than they did
on immediate and mediated cohesive ties in order to integrate, to weave, the
new information into the text. The writers of the low-rated papers tend more
toward reiteration of previously introduced information than do the writers
of the high-rated papers. Indeed, in reading the low-rated essays one can not
help noting a good deal of what might be called conceptual and lexical re-
dundancy. The following example illustrates this characteristic:

Some people have to change their behavior around different acquaintances.
One reason is that they want to make a good impression on others. You have
to act different in front of a person who is giving you a job interview because
you want to make a good impression. You, most of the time, act differently
to fit in a crowd. You will change your behavior to get people to like you.
You change your behavior to agree with peoples [sic] in the crowd.

This paragraph from a low-rated paper has a fairly strong beginning: it states
a topic in the first sentence, modifies that topic in the second sentence, illus-
trates the topic in the third sentence, and gives another example in the
fourth sentence. The next two sentences, however, simply reiterate what is
said in the fourth sentence. The principal lexical items in the last two sen-
tences—change, behavior, people, and crowd—are repetitions of items intro-
duced earlier in the paragraph and offer little new information. Although for
purposes of attaining cohesion in a text some redundancy is a virtue, the re-
dundancy in the low-rated essays seems to be a flaw because these writers
failed to supply additional information at the point where it would be ex-
pected to appear. Had this additional information been supplied, the writers
would have had to use immediate and mediated ties in order to connect it to
the rest of the text.
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Compare the previous example paragraph from a low-rated paper with
the following paragraph from a high-rated paper.

It is a job that really changes our behavior. Among other changes, we
change the way we dress. In many jobs college graduates want to look re-
sponsible and mature, projecting an image of competence. The college
student who wore faded blue jeans is now in three-piece suits. He feels the
need to be approved of and accepted by his boss and associates. While he
talked of socialism in college, he now reaps the profits of capitalism. While
in college he demanded honesty in the words and actions of others, on the
job he is willing to “kiss ass” to make friends or get a promotion. Indeed,
working can change behavior.

Notice that in the paragraph from the high-rated paper, behavior is repeated
only one time. Yet the reader never questions that the paragraph is about
changes in behavior. The writer repeatedly supplies examples of types of be-
havior, which are linked to the topic by a series of lexical collocations (e.g.,
behavior, dress, look responsible, blue jeans, three-piece suits). Clearly, the
paragraph from the high-rated paper extends the semantic domain of the
concept behavior to include a number of differentiated lexical items. Low-
rated papers rarely show such extended series of collocations.

Analyses of cohesion thus measure some aspects of invention skills. The
low-rated essays stall frequently, repeating ideas instead of elaborating them.
Our analyses also suggest that the writers of the low-rated papers do not have
working vocabularies capable of extending, in ways prerequisite for good
writing, the concepts and ideas they introduce in their essays. Indeed, skill
in invention, in discovering what to say about a particular topic, may de-
pend in ways yet unexplored on the prior development of adequate working
vocabularies. If students do not have in their working vocabularies the lexi-
cal items required to extend, explore, or elaborate the concepts they intro-
duce, practice in invention can have only a limited effect on overall writing
quality.

Our analyses further point to the underdevelopment of certain cognitive
skills among the writers of the low-rated papers. The low-rated papers not
only exhibit a great deal of redundancy, but (as noted earlier) also include
relatively fewer conjunctive and reference ties and immediate and mediated
ties. Besides lacking adequate vocabularies, writers of the low-rated essays
seem to lack in part the ability to perceive and articulate abstract concepts
with reference to particular instances, to perceive relationships among
ideas, and to reach beyond the worlds of their immediate experience.
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All this is to suggest that analyses of cohesion may be potentially useful
in distinguishing between stages of writing development. Clearly, cohesion
analyses measure more sophisticated aspects of language development than
do error analyses and syntactic analyses. Cohesion analyses also give us
some concrete ways of addressing some of the differences between good and
poor writing, differences which heretofore could not be explained either to
ourselves or to our students in any but the most abstract ways. We thus antic-
ipate that Halliday and Hasan’s taxonomies can be usefully applied in devel-
opmental studies as well as in studies such as the present one.

COHESION, COHERENCE, AND WRITING QUALITY

However promising cohesion analysis appears as a research tool and how-
ever encouraging the results of the present study seem, we feel that a num-
ber of important questions cannot be answered by analyzing cohesion. The
first of these questions concerns writing quality. The quality or “success” of a
text, we would argue, depends a great deal on factors outside the text itself,
factors which lie beyond the scope of cohesion analyses. Recall that Halli-
day and Hasan exclude exophoric, or outside-text, references from their tax-
onomy of explicit cohesive ties. We think that writing quality is in part
defined as the “fit” of a particular text to its context, which includes such
factors as the writer’s purpose, the discourse medium, and the audience’s
knowledge of an interest in the subject—the factors which are the corner-
stones of discourse theory and, mutatis mutandis, should be the cornerstones
of research in written composition.'? We are not alone in this view. Several
students of written discourse—among them Joseph Grimes,!! Teun van
Dijk,!? Nils Enkvist,"> and Robert de Beaugrande!*—distinguish cohesion
and coherence. They limit cohesion to explicit mechanisms in the text, both
the types of cohesive ties that Halliday and Hasan describe and other ele-
ments that bind texts such as parallelism, consistency of verb tense, and
what literary scholars have called “point of view.”"> Coherence conditions,
on the other hand, allow a text to be understood in a real-world setting. Hall-
iday and Hasan’s theory does not accommodate real-world settings for writ-
ten discourse or, consequently, the conditions through which texts become
coherent. We agree with Charles Fillmore’s contention that

the scenes . . . [audiences] construct for texts are partly justified by the lex-
ical and grammatical materials in the text and partly by the interpreter’s
own contributions, the latter being based on what he knows about the
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current context, what he knows about the world in general, and what he
assumes the speaker’s intentions might be. !

Hence lexical collocations within a text are understood through cues which
the writer provides and through the reader’s knowledge of general discourse
characteristics and of the world to which the discourse refers.

Thus lexical collocation is in all likelihood the subcategory of cohesion
that best indicates overall writing ability, as well as disclosing distinctions
among written texts that represent different discourse modes and purposes.
An examination of lexical cohesive ties shows how writers build ideas, how
they are able to take advantage of associations to weave together a text. But a
fundamental problem lies in the analysis of a writer’s text. Whose colloca-
tions do we analyze —the reader’s or the writer’s? One simple proof that the
two do not always coincide can be found in the unintentional sexual refer-
ences that students occasionally produce —the kind that get passed around
the faculty coffee room.

Consider again the mountaineering guidebook passage in sentences
(24), (25), and (26). We have already established that for mountaineers and
glaciologists, bergschrund probably collocates with glacier, but for many
other persons the two items do not collocate. Yet a naive reader presented
this text probably would not stop to consult a dictionary for the lexical item,
bergschrund, but would infer from its context that it is some type of obstacle
to climbers and continue reading. Herbert Clark theorizes that we compre-
hend unknown items like bergschrund by drawing inferences.!” We make in-
ferences on the basis of what we can gather from the explicit content and the
circumstances surrounding a text, through a tacit contract between the
writer and reader that the writer will provide only information relevant to
the current topic. In the case of the mountaineering passage, the circum-
stances of the text greatly affect our understanding of it. The type of text—a
guidebook —follows a predictable organization, what has been called a
script in research on artificial intelligence.!® The guidebook contains a se-
gies of topics with a clear, yet implicit, goal: to inform the reader how to get
to the top of a mountain. We expect the author to give us only information
relevant to the particular route. Accordingly, readers understand berg-
schrund as an obstacle through a combination of cues—overt signals in the
text such as the parallelism of the bergschrund sentence with the sentence
about crevasses above it and, for those readers familiar with the type of text,
implicit signals such as the following of the guidebook “script.” Although
Halliday and Hasan do not include parallelism in their taxonomy, paral-
lelism often creates a cohesive tie.
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Cohesion and coherence interact to a great degree, but a cohesive text
may be only minimally coherent. Thus cohesion-based distinctions between
texts rated high and low in quality can be misleading. Besides explicit links
within a text, a text must conform to a reader’s expectations for particular
types of texts and the reader’s knowledge of the world. A simple example will
illustrate this point:

38. The quarterback threw the ball toward the tight end.
39. Balls are used in many sports.

40. Most balls are spheres, but a football is an ellipsoid.
41. The tight end leaped to catch the ball.

Sentences (39) and (40), while cohesive, violate a coherence condition that
the writer provide only information relevant to the topic. The major prob-
lem with this short text is that a reader cannot construct what Fillmore calls
a real-world scene for it; that is, the text neither seems to have a clear pur-
pose nor appears to meet the needs of any given audience. Because it has no
clear purpose, it lacks coherence, in spite of the cohesive ties which bind it
together. In addition to a cohesive unity, written texts must have a pragmatic
unity, a unity of a text and the world of the reader. A description of the fit of a
text to its context, as well as descriptions of what composition teachers call
writing quality, must specify a variety of coherence conditions, many of
them outside the text itself.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHING
OF COMPOSITION

One implication of the present study is that if cohesion is better understood,
it can be better taught. At present, in most college writing classes, cohesion
is taught, explicitly or implicitly, either through exercises, classroom instruc-
tion, or comments on student papers. Many exercises not explicitly designed
to teach cohesion do in fact demand that students form cohesive ties. Open
sentence-combining exercises, for example, offer as much practice in form-
ing cohesive ties as they do in manipulating syntactic structures, a fact
which may explain the success of certain sentence-combining experiments
as well as the failure of research to link syntactic measures such as T-unit
and clause length to writing quality.!” An open sentence-combining exercise
about Charlie Chaplin might contain a series of sentences beginning with
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the name Charlie Chaplin. Such an exercise would, at the very least, de-
mand that students change most of the occurrences of Charlie Chaplin to
he in order to produce an acceptable text. Students working either from con-
textual cues or from their knowledge of Chaplin might also use phrases like
the comic genius or the little tramp to substitute for the proper name
Chaplin.

If cohesion is often implicitly incorporated in writing curricula, coher-
ence is often ignored. A great portion of the advice in composition textbooks
stops at sentence boundaries. Numerous exercises teach clause and sen-
tence structure in isolation, ignoring the textual, and the situational, consid-
erations for using that structure. The passive is a classic example:

42. 'The police apprehended the suspect as he left the bank.
43. He is being held in the county jail.
43a. The police are holding the suspect in the county jail.

A student following her teacher’s advice to avoid the passive construction
might revise sentence (43) to (43a). If she did so, she would violate the usual
sequence of information in English, where the topic or “old” information is
presented first.?’ In active sentences, such as (43a), where the object ex-
presses the topic, a revision to the passive is often preferable. Avoiding the
passive with (43a) would also require the unnecessary and uneconomical
repetition of police and suspect. Consequently, maxims such as “Avoid pas-
sives” ignore the coherence conditions that govern the information structure
of a text.

Other discourse considerations are similarly ignored in traditional ad-
vice on how to achieve coherence. As E. K. Lybert and D. W. Cummings
have observed, the handbook injunction “Repeat key words and phrases”
often reduces coherence.?! Our analysis of cohesive ties in high- and low-
rated essays substantiates Lybert and Cummings’ point. While the low-rated
papers we examined contain fewer cohesive ties than the high-rated papers
in equivalent spans of text, the low-rated papers rely more heavily on lexical
repetition. Also contrary to a popular notion, frequent repetition of lexical
items does not necessarily increase readability. Roger Shuy and Donald
Larkin’s recent study shows lexical redundancy to be a principal reason why
insurance policy language is difficult to read.?

Our analysis of cohesion suggests that cohesion is an important property
of writing quality. To some extent the types and frequencies of cohesive ties
seem to reflect the invention skills of student writers and to influence the
stylistic and organizational properties of the texts they write. However, our
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analysis also suggests that while cohesive relationships may ultimately affect
writing quality in some ways, there is no evidence to suggest that a large
number (or a small number) of cohesive ties of a particular type will posi-
tively affect writing quality. All discourse is context bound —to the demands
of the subject matter, occasion, medium, and audience of the text. Cohe-
sion defines those mechanisms that hold a text together, while coherence
defines those underlying semantic relations that allow a text to be under-
stood and used. Consequently, coherence conditions—conditions governed
by the writer’s purpose, the audience’s knowledge and expectations, and the
information to be conveyed —militate against prescriptive approaches to the
teaching of writing. Indeed, our exploration of what cohesion analyses can
and cannot measure in student writing points to the necessity of placing
writing exercises in the context of complete written texts. Just as exclusive
focus on syntax and other formal surface features in writing instruction
probably will not better the overall quality of college students’ writing, nei-
ther will a narrow emphasis on cohesion probably produce significantly im-
proved writing.??
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Contemporary Composition
The Major Pedagogical Theories

JAMES A. BERLIN

A number of articles attempting to make sense of the various approaches to
teaching composition have recently appeared. While all are worth consider-
ing, some promote a common assumption that I am convinced is erro-
neous.! Since all pedagogical approaches, it is argued, share a concern for
the elements of the composing process—that is, for writer, reality, reader,
and language —their only area of disagreement must involve the element or
elements that ought to be given the most attention. From this point of view,
the composing process is always and everywhere the same because writer,
reality, reader, and language are always and everywhere the same. Differ-
ences in teaching theories, then, are mere cavils about which of these fea-
tures to emphasize in the classroom.

I would like to say at the start that I have no quarrel with the elements
that these investigators isolate as forming the composing process, and I plan
to use them myself. While it is established practice today to speak of the
composing process as a recursive activity involving prewriting, writing, and
rewriting, it is not difficult to see the writer-reality-audience-language rela-
tionship as underlying, at a deeper structural level, each of these three
stages. In fact, as I will later show, this deeper structure determines the shape
that instruction in prewriting, writing, and rewriting assumes—or does not
assume, as is sometimes the case.

I do, however, strongly disagree with the contention that the differences
in approaches to teaching writing can be explained by attending to the de-
gree of emphasis given to universally defined elements of a universally

Reprinted from College English 44.8 (December 1982): 765-77. Used with permission.
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defined composing process. The differences in these teaching approaches
should instead be located in diverging definitions of the composing process
itself—that is, in the way the elements that make up the process—writer, re-
ality, audience, and language —are envisioned. Pedagogical theories in writ-
ing courses are grounded in rhetorical theories, and rhetorical theories do
not differ in the simple undue emphasis of writer or audience or reality or
language or some combination of these. Rhetorical theories differ from each
other in the way writer, reality, audience, and language are conceived —both
as separate units and in the way the units relate to each other. In the case of
distinct pedagogical approaches, these four elements are likewise defined
and related so as to describe a different composing process, which is to say a
different world with different rules about what can be known, how it can be
known, and how it can be communicated. To teach writing is to argue for a
version of reality, and the best way of knowing and communicating it—to
deal, as Paul Kameen has pointed out, in the metarhetorical realm of episte-
mology and linguistics.? And all composition teachers are ineluctably operat-
ing in this realm, whether or not they consciously choose to do so.

Considering pedagogical theories along these lines has led me to see
groupings sometimes similar, sometimes at variance, with the schemes of
others. The terms chosen for these categories are intended to prevent confu-
sion and to be self-explanatory. The four dominant groups I will discuss are
the Neo-Aristotelians or Classicists, the Positivists or Current-Traditionalists,
the Neo-Platonists or Expressionists, and the New Rhetoricians. As I have
said, I will be concerned in each case with the way that writer, reality, audi-
ence, and language have been defined and related so as to form a distinct
world construct with distinct rules for discovering and communicating
knowledge. I will then show how this epistemic complex makes for specific
directives about invention, arrangement, and style (or prewriting, writing,
and rewriting). Finally, as the names for the groups suggest, I will briefly
trace the historical precedents of each, pointing to their roots in order to bet-
ter understand their modern manifestations.

My reasons for presenting this analysis are not altogether disinterested. I
am convinced that the pedagogical approach of the New Rhetoricians is the
most intelligent and most practical alternative available, serving in every
way the best interests of our students. I am also concerned, however, that
writing teachers become more aware of the full significance of their peda-
gogical strategies. Not doing so can have disastrous consequences, ranging
from momentarily confusing students to sending them away with faulty and
even harmful information. The dismay students display about writing is, [
am convinced, at least occasionally the result of teachers unconsciously of-
fering contradictory advice about composing—guidance grounded in as-
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sumptions that simply do not square with each other. More important, as I
have already indicated and as I plan to explain in detail later on, in teaching
writing we are tacitly teaching a version of reality and the student’s place
and mode of operation in it. Yet many teachers (and I suspect most) look
upon their vocations as the imparting of a largely mechanical skill, impor-
tant only because it serves students in getting them through school and in
advancing them in their professions. This essay will argue that writing teach-
ers are perforce given a responsibility that far exceeds this merely instrumen-
tal task.?

I begin with revivals of Aristotelian rhetoric not because they are a domi-
nant force today—far from it. My main purpose in starting with them is to
show that many who say that they are followers of Aristotle are in truth op-
posed to his system in every sense. There is also the consideration that Aris-
totle has provided the technical language most often used in discussing
rhetoric—so much so that it is all but impossible to talk intelligently about
the subject without knowing him.

In the Aristotelian scheme of things, the material world exists indepen-
dently of the observer and is knowable through sense impressions. Since
sense impressions in themselves reveal nothing, however, to arrive at true
knowledge it is necessary for the mind to perform an operation upon sense
data. This operation is a function of reason and amounts to the appropriate
use of syllogistic reasoning, the system of logic that Aristotle himself devel-
oped and refined. Providing the method for analyzing the material of any
discipline, this logic offers, as Marjorie Grene explains, “a set of general
rules for scientists (as Aristotle understood science) working each in his ap-
propriate material. The rules are rules of validity, not psychological rules” (A
Portrait of Aristotle [London: Faber and Faber, 1963], p. 69). Truth exists in
conformance with the rules of logic, and logic is so thoroughly deductive
that even induction is regarded as an imperfect form of the syllogism. The
strictures imposed by logic, moreover, naturally arise out of the very struc-
ture of the mind and of the universe. In other words, there is a happy corre-
spondence between the mind and the universe, so that, to cite Grene once
again, “As the world is, finally, so is the mind that knows it” (p. 234).

Reality for Aristotle can thus be known and communicated, with lan-
guage serving as the unproblematic medium of discourse. There is an un-
complicated correspondence between the sign and the thing, and—once
again emphasizing the rational—the process whereby sign and thing are
united is considered a mental act: words are not a part of the external world,
but both word and thing are a part of thought.*

Rhetoric is of course central to Aristotle’s system. Like dialectic —the
method of discovering and communicating truth in learned discourse —
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rhetoric deals with the realm of the probable, with truth as discovered in the
areas of law, politics, and what might be called public virtue. Unlike scien-
tific discoveries, truth in these realms can never be stated with absolute cer-
tainty. Still, approximations to truth are possible. The business of rhetoric
then is to enable the speaker— Aristotle’s rthetoric is preeminently oral —to
find the means necessary to persuade the audience of the truth. Thus
rhetoric is primarily concerned with the provision of inventional devices
whereby the speaker may discover his or her argument, with these devices
naturally falling into three categories: the rational, the emotional, and the
ethical. Since truth is rational, the first is paramount and is derived from the
rules of logic, albeit applied in the relaxed form of the enthymeme and ex-
ample. Realizing that individuals are not always ruled by reason, however,
Aristotle provides advice on appealing to the emotions of the audience and
on presenting one’s own character in the most favorable light, each consid-
ered with special regard for the audience and the occasion of the speech.

Aristotle’s emphasis on invention leads to the neglect of commentary on
arrangement and style. The treatment of arrangement is at best sketchy, but
it does display Aristotle’s reliance on the logical in its commitment to ratio-
nal development. The section on style is more extensive and deserves spe-
cial mention because it highlights Aristotle’s rationalistic view of language, a
view no longer considered defensible. As R. H. Robins explains:

The word for Aristotle is thus the minimal meaningful unit. He further dis-
tinguishes the meaning of a word as an isolate from the meaning of a sen-
tence; a word by itself “stands for” or “indicates” . . . something, but a
sentence affirms or denies a predicate of its subject, or says that its subject
exists or does not exist. One cannot now defend this doctrine of meaning.
It is based on the formal logic that Aristotle codified and, we might say, ster-
ilized for generations. The notion that words have meaning just by stand-
ing for or indicating something, whether in the world at large or in the
human mind (both views are stated or suggested by Aristotle), leads to diff-
culties that have worried philosophers in many ages, and seriously distorts
linguistic and grammatical studies.’

It should be noted, however, that despite this unfavorable estimate, Robins
goes on to praise Aristotle as in some ways anticipating later developments in
linguistics.

Examples of Aristotelian rhetoric in the textbooks of today are few in-
deed. Edward P. J. Corbett’s Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student
(1971) and Richard Hughes and Albert Duhamel’s Principles of Rhetoric
(1967) revive the tradition. Most textbooks that claim to be Aristotelian are
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operating within the paradigm of what has come to be known as Current-
Traditional Rhetoric, a category that might also be called the Positivist.

The Positivist or Current-Traditional group clearly dominates thinking
about writing instruction today. The evidence is the staggering number of
textbooks that yearly espouse its principles. The origins of Current-
Traditional Rhetoric, as Albert Kitzhaber showed in his dissertation (Univer-
sity of Washington, 1953) on “Rhetoric in American Colleges,” can be found
in the late nineteenth-century rhetoric texts of A. S. Hill, Barett Wendell, and
John F. Genung. But its epistemological stance can be found in eighteenth-
century Scottish Common Sense Realism as expressed in the philosophy of
Thomas Reid and James Beattie, and in the rhetorical treatises of George
Campbell, Hugh Blair, and to a lesser extent, Richard Whately.

For Common Sense Realism, the certain existence of the material world
is indisputable. All knowledge is founded on the simple correspondence be-
tween sense impressions and the faculties of the mind. This so far sounds like
the Aristotelian world view, but is in fact a conscious departure from it. Com-
mon Sense Realism denies the value of the deductive method —syllogistic
reasoning—in arriving at knowledge. Truth is instead discovered through in-
duction alone. It is the individual sense impression that provides the basis on
which all knowledge can be built. Thus the new scientific logic of Locke re-
places the old deductive logic of Aristotle as the method for understanding
experience. The world is still rational, but its system is to be discovered
through the experimental method, not through logical categories grounded
in a mental faculty. The state of affairs characterizing the emergence of the
new epistemology is succinctly summarized by Wilbur Samuel Howell:

The old science, as the disciples of Aristotle conceived of it at the end of
the seventeenth century, had considered its function to be that of subject-
ing traditional truths to syllogistic examination, and of accepting as new
truth only what could be proved to be consistent with the old. Under that
kind of arrangement, traditional logic had taught the methods of deductive
analysis, had perfected itself in the machinery of testing propositions for
consistency, and had served at the same time as the instrument by which
truths could be arranged so as to become intelligible and convincing to
other leamed men. . . . The new science, as envisioned by its founder,
Francis Bacon, considered its function to be that of subjecting physical
and human facts to observation and experiment, and of accepting as new
truth only what could be shown to conform to the realities behind it.®

The rhetoric based on the new logic can be seen most clearly in George
Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776) and Hugh Blair’s Lectures on
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Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783). The old distinction between dialectic as
the discipline of learned discourse and rhetoric as the discipline of popular
discourse is destroyed. Rhetoric becomes the study of all forms of communi-
cation: scientific, philosophical, historical, political, legal, and even poetic.
An equally significant departure in this new rhetoric is that it contains no in-
ventional system. Truth is to be discovered outside the rhetorical enterprise —
through the method, usually the scientific method, of the appropriate
discipline, or, as in poetry and oratory, through genius.

The aim of rhetoric is to teach how to adapt the discourse to its hear-
ers—and here the uncomplicated correspondence of the faculties and the
world is emphasized. When the individual is freed from the biases of lan-
guage, society, or history, the senses provide the mental faculties with a clear
and distinct image of the world. The world readily surrenders its meaning to
anyone who observes it properly, and no operation of the mind—logical or
otherwise —is needed to arrive at truth. To communicate, the speaker or
writer—both now included—need only provide the language which corre-
sponds either to the objects in the external world or to the ideas in his or her
own mind —both are essentially the same —in such a way that it reproduces
the objects and the experience of them in the minds of the hearers (Cohen,
pp. 38-42). As Campbell explains, “Thus language and thought, like body
and soul, are made to correspond, and the qualities of the one exactly to co-
operate with those of the other.”” The emphasis in this rhetoric is on adapt-
ing what has been discovered outside the rhetorical enterprise to the minds
of the hearers. The study of rhetoric thus focuses on developing skill in
arrangement and style.

Given this epistemological field in a rhetoric that takes all communica-
tion as its province, discourse tends to be organized according to the facul-
ties to which it appeals. A scheme that is at once relevant to current
composition theory and typical in its emulation of Campbell, Blair, and
Whately can be found in John Francis Genung’s The Practical Elements of

" Rhetoric (1886).% For Genung the branches of discourse fall into four cate-

gories. The most “fundamental” mode appeals to understanding and is con-
cerned with transmitting truth, examples of which are “history, biography,
fiction, essays, treatises, criticism.” The second and third groups are descrip-
tion and narration, appealing again to the understanding, but leading the
reader to “feel the thought as well as think it.” For Genung “the purest out-
come” of this kind of writing is poetry. The fourth kind of discourse, “the
most complex literary type,” is oratory. This kind is concerned with persua-
sion and makes its special appeal to the will, but in so doing involves all the
faculties. Genung goes on to create a further distinction that contributed to
the departmentalizatiog of English and Speech and the division of English
: &~
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into literature and composition. Persuasion is restricted to considerations of
experts in the spoken language and poetry to discussions of literature teach-
ers, now first appearing. College writing courses, on the other hand, are to
focus on discourse that appeals to the understanding— exposition, narration,
description, and argumentation (distinct now from persuasion). It is signifi-
cant, moreover, that college rhetoric is to be concerned solely with the com-
munication of truth that is certain and empirically verifiable—in other
words, not probabilistic.

Genung, along with his contemporaries A. S. Hill and Barrett Wendell,
sets the pattern for most modern composition textbooks, and their works
show striking similarities to the vast majority of texts published today.” It is
discouraging that generations after Freud and Einstein, college students are
encouraged to embrace a view of reality based on a mechanistic physics and
a naive faculty psychology—and all in the name of a convenient pedagogy.

The next theory of composition instruction to be considered arose as a
reaction to current-traditional rhetoric. Its clearest statements are located in
the work of Ken Macrorie, William Coles, Jr., James E. Miller and Stephen
Judy, and the so-called “Pre-Writing School” of D. Gordon Rohman, Albert
O. Wlecke, Clinton S. Burhans, and Donald Stewart (see Harrington, et al.,
pp. 645-647). Frequent assertions of this view, however, have appeared in
American public schools in the twentieth century under the veil of includ-
ing “creative expression” in the English curriculum.!® The roots of this view
of rhetoric in America can be traced to Emerson and the Transcendental-
ists, and its ultimate source is to be found in Plato.

In the Platonic scheme, truth is not based on sensory experience since
the material world is always in flux and thus unreliable. Truth is instead
discovered through an internal apprehension, a private vision of a world
that transcends the physical. As Robert Cushman explains in Therepeia
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1958), “The central
theme of Platonism regarding knowledge is that truth is not brought to
man, but man to the truth” (p. 213). A striking corollary of this view is that
ultimate truth can be discovered by the individual, but cannot be commu-
nicated. Truth can be learned but not taught. The purpose of rhetoric then
becomes not the transmission of truth, but the correction of error, the re-
moval of that which obstructs the personal apprehension of the truth. And
the method is dialectic, the interaction of two interlocutors of good will in-
tent on arriving at knowledge. Because the respondents are encouraged to
break out of their ordinary perceptual set, to become free of the material
world and of past error, the dialectic is often disruptive, requiring the aban-
donment of long held conventions and opinions. Preparing the soul to dis-
cover truth is often painful.
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Plato’s epistemology leads to a unique view of language. Because ulti-
mate truths cannot be communicated, language can only deal with the
realm of error, the world of flux, and act, as Gerald L. Bruns explains, as “a
preliminary exercise which must engage the soul before the encounter with
‘the knowable and truly real being’ is possible” (p. 16). Truth is finally inex-
pressible, is beyond the resources of language. Yet Plato allows for the possi-
bility that language may be used to communicate essential realities. In the
Republic he speaks of using analogy to express ultimate truth, and in the
Phaedrus, even as thetoric is called into question, he employs an analogical
method in his discussion of the soul and love. Language, it would appear,
can be of some use in trying to communicate the absolute, or at least to ap-
proximate the experience of it.

The major tenets of this Platonic rhetoric form the center of what are
commonly called “Expressionist” textbooks. Truth is conceived as the result
of a private vision that must be constantly consulted in writing. These text-
books thus emphasize writing as a “personal” activity, as an expression of
one’s unique voice. In Writing and Reality (New York: Harper and Row,
1978), James Miller and Stephen Judy argue that “all good writing is per-
sonal, whether it be an abstract essay or a private letter,” and that an impor-
tant justification for writing is “to sound the depths, to explore, and to
discover.” The reason is simple: “Form in language grows from content—
something the writer has to say—and that something, in turn, comes directly
from the self” (pp. 12, 15). Ken Macrorie constantly emphasizes “Telling
Truths,” by which he means a writer must be “true to the feeling of his expe-
rience.” His thrust throughout is on speaking in “an authentic voice” (also in
Donald Stewart’s The Authentic Voice: A Pre-Writing Approach to Student
Writing, based on the work of Rohman and Wlecke), indicating by this the
writer’s private sense of things.!! This placement of the self at the center of
communication is also, of course, everywhere present in Coles’ The Plural I
(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1978).

One obvious objection to my reading of these expressionist theories is
that their conception of truth can in no way be seen as comparable to Plato’s
transcendent world of ideas. While this cannot be questioned, it should also
be noted that no member of this school is a relativist intent on denying the
possibility of any certain truth whatever. All believe in the existence of verifi-
able truths and find them, as does Plato, in private experience, divorced
from the impersonal data of sense experience. All also urge the interaction
between writer and reader, a feature that leads to another point of similarity
with Platonic rhetoric —the dialectic.

Most expressionist theories rely on classroom procedures that encourage
the writer to interact in dialogue with the members of the class. The purpose
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is to get rid of what is untrue to the private vision of the writer, what is, in a
word, inauthentic. Coles, for example, conceives of writing as an unteach-
able act, a kind of behavior that can be learned but not taught. (See espe-
cially the preface to The Plural 1) His response to this denial of his
pedagogical role is to provide a classroom environment in which the student
learns to write —although he or she is not taught to write — through dialectic.
The Plural 1, in fact, reveals Coles and his students engaging in a dialogue de-
signed to lead both teacher and class—Coles admits that he always learns in
his courses—to the discovery of what can be known but not communicated.
This view of truth as it applies to writing is the basis of Coles’ classroom activ-
ity. Dialogue can remove error, but it is up to the individual to discover ulti-
mate knowledge. The same emphasis on dialectic can also be found in the
texts of Macrorie and of Miller and Judy. Despite their insistence on the self
as the source of all content, for example, Miller and Judy include “making
connections with others in dialogue and discussion” (p. 5), and Macrorie
makes the discussion of student papers the central activity of his classroom.

This emphasis on dialectic, it should be noted, is not an attempt to ad-
just the message to the audience, since doing so would clearly constitute a
violation of the self. Instead the writer is trying to use others to get rid of
what is false to the self, what is insincere and untrue to the individual’s own
sense of things, as evidenced by the use of language —the theory of which
constitutes the final point of concurrence between modern Expressionist
and Platonic rhetorics.

Most Expressionist textbooks emphasize the use of metaphor either di-
rectly or by implication. Coles, for example, sees the major task of the writer
to be avoiding the imitation of conventional expressions because they limit
what the writer can say. The fresh, personal vision demands an original use
of language. Rohman and Wlecke, as well as the textbook by Donald Stew-
art based on their research, are more explicit. They specifically recommend
the cultivation of the ability to make analogies (along with meditation and
journal writing) as an inventional device. Macrorie makes metaphor one of
the prime features of “good writing” (p. 21) and in one form or another takes
it up again and again in Telling Writing. The reason for this emphasis is not
hard to discover. In communicating, language does not have as its referent
the object in the external world or an idea of this object in the mind. In-
stead, to present truth language must rely on original metaphors in order to
capture what is unique in each personal vision. The private apprehension of
the real relies on the metaphoric appeal from the known to the unknown,
from the public and accessible world of the senses to the inner and privi-
leged immaterial realm, in order to be made available to others. As in Plato,
the analogical method offers the only avenue to expressing the true.
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The clearest pedagogical expression of the New Rhetoric—or what
might be called Epistemic Rhetoric —is found in Ann E. Berthoft’s Forming/
Thinking/Writing: The Composing Imagination (Rochelle Park, N.J.: Hay-
den, 1978) and Richard E. Young, Alton L. Becker, and Kenneth L. Pike’s
Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1970). These books have behind them the rhetorics of such figures as I. A,
Richards and Kenneth Burke and the philosophical statements of Susan
Langer, Ernst Cassirer, and John Dewey. Closely related to the work of
Berthoff and Young, Becker, and Pike are the cognitive-developmental ap-
proaches of such figures as James Moffett, Linda Flower, Andrea Lunsford,
and Barry Kroll. While their roots are different—located in the realm of cog-
nitive psychology and empirical linguistics—their methods are strikingly
similar. In this discussion, however, I intend to call exclusively upon the
textbooks of Berthoff and of Young, Becker, and Pike to make my case, ac-
knowledging at the start that there are others that could serve as well. De-
spite differences, their approaches most comprehensively display a view of
rhetoric as epistemic, as a means of arriving at truth.

Classical Rhetoric considers truth to be located in the rational operation
of the mind, Positivist Rhetoric in the correct perception of sense impres-
sions, and Neo-Platonic Rhetoric within the individual, attainable only
through an internal apprehension. In each case knowledge is a commodity
situated in a permanent location, a repository to which the individual goes
to be enlightened.

For the New Rhetoric, knowledge is not simply a static entity available
for retrieval. Truth is dynamic and dialectical, the result of a process involv-
ing the interaction of opposing elements. It is a relation that is created, not
pre-existent and waiting to be discovered. The basic elements of the dialec-
tic are the elements that make up the communication process—writer
(speaker), audience, reality, language. Communication is always basic to the
epistemology underlying the New Rhetoric because truth is always truth for
someone standing in relation to others in a linguistically circumscribed situ-
ation. The elements of the communication process thus do not simply pro-
vide a convenient way of talking about rhetoric. They form the elements
that go into the very shaping of knowledge.

It is this dialectical notion of rhetoric—and of rhetoric as the determiner
of reality—that underlies the textbooks of Berthoff and of Young, Becker,
and Pike. In demonstrating this thesis I will consider the elements of the di-
alectic alone or in pairs, simply because they are more easily handled this
way in discussion. It should not be forgotten, however, that in operation they
are always simultaneously in a relationship of one to all, constantly modify-
ing their values in response to each other.
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The New Rhetoric denies that truth is discoverable in sense impression
since this data must always be interpreted —structured and organized —in
order to have meaning. The perceiver is of course the interpreter, but she is
likewise unable by herself to provide truth since meaning cannot be made
apart from the data of experience. Thus Berthoff cites Kant’s “Percepts with-
out concepts are empty; concepts without percepts are blind” (p. 13). Later
she explains: “The brain puts things together, composing the percepts by
which we can make sense of the world. We don’t just ‘have’ a visual experi-
ence and then by thinking ‘have’ a mental experience; the mutual depen-
dence of seeing and knowing is what a modern psychologist has in mind
when he speaks of ‘the intelligent eye’” (p. 44). Young, Becker, and Pike
state the same notion:

Constantly changing, bafflingly complex, the external world is not a neat,
well-ordered place replete with meaning, but an enigma requiring inter-
pretation. This interpretation is the result of a transaction between events
in the external world and the mind of the individual —between the world
“out there” and the individual’s previous experience, knowledge, values, at-
titudes, and desires. Thus the mirrored world is not just the sum total of
eardrum rattles, retinal excitations, and so on; it is a creation that reflects
the peculiarities of the perceiver as well as the peculiarities of what is per-

ceived. (p. 25)

Language is at the center of this dialectical interplay between the indi-
vidual and the world. For Neo-Aristotelians, Positivists, and Neo-Platonists,
truth exists prior to language so that the difficulty of the writer or speaker is
to find the appropriate words to communicate knowledge. For the New
Rhetoric truth is impossible without language since it is language that em-
bodies and generates truth. Young, Becker, and Pike explain:

Language provides a way of unitizing experience: a set of symbols that
label recurring chunks of experience.. . . Language depends on our seeing
certain experiences as constant or repeatable. And seeing the world as re-
peatable depends, in part at least, on language. A language is, in a sense, a
theory of the universe, a way of selecting and grouping experience in a
fairly consistent and predictable way. (p. 27)

Berthoff agrees: “The relationship between thought and language is dialecti-
cal: ideas are conceived by language; language is generated by thought” (p.
47). Rather than truth being prior to language, language is prior to truth and
determines what shapes truth can take. Language does not correspond to
the “real world.” It creates the “real world” by organizing it, by determining

265 - 274



Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

what will be perceived and not perceived, by indicating what has meaning
and what is meaningless.

The audience of course enters into this play of language. Current-
Traditional Rhetoric demands that the audience be as “objective” as the
writer; both shed personal and social concerns in the interests of the unob-
structed perception of empirical reality. For Neo-Platonic Rhetoric the audi-
ence is a check to the false note of the inauthentic and helps to detect error,
but it is not involved in the actual discovery of truth—a purely personal mat-
ter. Neo-Aristotelians take the audience seriously as a force to be considered
in shaping the message. Still, for all its discussion of the emotional and ethi-
cal appeals, Classical Rhetoric emphasizes rational structures, and the con-
cern for the audience is only a concession to the imperfection of human
nature. In the New Rhetoric the message arises out of the interaction of the
writer, language, reality, and the audience. Truths are operative only within
a given universe of discourse, and this universe is shaped by all of these ele-
ments, including the audience. As Young, Becker, and Pike explain:

The writer must first understand the nature of his own interpretation and
how it differs from the interpretations of others. Since each man segments
experience into discrete, repeatable units, the writer can begin by asking
how his way of segmenting and ordering experience differs from his
reader’s. How do units of time, space, the visible world, social organization,
and so on differ? . . .

Human differences are the raw material of writing— differences in ex-
periences and ways of segmenting them, differences in values, purposes,
and goals. They are our reason for wishing to communicate. Through
communication we create community, the basic value underlying rhetoric.
To do so, we must overcome the barriers to communication that are, para-
doxically, the motive for communication. (p. 30)

Ann E. Berthoff also includes this idea in her emphasis on meaning as a
function of relationship.

Meanings are relationships. Seeing means “seeing relationships,” whether
we're talking about seeing as perception or seeing as understanding. “1 see
what you mean” means “I understand how you put that together so that it
makes sense.” The way we make sense of the world is to see something with
respect to, in terms of, in relation to something else. We can’t make sense of
one thing by itself; it must be seen as being like another thing; or next to,
across from, coming after another thing; or as a repetition of another thing.
Something makes sense—is meaningful —only if it is taken with something

else. (p. 44)
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The dialectical view of reality, language, and the audience redefines the
writer. In Current-Traditional Rhetoric the writer must efface himself; stated
differently, the writer must focus on experience in a way that makes possible
the discovery of certain kinds of information —the empirical and rational —
and the neglect of others—psychological and social concerns. In Neo-
Platonic Rhetoric the writer is at the center of the rhetorical act, but is
finally isolated, cut off from community, and left to the lonely business of
discovering truth alone. Neo-Aristotelian Rhetoric exalts the writer, but cir-
cumscribes her effort by its emphasis on the rational —the enthymeme and
example. The New Rhetoric sees the writer as a creator of meaning, a shaper
of reality, rather than a passive receptor of the immutably given. “When you
write,” explains Berthoff, “you don’t follow somebody else’s scheme; you de-
sign your own. As a writer, you learn to make words behave the way you
want them to. . . . Learning to write is not a matter of learning the rules that
govern the use of the semicolon or the names of sentence structures, nor is it
a matter of manipulating words; it is a matter of making meanings, and that
is the work of the active mind” (p. 11). Young, Becker, and Pike concur:
“We have sought to develop a rhetoric that implies that we are all citizens of
an extraordinarily diverse and disturbed world, that the ‘truths’ we live by are
tentative and subject to change, that we must be discoverers of new truths as
well as preservers and transmitter of old, and that enlightened cooperation is
the preeminent ethical goal of communication” (p. 9).

This version of the composing process leads to a view of what can be
taught in the writing class that rivals Aristotelian rhetoric in its comprehen-
siveness. Current-Traditional and Neo-Platonic Rhetoric deny the place of
invention in rhetoric because for both truth is considered external and self-
evident, accessible to anyone who seeks it in the proper spirit. Like Neo-
Aristotelian Rhetoric, the New Rhetoric sees truth as probabilistic, and it
provides students with techniques—heuristics—for discovering it, or what
might more accurately be called creating it. This does not mean, however,
that arrangement and style are regarded as unimportant, as in Neo-Platonic
Rhetoric. In fact, the attention paid to these matters in the New Rhetoric ri-
vals that paid in Current-Traditional Rhetoric, but not because they are the
only teachable part of the process. Structure and language are a part of the
formation of meaning, are at the center of the discovery of truth, not simply
the dress of thought. From the point of view of pedagogy, New Rhetoric thus
treats in depth all the offices of classical rhetoric that apply to written lan-
guage —invention, arrangement, and style —and does so by calling upon the
best that has been thought and said about them by contemporary observers.

In talking and writing about the matters that form the substance of this
essay, at my back I always hear the nagging (albeit legitimate) query of the
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overworked writing teacher: But what does all this have to do with the teach-
ing of freshman composition? My answer is that it is more relevant than
most of us are prepared to admit. In teaching writing, we are not simply of-
fering training in a useful technical skill that is meant as a simple comple-
ment to the more important studies of other areas. We are teaching a way of
experiencing the world, a way of ordering and making sense of it. As I have
shown, subtly informing our statements about invention, arrangement, and
even style are assumptions about the nature of reality. If the textbooks that
sell the most copies tell us anything, they make abundantly clear that most
writing teachers accept the assumptions of Current-Traditional Rhetoric,
the view that arose contemporaneously with the positivistic position of mod-
ern science. Yet most of those who use these texts would readily admit that
the scientific world view has demonstrated its inability to solve the problems
that most concern us, problems that are often themselves the result of scien-
tific “breakthroughs.” And even many scientists concur with them in this
view—Oppenheimer and Einstein, for example. In our writing classrooms,
however, we continue to offer a view of composing that insists on a version
of reality that is sure to place students at a disadvantage in addressing the
problems that will confront them in both their professional and private
experience.

Neo-Platonic, Neo-Aristotelian, and what I have called New Rhetoric
are reactions to the inadequacy of Current-Traditional Rhetoric to teach stu-
dents a notion of the composing process that will enable them to become ef-
fective persons as they become effective writers. While my sympathies are
obviously with the last of these reactions, the three can be considered as one
in their efforts to establish new directions for a modern rhetoric. Viewed in
this way, the difference between them and Current-Traditional Rhetoric is
analogous to the difference Richard Rorty has found in what he calls, in Phi-
losophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1979), hermeneutic and epistemological philosophy. The hermeneu-
tic approach to rhetoric bases the discipline on establishing an open dia-
logue in the hopes of reaching agreement about the truth of the matter at
hand. Current-Traditional Rhetoric views the rhetorical situation as an
arena where the truth is incontrovertibly established by a speaker or writer
more enlightened than her audience. For the hermeneuticist truth is never
fixed finally on unshakable grounds. Instead it emerges only after false starts
and failures, and it can only represent a tentative point of rest in a continu-
ing conversation. Whatever truth is arrived at, moreover, is always the prod-
uct of individuals calling on the full range of their humanity, with esthetic
and moral considerations given at least as much importance as any others.
For Current-Traditional Rhetoric truth is empirically based and can only be
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achieved through subverting a part of the human response to experience.
Truth then stands forever, a tribute to its method, triumphant over what
most of us consider important in life, successful through subserving writer,
audience, and language to the myth of an objective reality.

One conclusion should now be incontestable. The numerous recom-
mendations of the “process”-centered approaches to writing instruction as
superior to the “product”-centered approaches are not very useful. Everyone
teaches the process of writing, but everyone does not teach the same process.
The test of one’s competence as a composition instructor, it seems to me, re-
sides in being able to recognize and justify the version of the process being
taught, complete with all of its significance for the student.

NOTES

1. I have in mind Richard Fulkerson, “Four Philosophies of Composition,” College
Composition and Communication, 30 (1979), 343-48; David V. Harrington, et al., “A Critical
Survey of Resources for Teaching Rhetorical Invention,” College English, 40 (1979), 641-61;
William F. Woods, “Composition Textbooks and Pedagogical Theory 1960-80,” CE, 43
(1981), 393-409.

2. “Rewording the Rhetoric of Composition,” PRE/TEXT, 1 (1980), 39. 1 am indebted to
Professor Kameen’s classification of pedagogical theories for the suggestiveness of his
method; my conclusions, however, are substantially different.

3. There is still another reason for pursuing the method I recommend, one that explains
why rhetorical principles are now at the center of discussions in so many different disciplines.
When taken together, writer, reality, audience, and language identify an epistemic field—the
basic conditions that determine what knowledge will be knowable, what not knowable, and
how the knowable will be communicated. This epistemic field is the point of departure for
numerous studies, although the language used to describe it varies from thinker to thinker.
Examples are readily available. In Science and the Modern World (New York: Macmillan,
1926), A. N. Whitehead sees this field as a product of the “fundamental assumptions which
adherents of all variant systems within the epoch unconsciously presuppose” (p. 71). Susanne
Langer, in Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979),
calls it the “tacit, fundamental way of seeing things” (p. 6). Michael Polanyi uses the terms
“tacit knowledge” in Personal Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).
Michel Foucault, in The Order of Things (1971; rpt. New York: Vintage Books, 1973), speaks
of the “episteme,” and Thomas Kuhn, in Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1970), discusses at length the “paradigm” that underlies a scientific
discipline. The historian Hayden White, in Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in
Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), has trans-
lated the elements of the composing process into terms appropriate to the writing of history,
seeing the historical field as being made up of the historian, the historical record, the histori-
cal accounts, and an audience. One compelling reason for studying composition theory is
that it so readily reveals its epistemic field, thus indicating, for example, a great deal about the
way a particular historical period defines itself—a fact convincingly demonstrated in Murray
Cohen’s Sensible Words: Linguistic Practice in England 1640-1785 (Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 1977), a detailed study of English grammars.
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4. See Gerald L. Bruns, Modern Poetry and the Idea of Language (New Haven, Ct.:
Yale University Press, 1974), p. 34.

5. Ancient and Mediaeval Grammatical Theory in Europe (London: G. Bell and Sons,
1951), pp- 20-21.

6. Eighteenth-Century British Logic and Rhetoric (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1971), pp. 5-6.

7. The Philosophy of Rhetoric, ed. Lloyd F. Bitzer (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 1963), p. 215.

8. For a more detailed discussion of Genung see my “John Genung and Contemporary
Composition Theory: The Triumph of the Eighteenth Century,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly,
11 (1981), 74-84.

9. For an analysis of modern composition textbooks, see James A. Berlin and Robert P.
Inkster, “Current-Traditional Rhetoric: Paradigm and Practice,” Freshman English News, 8
(1980), 1-4, 13-14.

10. Kenneth J. Kantor, “Creative Expression in the English Curriculum: A Historical
Perspective,” Research in the Teaching of English, 9 (1975), 5-29.
11. Telling Writing (Rochelle Park, N J.: Hayden Book Company, 1978), p. 13.
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SECTION THREE

Scientific Talk

Developmental Schemes

Among James Berlin’s epistemological categories in “Contemporary Com-
position” there is positivism. The assumptions that are carried by posi-
tivism remain the most pervasive for our society and for composition
studies (though not without some sharp criticism). Implicit in the term
(and the concept) is that knowledge is scaffolded, building upon itself, al-
ways ascending. So given rhetoric’s and thereby composition’s concern
with mind, and given the cognitive emphasis of Woods Hole, the positivis-
tic schemes that composition found most attractive were those concerning
cognitive development.

The stages of development were determined by Jean Piaget’s develop-
mental scheme, and the approach to tapping into the “natural” process of
cognitive development was inductive reasoning, a process of discovery. In
1968, James Moffett published Teaching the Universe of Discourse, a devel-
opmental scheme for teaching discourse that spanned from the elementary
grades to the secondary. The curricular stages he developed —from the ego-
centric to the public: interior dialogue to conversation to correspondence to
public narrative—follow the cognitive stages of development offered by Pi-
aget. Piaget’s interpretation of the mind as structuring knowledge systemati-
cally, his genetic epistemology, continues to hold sway with the education
community. And since language plays a crucial role in his developmental
scheme, it holds a particular attraction for compositionists. This attraction
becomes magnified in the work of Lev Vygotsky, a contemporary of Piaget’s.
For Vygotsky, language doesn’t just play a role; language is central, that
which provides for our conceptions of reality. Vygotsky’s concept of “inner
speech,” in which Piaget’s egocentric speech doesn’t disappear but becomes
internalized and removed from the sounds of discourse, causes Piaget to re-
vise his theories.
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So intriguing and suggestive are the language and thought connections
provided by Piaget and Vygotsky that composition becomes obsessed with
recognizing those stages, fostering their development, believing in their lack
when expectations for student writing are not met. Other developmental
schemes, like William Perry’s scheme of ethical and intellectual develop-
ment in college, gain new attention. Mina Shaughnessy—who first coins
the term “Basic Writer” to describe college writers otherwise termed “devel-
opmental” or “remedial” —creates a parody of developmental schemes to
discuss how teachers come to consider basic writers when first confronted
with them. And although not developmental, Linda Flower and John R.
Hayes turn to the cognitive sciences, the research method of protocol analy-
sis developed by Carl Jung, to build a model of the composing process.
Mike Rose, Ann Berthoff, and Patricia Bizzell provide the cross-talk: Rose
using his own understanding of cognitive psychology to question some of
the assertions arising within composition studies’ cognitivists, Berthoft look-
ing to other schemes, and Bizzell calling the whole turn to cognition into
question.
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A Cognitive Process Theory
of Writing

LINDA FLOWER AND JOHN R. HAYES

There is a venerable tradition in rhetoric and composition which sees the
composing process as a series of decisions and choices.! However, it is no
longer easy simply to assert this position, unless you are prepared to answer a
number of questions, the most pressing of which probably is: “What then are
the criteria which govern that choice?” Or we could put it another way:
“What guides the decisions writers make as they write?” In a recent survey of
composition research, Odell, Cooper, and Courts noticed that some of the
most thoughtful people in the field are giving us two reasonable but some-
what different answers:

How do writers actually go about choosing diction, syntactic and organiza-
tional patterns, and context? Kinneavy claims that one’s purpose —inform-
ing, persuading, expressing, or manipulating language for its own sake—
guides these choices. Moffett and Gibson contend that these choices are
determined by one’s sense of the relation of speaker, subject, and audi-
ence. Is either of these two claims borne out by the actual practice of writ-
ers engaged in drafting or revising? Does either premise account
adequately for the choices writers make??

Rhetoricians such as Lloyd Bitzer and Richard Vatz have energetically
debated this question in still other terms. Lloyd Bitzer argues that speech al-
ways occurs as a response to a rhetorical situation, which he succinctly de-
fines as containing an exigency (which demands a response), an audience,

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 32.4 (December 1981): 365-87.
Used with permission.
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and a set of constraints.’ In response to this “situation-driven” view, Vatz
claims that the speaker’s response, and even the rhetorical situation itself,
are determined by the imagination and art of the speaker.*

Finally, James Britton has asked the same question and offered a lin-
guist’s answer, namely, that syntactic and lexical choices guide the process.

It is tempting to think of writing as a process of making linguistic choices
from one’s repertoire of syntactic structures and lexical items. This would
suggest that there is a meaning, or something to be expressed, in the
writer's mind, and that he proceeds to choose, from the words and struc-
tures he has at his disposal, the ones that best match his meaning. But is
that really how it happens?®

"To most of us it may seemn reasonable to suppose that all of these forces—
“purposes,” “relationships,” “exigencies,” “language” —have a hand in guiding
the writer’s process, but it is not at all clear how they do so or how they inter-
act. Do they, for example, work in elegant and graceful coordination, or as
competitive forces constantly vying for control? We think that the best way to
answer these questions—to really understand the nature of rhetorical choices
in good and poor writers—is to follow James Britton’s lead and turn our atten-
tion to the writing process itself: to ask, “but is that really how it happens?”

This paper will introduce a theory of the cognitive processes involved in
composing in an effort to lay groundwork for more detailed study of think-
ing processes in writing. This theory is based on our work with protocol
analysis over the past five years and has, we feel, a good deal of evidence to
support it. Nevertheless, it is for us a working hypothesis and springboard for
further research, and we hope that insofar as it suggests testable hypotheses
it will be the same for others. Our cognitive process theory rests on four key
points, which this paper will develop:

1. The process of writing is best understood as a set of distinctive think-
ing processes which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of
composing.

2. These processes have a hierarchical, highly embedded organization
in which any given process can be embedded within any other.

3. The act of composing itself is a goal-directed thinking process,
guided by the writer’s own growing network of goals.

4. Writers create their own goals in two key ways: by generating both
high-level goals and supporting sub-goals which embody the writer’s
developing sense of purpose, and then, at times, by changing major
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goals or even establishing entirely new ones based on what has been
learned in the act of writing.

1. Writing is best understood as a set of distinctive thinking processes
which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of composing.

To many this point may seem self-evident, and yet it is in marked con-
trast to our current paradigm for composing—the stage process model. This
familiar metaphor or model describes the composing process as a linear se-
ries of stages, separated in time, and characterized by the gradual develop-
ment of the written product. The best examples of stage models are the
Pre-Write/Write/Re-Write model of Gordon Rohman® and The Concep-
tion/Incubation/Production model of Britton et al.’”

STAGE MODELS OF WRITING

Without doubt, the wide acceptance of Pre-Writing has helped improve the
teaching of composition by calling attention to planning and discovery as le-
gitimate parts of the writing process. Yet many question whether this linear
stage model is really an accurate or useful description of the composing
process itself. The problem with stage descriptions of writing is that they
model the growth of the written product, not the inner process of the person
producing it. “Pre-Writing” is the stage before words emerge on paper;
“Writing” is the stage in which a product is being produced; and “Re-Writ-
ing” is a final reworking of that product. Yet both common sense and re-
search tell us that writers are constantly planning (pre-writing) and revising
(re-writing) as they compose (write), not in clean-cut stages.® Furthermore,
the sharp distinctions stage models make between the operations of plan-
ning, writing, and revising may seriously distort how these activities work.
For example, Nancy Sommers has shown that revision, as it is carried out by
skilled writers, is not an end-of-the-line repair process, but is a constant
process of “re-vision” or re-seeing that goes on while they are composing.” A
more accurate model of the composing process would need to recognize
those basic thinking processes which unite planning and revision. Because
stage models take the final product as their reference point, they offer an in-
adequate account of the more intimate, moment-by-moment intellectual
process of composing. How, for example, is the output of one stage, such as
pre-writing or incubation, transferred to the next? As every writer knows,
having good ideas doesn’t automatically produce good prose. Such models
are typically silent on the inner processes of decision and choice.
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A COGNITIVE PROCESS MODEL

A cognitive process theory of writing, such as the one presented here, repre-
sents a major departure from the traditional paradigm of stages in this way:
in a stage model the major units of analysis are stages of completion which
reflect the growth of a written product, and these stages are organized in a
linear sequence or structure. In a process model, the major units of analysis
are elementary mental processes, such as the process of generating ideas.
And these processes have a hierarchical structure (see p. 288, below) such
that idea generation, for example, is a sub-process of Planning. Further-
more, each of these mental acts may occur at any time in the composing
process. One major advantage of identifying these basic cognitive processes
or thinking skills writers use is that we can then compare the composing
strategies of good and poor writers. And we can look at writing in a much
more detailed way.

In psychology and linguistics, one traditional way of looking carefully at
a process is to build a model of what you see. A model is a metaphor for a
process: a way to describe something, such as the composing process, which
refuses to sit still for a portrait. As a hypothesis about a dynamic system, it at-
tempts to describe the parts of the system and how they work together. Mod-
eling a process starts as a problem in design. For example, imagine that you
have been asked to start from scratch and design an imaginary, working
“Writer.” In order to build a “Writer” or a theoretical system that would re-
flect the process of a real writer, you would want to do at least three things:

1. First, you would need to define the major elements or sub-processes
that make up the larger process of writing. Such sub-processes would
include planning, retrieving information from long-term memory,
reviewing, and so on.

2. Second, you would want to show how these various elements of the
process interact in the total process of writing. For example, how is
“knowledge” about the audience actually integrated into the mo-
ment-to-moment act of composing?

3. And finally, since a model is primarily a tool for thinking with, you
would want your model to speak to critical questions in the disci-
pline. It should help you see things you didn’t see before.

Obviously, the best way to model the writing process is to study a
writer in action, and there are many ways to do this. However, people’s
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after-the-fact, introspective analysis of what they did while writing is noto-
riously inaccurate and likely to be influenced by their notions of what
they should have done. Therefore we turned to protocol analysis, which
has been successfully used to study other cognitive processes.!? Unlike in-
trospective reports, thinking aloud protocols capture a detailed record of
what is going on in the writer'’s mind during the act of composing itself.
To collect a protocol, we give writers a problem, such as “Write an article
on your job for the readers of Seventeen magazine,” and then ask them to
compose out loud near an unobtrusive tape recorder. We ask them to
work on the task as they normally would —thinking, jotting notes, and
writing—except that they must think out loud. They are asked to verbal-
ize everything that goes through their minds as they write, including stray
notions, false starts, and incomplete or fragmentary thought. The writers
are not asked to engage in any kind of introspection or self-analysis while
writing, but simply to think out loud while working like a person talking
to herself:

The transcript of this session, which may amount to 20 pages for an
hour session, is called a protocol. As a research tool, a protocol is extraordi-
narily rich in data and, together with the writer’s notes and manuscript, it
gives us a very detailed picture of the writer’s composing process. It lets us
see not only the development of the written product but many of the intel-
lectual processes which produced it. The model of the writing process pre-
sented in Figure 1 attempts to account for the major thinking processes and
constraints we saw at work in these protocols. But note that it does not spec-
ify the order in which they are invoked.

The act of writing involves three major elements which are reflected in
the three units of the model: the task environment, the writer’s long-term
memory, and the writing processes. The task environment includes all of
those things outside the writer’s skin, starting with the rhetorical problem or
assignment and eventually including the growing text itself. The second ele-
ment is the writer’s long-term memory in which the writer has stored knowl-
edge, not only of the topic, but of the audience and of various writing plans.
The third element in our model contains writing processes themselves,
specifically the basic processes of Planning, Translating, and Reviewing,
which are under the control of a Monitor.

This model attempts to account for the processes we saw in the compos-
ing protocols. It is also a guide to research, which asks us to explore each of
these elements and their interaction more fully. Since this model is de-
scribed in detail elsewhere,!! let us focus here on some ways each element
contributes to the overall process.
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A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing

OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL

The Rhetorical Problem

At the beginning of composing, the most important element is obviously the
thetorical problem itself. A school assignment is a simplified version of
such a problem, describing the writer’s topic, audience, and (implicitly) her
role as student to teacher. Insofar as writing is a rhetorical act, not a mere ar-
tifact, writers attempt to “solve” or respond to this rhetorical problem by
writing something.

In theory this problem is a very complex thing: it includes not only the
rhetorical situation and audience which prompts one to write, it also in-
cludes the writer’s own goals in writing.!? A good writer is a person who can
juggle all of these demands. But in practice we have observed, as did Brit-
ton,!? that writers frequently reduce this large set of constraints to a radi-
cally simplified problem, such as “write another theme for English class.”
Redefining the problem in this way is obviously an economical strategy as
long as the new representation fits reality. But when it doesn't, there is a
catch: people only solve the problems they define for themselves. If a
writer’s representation of her rhetorical problem is inaccurate or simply un-
derdeveloped, then she is unlikely to “solve” or attend to the missing as-
pects of the problem. To sum up, defining the rhetorical problem is a
major, immutable part of the writing process. But the way in which people
choose to define a rhetorical problem to themselves can vary greatly from
writer to writer. An important goal for research then will be to discover how
this process of representing the problem works and how it affects the
writer’s performance.

The Written Text

As composing proceeds, a new element enters the task environment which
places even more constraints upon what the writer can say. Just as a title con-
strains the content of a paper and a topic sentence shapes the options of a
paragraph, each word in the growing text determines and limits the choices
of what can come next. However, the influence that the growing text exerts
on the composing process can vary greatly. When writing is incoherent, the
text may have exerted too little influence; the writer may have failed to con-
solidate new ideas with earlier statements. On the other hand, one of the
earmarks of a basic writer is a dogged concern with extending the previous
sentence!* and a reluctance to jump from local, text-bound planning to
more global decisions, such as “what do I want to cover here?”
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As we will see, the growing text makes large demands on the writer’s
time and attention during composing. But in doing so, it is competing with
two other forces which could and also should direct the composing process;
namely, the writer’s knowledge stored in long-term memory and the writer’s
plans for dealing with the rhetorical problem. It is easy, for example, to
imagine a conflict between what you know about a topic and what you
might actually want to say to a given reader, or between a graceful phrase
that completes a sentence and the more awkward point you actually wanted
to make. Part of the drama of writing is seeing how writers juggle and inte-
grate the multiple constraints of their knowledge, their plans, and their text
into the production of each new sentence.!’

The Long-Term Memory

The writer’s long-term memory, which can exist in the mind as well as in
outside resources such as books, is a storehouse of knowledge about the
topic and audience, as well as knowledge of writing plans and problem rep-
resentations. Sometimes a single cue in an assignment, such as “write a per-
suasive . . .,” can let a writer tap a stored representation of a problem and
bring a whole raft of writing plans into play.

Unlike short-term memory, which is our active processing capacity or
conscious attention, long-term memory is a relatively stable entity and has
its own internal organization of information. The problem with long-term
memory is, first of all, getting things out of it—that is, finding the cue that
will let you retrieve a network of useful knowledge. The second problem for
a writer is usually reorganizing or adapting that information to fit the de-
mands of the rhetorical problem. The phenomena of “writer-based” prose
nicely demonstrates the results of writing strategy based solely on retrieval.
The organization of a piece of writer-based prose faithfully reflects the
writer’s own discovery process and the structure of the remembered informa-
tion itself, but it often fails to transform or reorganize the knowledge to meet
the different needs of a reader.!®

Planning

People often think of planning as the act of figuring out how to get from
here to there, i.e., making a detailed plan. But our model uses the term in its
much broader sense. In the planning process writers form an internal repre-
sentation of the knowledge that will be used in writing. This internal repre-
sentation is likely to be more abstract than the writer’s prose representation
will eventually be. For example, a whole network of ideas might be repre-
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sented by a single key word. Furthermore, this representation of one’s
knowledge will not necessarily be made in language, but could be held as a
visual or perceptual code, e.g., as a fleeting image the writer must then cap-
ture in words.

Planning, or the act of building this internal representation, involves a
number of sub-processes. The most obvious is the act of generating ideas,
which includes retrieving relevant information from long-term memory.
Sometimes this information is so well developed and organized in memory
that the writer is essentially generating standard written English. At other
times one may generate only fragmentary, unconnected, even contradictory
thoughts, like the pieces of a poem that hasn’t yet taken shape.

When the structure of ideas already in the writer’s memory is not ade-
quately adapted to the current rhetorical task, the sub-process of organizing
takes on the job of helping the writer make meaning, that is, give a meaning-
ful structure to his or her ideas. The process of organizing appears to play an
important part in creative thinking and discovery since it is capable of
grouping ideas and forming new concepts. More specifically, the organizing
process allows the writer to identify categories, to search for subordinate
ideas which develop a current topic, and to search for superordinate ideas
which include or subsume the current topic. At another level the process of
organizing also attends to more strictly textual decisions about the presenta-
tion and ordering of the text. That is, writers identify first or last topics, im-
portant ideas, and presentation patterns. However, organizing is much more
than merely ordering points. And it seems clear that all rhetorical decisions
and plans for reaching the audience affect the process of organizing ideas at
all levels, because it is often guided by major goals established during the
powerful process of goal-setting.

Goal-setting is indeed a third, little-studied but major, aspect of the
planning process. The goals writers give themselves are both procedural
(e.g., “Now let's see—a—I want to start out with ‘energy’”) and substantive,
often both at the same time (e.g., “I have to relate this [engineering project]
to the economics [of energy] to show why I'm improving it and why the
stearn turbine needs to be more efficient” or “I want to suggest that—that—
um —the reader should sort of —what—what should one say—the reader
should look at what she is interested in and look at the things that give her
pleasure . ..”).

The most important thing about writing goals is the fact that they are
created by the writer. Although some well-learned plans and goals may be
drawn intact from long-term memory, most of the writer’s goals are gener-
ated, developed, and revised by the same processes that generate and orga-
nize new ideas. And this process goes on throughout composing. Just as
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goals lead a writer to generate ideas, those ideas lead to new, more complex
goals which can then integrate content and purpose.

Our own studies on goal setting to date suggest that the act of defining
one’s own rhetorical problem and setting goals is an important part of “being
creative” and can account for some important differences between good and
poor writers.!” As we will argue in the final section of this paper, the act of
developing and refining one’s own goals is not limited to a “pre-writing
stage” in the composing process, but is intimately bound up with the ongo-
ing, moment-to-moment process of composing.

Translating

This is essentially the process of putting ideas into visible language. We have
chosen the term translate for this process over other terms such as “tran-
scribe” or “write” in order to emphasize the peculiar qualities of the task.
The information generated in planning may be represented in a variety of
symbol systems other than language, such as imagery or kinetic sensations.
Trying to capture the movement of a deer on ice in language is clearly a
kind of translation. Even when the planning process represents one’s
thought in words, that representation is unlikely to be in the elaborate syn-
tax of written English. So the writer’s task is to translate a meaning, which
may be embodied in key words (what Vygotsky calls words “saturated with
sense”) and organized in a complex network of relationships, into a linear
piece of written English.

The process of translating requires the writer to juggle all the special
demands of written English, which Ellen Nold has described as lying on a
spectrum from generic and formal demands through syntactic and lexical
ones down to the motor tasks of forming letters. For children and inexperi-
enced writers, this extra burden may overwhelm the limited capacity of
short-term memory.!8 If the writer must devote conscious attention to de-
mands such as spelling and grammar, the task of translating can interfere
with the more global process of planning what one wants to say. Or one can
simply ignore some of the constraints of written English. One path pro-
duces poor or local planning, the other produces errors, and both, as Mina
Shaughnessy showed, lead to frustration for the writer.!’

In some of the most exciting and extensive research in this area, Mar-
lene Scardamalia and Carl Bereiter have looked at the ways children cope
with the cognitive demands of writing. Well-learned skills, such as sentence
construction, tend to become automatic and lost to consciousness. Because
so little of the writing process is automatic for children, they must devote
conscious attention to a variety of individual thinking tasks which adults
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perform quickly and automatically. Such studies, which trace the develop-
ment of a given skill over several age groups, can show us the hidden com-
ponents of an adult process as well as show us how children learn. For
example, these studies have been able to distinguish children’s ability to
handle idea complexity from their ability to handle syntactic complexity;
that is, they demonstrate the difference between seeing complex relation-
ships and translating them into appropriate language. In another series of
studies Bereiter and Scardamalia showed how children learn to handle the
translation process by adapting, then eventually abandoning, the discourse
conventions of conversation.??

Reviewing

As you can see in Figure 1, reviewing depends on two sub-processes: evalu-
ating and revising. Reviewing, itself, may be a conscious process in which
writers choose to read what they have written either as a springboard to fur-
ther translating or with an eye to systematically evaluating and/or revising
the text. These periods of planned reviewing frequently lead to new cycles of
planning and translating. However, the reviewing process can also occur as
an unplanned action triggered by an evaluation of either the text or one’s
own planning (that is, people revise written as well as unwritten thoughts or
statements). The sub-processes of revising and evaluating, along with gener-
ating, share the special distinction of being able to interrupt any other
process and occur at any time in the act of writing.

The Monitor

As writers compose, they also monitor their current process and progress.
The monitor functions as a writing strategist which determines when the
writer moves from one process to the next. For example, it determines how
long a writer will continue generating ideas before attempting to write prose.
Our observations suggest that this choice is determined both by the writer’s
goals and by individual writing habits or styles. As an example of varied com-
posing styles, writers appear to range from people who try to move to pol-
ished prose as quickly as possible to people who choose to plan the entire
discourse in detail before writing a word. Bereiter and Scardamalia have
shown that much of a child’s difficulty and lack of fluency lies in their lack of
an “executive routine” which would promote switching between processes
or encourage the sustained generation of ideas.! Children for example, pos-
sess the skills necessary to generate ideas, but lack the kind of monitor which
tells them to “keep using” that skill and generate a little more.
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IMPLICATIONS OF A COGNITIVE PROCESS MODEL

A model such as the one presented here is first and foremost a tool for
researchers to think with. By giving a testable shape and definition to our ob-
servations, we have tried to pose new questions to be answered. For example,
the model identifies three major processes (plan, translate, and review) and
a number of sub-processes available to the writer. And yet the first assertion
of this cognitive process theory is that people do not march through these
processes in a simple 1, 2, 3 order. Although writers may spend more time in
planning at the beginning of a composing session, planning is not a unitary
stage, but a distinctive thinking process which writers use over and over dur-
ing composing. Furthermore, it is used at all levels, whether the writer is
making a global plan for the whole text or a local representation of the
meaning of the next sentence. This then raises a question: if the process of
writing is not a sequence of stages but a set of optional actions, how are these
thinking processes in our repertory actually orchestrated or organized as we
write? The second point of our cognitive process theory offers one answer to
this question.

2. The processes of writing are hierarchically organized, with component
processes embedded within other components.

A hierarchical system is one in which a large working system such as
composing can subsume other less inclusive systems, such as generating
ideas, which in turn contain still other systems, and so on. Unlike those in a
linear organization, the events in a hierarchical process are not fixed in a
rigid order. A given process may be called upon at any time and embedded
within another process or even within another instance of itself, in much
the same way we embed a subject clause within a larger clause or a picture
within a picture.

For instance, a writer trying to construct a sentence (that is, a writer in
the act of translating) may run into a problem and call in a condensed ver-
sion of the entire writing process to help her out (e.g., she might generate and
organize a new set of ideas, express them in standard written English, and re-
view this new alternative, all in order to further her current goal of translat-
ing). This particular kind of embedding, in which an entire process is
embedded within a larger instance of itself, is known technically in linguis-
tics as recursion. However, it is much more common for writers to simply
embed individual processes as needed—to call upon them as sub-routines to
help carry out the task at hand.
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Wiriting processes may be viewed as the writer’s tool kit. In using the
tools, the writer is not constrained to use them in a fixed order or in stages.
And using any tool may create the need to use another. Generating ideas
may require evaluation, as may writing sentences. And evaluation may force
the writer to think up new ideas.

Figure 2 demonstrates the embedded processes of a writer trying to
compose (translate) the first sentence of a paper. After producing and re-
viewing two trial versions of the sentence, he invokes a brief sequence of
planning, translating, and reviewing—all in the service of that vexing sen-
tence. In our example the writer is trying to translate some sketchily repre-
sented meaning about “the first day of class” into prose, and a hierarchical
process allows him to embed a variety of processes as sub-routines within his
overall attempt to translate.

A process that is hierarchical and admits many embedded sub-processes
is powerful because it is flexible: it lets a writer do a great deal with only a
few relatively simple processes—the basic ones being plan, translate, and
review. This means, for instance, that we do not need to define “revision” as
a unique stage in composing, but as a thinking process that can occur at any
time a writer chooses to evaluate or revise his text or his plans. As an impor-
tant part of writing, it constantly leads to new planning or a “re-vision” of
what one wanted to say.

Embedding is a basic, omni-present feature of the writing process even
though we may not be fully conscious of doing it. However, a theory of com-
posing that only recognized embedding wouldn’t describe the real complex-
ity of writing. It wouldn’t explain why writers choose to invoke the processes

Figure 2 An example of embedding.

(Plan) Ok, firstday of class. . . .. just jot down a possibility.
(Translate) Can you imagine what your first day of a college English class will be
like?

(Review) Idon’tlike that sentence, it’s lousy—sounds like theme talk.

(Review) Oh Lord—1I get closer to it and I get closer—

(Plan) Could play up the sex thing a little bit

(Translate) When you walk into an English class the first day you'll be interested,
you'll be thinking about boys, tasks, and professor—

(Review) That’s banal —that’s awful.
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they do or how they know when they've done enough. To return to Lee
Odell’s question, what guides the writers’ decisions and choices and gives an
overall purposeful structure to composing? The third point of the theory is
an attempt to answer this question.

3. Writing is a goal-directed process. In the act of composing, writers cre-
ate a hierarchical network of goals and these in turn guide the writing
process.

This proposition is the keystone of the cognitive process theory we are
proposing—and yet it may also seem somewhat counter-intuitive. Accord-
ing to many writers, including our subjects, writing often seems a serendipi-
tous experience, as act of discovery. People start out writing without knowing
exactly where they will end up; yet they agree that writing is a purposeful
act. For example, our subjects often report that their writing process seemed
quite disorganized, even chaotic, as they worked, and yet their protocols re-
veal a coherent underlying structure. How, then, does the writing process
manage to seem so unstructured, open-minded, and exploratory (“I don’t
know what I mean until I see what I say”) and at the same time possess its
own underlying coherence, direction, or purpose?

One answer to this question lies in the fact that people rapidly forget
many of their own local working goals once those goals have been satisfied.
This is why thinking aloud protocols tell us things retrospection doesn’t.22 A
second answer lies in the nature of the goals themselves, which fall into two
distinctive categories: process goals and content goals. Process goals are es-
sentially the instructions people give themselves about how to carry out the
process of writing (e.g., “Let’s doodle a little bit.” “So . . . , write an introduc-
tion.” “T'll go back to that later.”). Good writers often give themselves many
such instructions and seem to have greater conscious control over their own
process than the poorer writers we have studied. Content goals and plans, on
the other hand, specify all things the writer wants to say or to do to an audi-
ence. Some goals, usually ones having to do with organization, can specify
both content and process, as in, “I want to open with a statement about po-
litical views.” In this discussion we will focus primarily on the writer’s con-
tent goals.

The most striking thing about a writer’s content goals is that they grow
into an increasingly elaborate network of goals and sub-goals as the writer
composes. Figure 3 shows the network one writer had created during four
minutes of composing. Notice how the writer moves from a very abstract
goal of “appealing to a broad range in intellect” to a more operational defin-
ition of that goal, i.e., “explain things simply.” The eventual plan to “write
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Figure 3 Beginning of a network of goals.

WRITE AN ESSAY
Describe Appeal to a broad Produce a
future range of intellect short essay
career | |
o Ry Explain things 2 pages long
T~ simply  ___--7
~ \\\ . : ””””””
S -~ 1 e
I P
Write an introduction
Purpose Why I Give a
of job do it history?

an introduction” is a reasonable, if conventional, response to all three top-
level goals. And it too is developed with a set of alternative sub-goals. Notice
also how this network is hierarchical in the sense that new goals operate as a
functional part of the more inclusive goals above them.

These networks have three important features:

1. They are created as people compose, throughout the entire process.
This means that they do not emerge full-blown as the result of “pre-writing.”
Rather, as we will show, they are created in close interaction with ongoing
exploration and the growing text.

2. The goal-directed thinking that produces these networks takes many
forms. That is, goal-setting is not simply the act of stating a well-defined end
point such as “I want to write a two-page essay.” Goal-directed thinking often
involves describing one’s starting point (“They’re not going to be disposed to
hear what I'm saying”), or laying out a plan for reaching a goal (“I'd better
explain things simply”), or evaluating one’s success (“That’s banal —that's
awful”). Such statements are often setting implicit goals, e.g., “Don’t be
banal” In order to understand a writer’s goals, then, we must be sensitive to
the broad range of plans, goals, and criteria that grow out of goal-directed
thinking.

Goal-directed thinking is intimately connected with discovery. Consider
for example, the discovery process of two famous explorers—Cortez, silent
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on his peak in Darien, and that bear who went over the mountain. Both, in-
deed, discovered the unexpected. However, we should note that both chose
to climb a long hill to do so. And it is this sort of goal-directed search for the
unexpected that we often see in writers as they attempt to explore and con-
solidate their knowledge. Furthermore, this search for insight leads to new,
more adequate goals, which in turn guide further writing.

The beginning of an answer to Odell’s question, “What guides compos-
ing?” lies here. The writer’s own set of self-made goals guide composing, but
these goals can be inclusive and exploratory or narrow, sensitive to the audi-
ence or chained to the topic, based on rhetorical savvy or focused on pro-
ducing correct prose. All those forces which might “guide” composing, such
as the rhetorical situation, one’s knowledge, the genre, etc., are mediated
through the goals, plans, and criteria for evaluation of discourse actually set
up by the writer.

This does not mean that a writer’s goals are necessarily elaborate, logi-
cal, or conscious. For example, a simple-minded goal such as “Write down
what I can remember” may be perfectly adequate for writing a list. And ex-
perienced writers, such as journalists, can often draw on elaborate networks
of goals which are so well learned as to be automatic. Or the rules of a genre,
such as those of the limerick, may be so specific as to leave little room or ne-
cessity for elaborate rhetorical planning. Nevertheless, whether one’s goals
are abstract or detailed, simple or sophisticated, they provide the “logic” that
moves the composing process forward.

3. Finally writers not only create a hierarchical network of guiding goals,
but, as they compose, they continually return or “pop” back up to their
higher-level goals. And these higher-level goals give direction and coher-
ence to their next move. Our understanding of this network and how writers
use it is still quite limited, but we can make a prediction about an important
difference one might find between good and poor writers. Poor writers will
frequently depend on very abstract, undeveloped top-level goals, such as
“appeal to a broad range of intellect,” even though such goals are much
harder to work with than a more operational goal such as “give a brief his-
tory of my job.” Sondra Perl has seen this phenomenon in the basic writers
who kept returning to reread the assignment, searching, it would seem, for
ready-made goals, instead of forming their own. Alternatively, poor writers
will depend on only very low-level goals, such as finishing a sentence or cor-
rectly spelling a word. They will be, as Nancy Sommers’ student revisers
were, locked in by the myopia in their own goals and criteria.

Therefore, one might predict that an important difference between
good and poor writers will be in both the quantity and quality of the middle
range of goals they create. These middle-range goals, which lie between in-
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tention and actual prose (cf., “give a brief history” in Figure 3), give sub-
stance and direction to more abstract goals (such as “appealing to the audi-
ence”) and they give breadth and coherence to local decisions about what to
say next.

GOALS, TOPIC, AND TEXT

We have been suggesting that the logic which moves composing forward
grows out of the goals which writers create as they compose. However, com-
mon sense and the folklore of writing offer an alternative explanation which
we should consider, namely, that one’s own knowledge of the topic (memo-
ries, associations, etc.) or the text itself can take control of this process as fre-
quently as one’s goals do. One could easily imagine these three forces
constituting a sort of eternal triangle in which the writer’s goals, knowledge,
and current text struggle for influence. For example, the writer’s initial plan-
ning for a given paragraph might have set up a goal or abstract representa-
tion of a paragraph that would discuss three equally important, parallel
points on the topic of climate. However, in trying to write, the writer finds
that some of his knowledge about climate is really organized around a strong
cause-and-effect relationship between points 1 and 2, while he has almost
nothing to say about point 3. Or perhaps the text itself attempts to take con-
trol, e.g., for the sake of a dramatic opening, the writer’s first sentence sets up
a vivid example of an effect produced by climate. The syntactic and seman-
tic structure of that sentence now demand that a cause be stated in the next,
although this would violate the writer’s initial (and still appropriate) plan for
a three-point paragraph.

Viewed this way, the writer’s abstract plan (representation) of his goals,
his knowledge of the topic, and his current text are all actively competing for
the writer’s attention. Each wants to govern the choices and decisions made
next. This competitive model certainly captures that experience of seeing
the text run away with you, or the feeling of being led by the nose by an idea.
How then do these experiences occur within a “goal-driven process™ First,
as our model of the writing process describes, the processes of generate and
evaluate appear to have the power to interrupt the writer’s process at any
point—and they frequently do. This means that new knowledge and/or
some feature of the current text can interrupt the process at any time
through the processes of generate and evaluate. This allows a flexible col-
laboration among goals, knowledge, and text. Yet this collaboration often
culminates in a revision of previous goals. The persistence and functional
importance of initially established goals is reflected by a number of signs:
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the frequency with which writers refer back to their goals; the fact that writ-
ers behave consistently with goals they have already stated; and the fact that
they evaluate text in response to the criteria specified in their goals.

Second, some kinds of goals steer the writing process in yet another
basic way. In the writers we have studied, the overall composing process is
clearly under the direction of global and local process goals. Behind the
most free-wheeling act of “discovery” is a writer who has recognized the
heuristic value of free exploration or “just writing it out” and has chosen to
do so. Process goals such as these, or “I'll edit it later,” are the earmarks of so-
phisticated writers with a repertory of flexible process goals which let them
use writing for discovery. But what about poorer writers who seem simply to
free associate on paper or to be obsessed with perfecting the current text? We
would argue that often they too are working under a set of implicit process
goals which say “write it as it comes,” or “make everything perfect and cor-
rect as you go.” The problem then is not that knowledge or the text have
taken over, so much as that the writer’s own goals and/or images of the com-
posing process put these strategies in control.??

To sum up, the third point of our theory—focused on the role of the
writer’s own goals— helps us account for purposefulness in writing. But can
we account for the dynamics of discovery? Richard Young, Janet Emig, and
others argue that writing is uniquely adapted to the task of fostering insight
and developing new knowledge.?* But how does this happen in a goal-di-
rected process?

We think that the remarkable combination of purposefulness and open-
ness which writing offers is based in part on a beautifully simple, but ex-
tremely powerful principle, which is this: In the act of writing, people
regenerate or recreate their own goals in the light of what they learn. This
principle then creates the fourth point of our cognitive process theory.

4. Wiriters create their own goals in two key ways: by generating goals and
supporting sub-goals which embody a purpose; and, at times, by chang-
ing or regenerating their own top-level goals in light of what they have
learned by writing.

WEe are used, of course, to thinking of writing as a process in which our
knowledge develops as we write. The structure of knowledge for some topic
becomes more conscious and assertive as we keep tapping memory for re-
lated ideas. That structure, or “schema,” may even grow and change as a re-
sult of library research or the addition of our own fresh inferences. However,
writers must also generate (i.e., create or retrieve) the unique goals which
guide their process.
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In this paper we focus on the goals writers create for a particular paper,
but we should not forget that many writing goals are well-learned, standard
ones stored in memory. For example, we would expect many writers to draw
automatically on those goals associated with writing in general, such as, “in-
terest the reader,” or “start with an introduction,” or on goals associated with
a given genre, such as making a jingle thyme. These goals will often be so
basic that they won't even be consciously considered or expressed. And the
more experienced the writer the greater this repertory of semi-automatic
plans and goals will be.

Writers also develop an elaborate network of working “sub-goals” as they
compose. As we have seen, these sub-goals give concrete meaning and direc-
tion to their more abstract top-level goals, such as “interest the reader,” or
“describe my job.” And then on occasion writers show a remarkable ability
to regenerate or change the very goals which had been directing their writ-
ing and planning: that is, they replace or revise major goals in light of what
they learned through writing. It is these two creative processes we wish to
consider now.

We can see these two basic processes— creating sub-goals and regenerat-
ing goals—at work in the following protocol, which has been broken down
into episodes. As you will see, writers organize these two basic processes in
different ways. We will look here at three typical patterns of goals which we
have labeled “Explore and Consolidate,” “State and Develop,” “Write
and Regenerate.”

EXPLORE AND CONSOLIDATE

This pattern often occurs at the beginning of a composing session, but it
could appear anywhere. The writers frequently appear to be working under
a high-level goal or plan to explore: that is, to think the topic over, to jot
ideas down, or just start writing to see what they have to say. At other times
the plan to explore is subordinate to a very specific goal, such as to find out
“what on earth can I say that would make a 15-year-old girl interested in my
job?” Under such a plan, the writer might explore her own knowledge, fol-
lowing out associations or using more structured discovery procedures such
as tagmemics or the classical topics. But however the writer chooses to ex-
plore, the next step is the critical one. The writer pops back up to her top-
level goal and from that vantage point reviews the information she has
generated. She then consolidates it, producing a more complex idea than
she began with by drawing inferences and creating new concepts.
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Even the poor writers we have studied often seem adept at the explo-
ration part of this process, even to the point of generating long narrative
trains of association —sometimes on paper as a final draft. The distinctive
thing about good writers is their tendency to return to that higher-level goal
and to review and consolidate what has just been learned through exploring.
In the act of consolidating, the writer sets up a new goal which replaces the
goal of explore and directs the subsequent episode in composing. If the
writer’s topic is unfamiliar or the task demands creative thinking, the writer’s
ability to explore, to consolidate the results, and to regenerate his or her
goals will be a critical skill.

The following protocol excerpt, which is divided into episodes and sub-
episodes, illustrates this pattern of explore and consolidate.

Episode 1 a, b

In the first episode, the writer merely reviews the assignment and plays with
some associations as he attempts to define his rhetorical situation. It ends
with a simple process goal—“On to the task at hand” —and a reiteration of
the assignment.

(la) Okay - Um . . . Open the envelope - just like a quiz show on TV - My
job for a young thirteen to fourteen teenage female audience - Magazine -
Seventeen. My job for a young teenage female audience - Magazine - Sev-
enteen. I never have read Seventeen, but I've referred to it in class and other
students have. (1b) This is like being thrown the topic in a situation - you
know - in an expository writing class and asked to write on it on the board
‘and I've done that and had a lot of fun with it - so on to the task at hand.
My job for a young teenage female audience - Magazine - Seventeen.

Episode 2 a, b, ¢, d

The writer starts with a plan to explore his own “job,” which he initially de-
fines as being a teacher and not a professor. In the process of exploring he
develops a variety of sub-goals which include plans to: make new meaning
by exploring a contrast; present himself or his persona as a teacher; and af-
fect his audience by making them reconsider one of their previous notions.
The extended audience analysis of teen-age girls (sub-episode 2c) is in re-
sponse to his goal of affecting them.

At the end of episode Zc, the writer reaches tentative closure with the
statement, “By God, I can change that notion for them.” There are signifi-
cantly long pauses on both sides of this statement, which appears to consoli-
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date much of the writer’s previous exploration. In doing this, he dramatically
extends his earlier, rather vague plan to merely “compare teachers and pro-
fessors” —he has regenerated and elaborated his top-level goals. This con-
solidation leaves the writer with a new, relatively complex, rhetorically
sophisticated working goal, one which encompasses plans for a topic, a per-
sona, and the audience. In essence the writer is learning through planning
and his goals are the creative bridge between his exploration and the prose
he will write.

Perhaps the writer thought his early closure at this point was too good to
be true, so he returns at 2d to his initial top-level or most inclusive goal
(write about my job) and explores alternative definitions of his job. The
episode ends with the reaffirmation of his topic, his persona, and, by impli-
cation, the consolidated goal established in Episode Zc.

(2a) Okay lets see - lets doodle a little bit - Job - English teacher rather than
professor - I'm doodling this on a scratch sheet as I say it. -ah- (2b) In fact
that might be a useful thing to focus on - how a professor differs from - how
a teacher differs from a professor and I see myself as a teacher - that might
help them - my audience to reconsider their notion of what an English
teacher does. (2c) -ah- English teacher - young teen-age female audience -
they will all have had English - audience - they're in school - they're taking
English - for many of them English may be a favorite subject - doodling
still - under audience, but for the wrong reasons - some of them will have
wrong reasons in that English is good because its tidy - can be a neat tidy
little girl - others turned off of it because it seems too prim. By God I can
change that notion for them. (2d) My job for a young teenage female audi-
ence - Magazine - Seventeen. -ah- Job - English teacher - guess that’s what
I'll have to go - yeah - hell - go with that - that’s a challenge - rather than -
riding a bicycle across England that’s too easy and not on the topic - right,
or would work in a garden or somcthing like that - none of those are really
my jobs - as a profession - My job for a young teenage female audience -
Magazine - Seventeen. All right - I'm an English teacher.

STATE AND DEVELOP

This second pattern accounts for much of the straightforward work of com-
posing, and is well illustrated in our protocol. In it the writer begins with a
relatively general high-level goal which he then proceeds to develop or flesh
out with sub-goals. As his goals become more fully specified, they form a
bridge from his initial rather fuzzy intentions to actual text. Figure 4 is a
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Figure 4 Writer developing a set of sub-goals.

(Current Goal)
(Change their notion about my job as an English teacher)

T

Put them in right Expand to job Tie to their
frame of mind at generally interests

beginning

Open with Put them in
a question a situation

PN

First day Shake them
of class up

101 class

schematic representation of the goals and sub-goals which the writer eventu-
ally creates.

Episode 3 a, b, ¢

The episode starts with a sub-goal directly subordinate to the goal estab-
lished in Episode 2 (change their notion of English teachers). It takes the
pattern of a search in which the writer tries to find ways to carry out his cur-
rent goal of “get [the audience?] at the beginning.” In the process he gener-
ates yet another level of sub-goals (i.e., open with a question and draw them
into a familiar situation). (A note on our terminology: in order to focus on
the overall structure of goals and sub-goals in a writer’s thinking, we have
treated the writer’s plans and strategies all as sub-goals or operational defini-
tions of the larger goal.)

Notice how the content or ideas of the essay are still relatively unspeci-
fied. The relationship between creating goals and finding ideas is clearly
reciprocal: it was an initial exploration of the writer’s ideas which produced
these goals. But the writing process was then moved forward by his attempt
to flesh out a network of goals and sub-goals, not just by a mere “pre-writing”

294

303



A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing

survey of what he knew about the topic. Episode 3¢ ends in an effort to test
one of his new goals against his own experience with students.

(3a) All right - I'm an English teacher. I want to get at the beginning - I
know that they’re not going to be disposed - to hear what I'm saying - partly
for that reason and partly to put them in the right, the kind of frame of
mind I want - I want to open with an implied question or a direct one and
put them in the middle of some situation - then expand from there to talk
about my job more generally . . . and try to tie it in with their interest. (3b)
So one question is where to begin - what kind of situation to start in the
middle of - probably the first day of class. . . . They'd be interested - they'd
probably clue into that easily because they would identify with first days of
school and my first days are raucous affairs - it would immediately shake-
em up and get them to thinking a different context. (3¢) Okay - so - First
day of class - lets see. - Maybe the first 101 class with that crazy skit I put on
- that’s probably better than 305 because 101 is freshmen and that’s nearer
their level and that skit really was crazy and it worked beautifully.

WRITE AND REGENERATE

This pattern is clearly analogous to the explore and consolidate pattern, ex-
cept that instead of planning, the writer is producing prose. A miniature ex-
ample of it can be seen in Figure 2, in which the writer, whose planning we
have just seen, attempts to compose the first sentence of his article for Seven-
teen. Although he had done a good deal of explicit planning before this
point, the prose itself worked as another, more detailed representation of
what he wanted to say. In writing the sentence, he not only saw that it was in-
adequate, but that his goals themselves could be expanded. The reciprocity
between writing and planning enabled him to learn even from a failure and
to produce a new goal, “play up sex.” Yet it is instructive to note that once
this new plan was represented in language —subjected to the acid test of
prose —it too failed to pass, because it violated some of his tacit goals or cri-
teria for an acceptable prose style.

The examples we cite here are, for the purposes of illustration, small
and rather local ones. Yet this process of setting and developing sub-goals,
and —at times—regenerating those goals is a powerful creative process.
Writers and teachers of writing have long argued that one learns through the
act of writing itself, but it has been difficult to support the claim in other
ways. However, if one studies the process by which a writer uses a goal to
generate ideas, then consolidates those ideas and uses them to revise or
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regenerate new, more complex goals, one can see this learning process in
action. Furthermore, one sees why the process of revising and clarifying
goals has such a broad effect, since it is through setting these new goals that
the fruits of discovery come back to inform the continuing process of writ-
ing. In this instance, some of our most complex and imaginative acts can de-
pend on the elegant simplicity of a few powerful thinking processes. We feel
that a cognitive process explanation of discovery, toward which this theory is
only a start, will have another special strength. By placing emphasis on the
inventive power of the writer, who is able to explore ideas, to develop, act
on, test, and regenerate his or her own goals, we are putting an important
part of creativity where it belongs—in the hands of the working, thinking
writer.
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Cognitive Development
and the Basic Writer

ANDREA A. LUNSFORD

In her article, “Writing as a Mode of Learning,” Janet Emig argues that

Writing . . . connects the three major tenses of our experience to make
meaning. And the two major modes by which these three aspects are
united are the processes of analysis and synthesis: analysis, the breaking of
entities into their constituent parts; and synthesis, combining or fusing
these, often into fresh arrangements or amalgams.!

I agree with Professor Emig, and her work as well as that of Mina Shaugh-
nessy has led me to ponder the relationship of writing and the processes of
analysis and synthesis to the teaching of basic writers. In general, my study of
basic writers—their strategies, processes, and products’—leads me to be-
lieve that they have not attained that level of cognitive development which
would allow them to form abstractions or conceptions. That is, they are most
often unable to practice analysis and synthesis and to apply successfully the
principles thus derived to college tasks. In short, our students might well
perform a given task in a specific situation, but they have great difficulty ab-
stracting from it or replicating it in another context.

Let me offer one concrete example to illustrate this point. Asked to read
ten consecutive issues of a comic strip, choose one of the major characters,
and infer the basic values of that character from the information provided in
the ten issues, typical basic writing students find it almost impossible to ar-
ticulate anything about the values of characters unlike themselves. In short,
they have problems drawing inferences or forming concepts based on what
they have read. Instead, they tend either to describe the characters or, more

Reprinted from College English 41.1 (September 1979): 449-59. Used with permission.
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typically, to drop the comic strip character after a few sentences and shift to
what they see as their own values. When I first began teaching basic writers,
their response to this type of assignment gave me the first hint of how their
difficulties were related to cognitive development.

In Thought and Language, the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky iden-
tifies three basic phases in the ascent to concept formation: the initial syn-
cretic stage, in which “word meaning denotes nothing more to the child
than a vague syncretic conglomeration of individual objects that have . . .
coalesced into an image”; the “thinking in complexes” stage during which
“thought . . . is already coherent and objective . . ., although it does not re-
flect objective relationships in the same way as conceptual thinking”; and,
finally, the true-concept formation stage.? Vygotsky cautions, however, that

even after the adolescent has learned to produce concepts, . . . he does not
abandon elementary forms; they continue for a long time to operate, indeed
to predominate, in many areas of his thinking. . . . The transitional character
of adolescent thinking becomes especially evident when we observe the ac-
tual functioning of the newly acquired concepts. Experiments specially de-
vised to study the adolescent’s operations bring out. . . a striking discrepancy
between his ability to form concepts and his ability to define them. (p. 79)

Vygotsky goes on to distinguish between “spontaneous” concepts, those
which are formed as a result of ordinary, day-to-day experiences, and “scien-
tific” concepts, which are formed largely in conjunction with instruction.
The student described above by Vygotsky is like my basic writing students
confronted with the comic strips in that they all are able to formulate spon-
taneous concepts, but not able to remove themselves from such concepts, to
abstract from them, or to define them into the scientific concepts necessary
for successful college work. In my experience, basic writing students most
often work at what Vygotsky calls the “thinking in complexes” stage and the
spontaneous-concept stage rather than at the true-concept formation stage.
While these writers may have little difficulty in dealing with familiar every-
day problems requiring abstract thought based on concepts, they are not
aware of the processes they are using. Thus they often lack the ability to infer
principles from their own experience. They are not forming the “scientific
concepts” which are basic to mastery of almost all college material.

Jean Piaget categorizes mental development basically into four stages:
the sensori-motor stage; the pre-operational stage; the concrete-operations
stage; and the formal-operations stage characterized by the ability to ab-
stract, synthesize, and form coherent logical relationships.* At the stage of
concrete operations, the child’s thought is still closely linked to concrete
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data; completely representational, hypothetical, or verbal thought still
eludes him. As the child moves through the stages of cognitive develop-
ment, he goes through what Piaget calls the process of “de-centering,” a
process further defined by Lee Odell as “getting outside one’s own frame of
reference, understanding the thoughts, values, feelings of another per-
son; . . . projecting oneself into unfamiliar circumstances, whether factual
or hypothetical; . . . learning to understand why one reacts as he does to ex-
perience.”” Although children first begin to “de-center” as early as the pre-
operational stage, egocentricity is still strong in the concrete stage, and,
indeed, we apparently continue the process of “de-centering” throughout
our lives.

The relationship of Piaget’s concrete stage to Vygotsky’s “thinking in
complexes” stage and “spontaneous-concept formation” stage is, I believe,
clear. Furthermore, the work of both Piaget and Vygotsky strongly indicates
that cognitive development moves first from doing, to doing consciously,
and only then to formal conceptualization. As Eleanor Duckworth says in
an essay in Piaget in the Classroom, “thoughts are our way of connecting
things up for ourselves. If somebody else tells us about the connections he
has made, we can only understand him to the extent that we do the work of
making those connections ourselves.”® This notion is directly related to the
highly influential work of Gilbert Ryle. In The Concept of Mind (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1949), Ryle makes his crucial distinction between know-
ing how and knowing that.

Learning how or improving in ability is not like learning that or acquiring
information. Truths can be imparted, procedures can only be inculcated,
and while inculcation is a gradual process, imparting is relatively sudden.
It makes sense to ask at what moment someone became apprised of a truth,
but not to ask at what moment someone acquired a skill. “Part-trained” is a
significant phrase, “part-informed” is not. Training is the art of setting tasks
which the pupils have not yet accomplished but are not any longer quite
incapable of accomplishing. . . . Misunderstanding is a by-product of
knowing how. Only a person who is at least a partial master of the Russian
tongue can make the wrong sense of a Russian expression. Mistakes are ex-
ercises of competences. (pp. 59-60)

Chomsky’s distinction between “competence” and “performance” has
similar implications. Chomsky’s views as expressed in Aspects of the Theory
of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1965) can be used to argue against
the notion that “language is essentially an adventitious construct, taught by
‘conditioning’ . . . or by a drill and explicit explanation” (p. 51). In other
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words, students learn by doing and then by extrapolating principles from
their activities. This theory informs an educational model proposed by
James Britton in a recent lecture at Ohio State University (and based on his
1970 Language and Learning). Essentially, this paradigm incorporates
learning by doing as opposed to learning solely by the study of abstract prin-
ciples or precepts.

Britton’s model is closely related to that articulated in Michael
Polanyi’s discussion of skills in Personal Knowledge (New York: Harper and
Row, 1964). Polanyi begins his discussion by citing “the well-known fact
that the aim of a skillful performance is achieved by the observance of a set of
rules which are not known as such to the person following them” (p. 49).
Polanyi uses examples of the person who rides a bicycle, keeps afloat in the
water, or plays a musical instrument without at all comprehending the un-
derlying rules. “Rules of art can be useful,” Polanyi says, “but they do not
determine the practice of an art; they are maxims, which can serve as a
guide to an art only if they can be integrated into the practical knowledge”
(p- 50). Polanyi goes on to discuss the importance of apprenticeship in ac-
quiring a skill or an art, by which he means that we learn by doing with a
recognized “master” or “connoisseur” better than by studying or reading
about abstract principles. Vygotsky puts it quite succinctly: “What a child
can do in cooperation today he can do alone tomorrow. Therefore the only
good kind of instruction is that which marches ahead of development and
leads it; it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as at the ripening func-
tions” (Thought and Language, p. 104).

I have attempted this very cursory theoretical review partially in support
of the premise asserted at the beginning of my essay: that most of our basic
writing students are operating well below the formal-operations or true-
concept formation stage of cognitive development, and hence they have
great difficulty in “de-centering” and performing tasks which require analysis
and synthesis. But once we are convinced that our basic writing students are
most often characterized by the inability to analyze and synthesize, what
then? How can we, as classroom teachers, use what we know about theory
and about our students’ levels of cognitive development to guide the ways in
which we organize our basic writing classes and create effective assignments?

The theory reviewed above offers, I believe, a number of implications
which will help us answer these questions. First, basic writing classes should
never be teacher-centered; set lectures should always be avoided. Instead, the
classes should comprise small workshop groups in which all members are ac-
tive participants, apprentice-writers who are “exercising their competence” as
they learn how to write well. Class time should be spent writing, reading what
has been written aloud to the group/audience, and talking about that writing.
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Such sessions require an atmosphere of trust, and they demand careful diag-
nosis and preparation by the teacher. But these suggestions offer only a very
general guide. Exactly what preparation should the basic writing teacher do?

The best way to move students into conceptualization and analytic and
synthetic modes of thought is to create assignments and activities which
allow students to practice or exercise themselves in these modes continu-
ously. While an entire course plan would take more space than is available
here, I can offer a series of examples, from activities focusing on grammati-
cal categories and sentence-building to essay assignments, each of which is
designed to foster conceptualization and analytic thinking.

One reason drill exercises have so often failed to transfer a skill into a stu-
dent’s own writing is that the student is operating below the cognitive level at
which he or she could abstract and generalize a principle from the drill and
then apply that principle to enormously varied writing situations. Memorizing
precepts has been equally ineffective. Instead of either one, why not present
students with a set of data, from their own writing or from that of someone
else, and help them approach it inductively? Following is an exercise on verb
recognition which attempts to engage students in inferential reasoning.

RECOGNIZING VERBS
Read the following sentences, filling in the missing word(s) in each one:

a. The cow over the moon.

b. The farmer a wife.

c. Jack Sprat no fat; his
wife no lean.

d. Jack Horner in a corner.

e. Jack over the candlestick.

f. Don’t on my blue suede shoes.

g. The cat away with the spoon.

h. Sunshine on my shoulder me happy.

i. Little Miss Muffett on a tuffet.

j. He for his pipe, and he for
his fiddlers three.

k. The three little kittens their mittens.

l.  Little Boy Blue, come your horn.

m. They all in a yellow submarine.

n. The three little pigs to market.

o. JackandJill up the hill.

p- One over the cuckoo’s nest.

q. Everywhere that Mary the lamb was sure to
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Whether or not you recognize the songs and rhymes these sentences come
from, you will have filled in the blanks with VERBS. Look back over the
verbs you have used, and then list five other lines from songs or rhymes and
underline the verbs in them.

Now try your hand at formulating the rest of the following definition: Verbs
are words which

You may have noted in your definition that verbs do something; or you
may have remembered learning a traditional definition of verbs. No matter
what definition we come up with, though, verbs are essential to our com-
munication: they complete or comment on the subjects of our sentences.
Now revise your definition so that it includes the major function which
verbs have in sentences:

CHARACTERISTICS OF VERBS

In this assignment, your job is to discover some major characteristics of
verbs. To find the first one, begin studying the following lists of verbs. Then
try to determine what characterizes each group. How do the groups differ?

Group One Group Two Group Three
break prayed will go
sweep climbed will run
strikes altered will fall
say passed will listen
heeds dug will look
catch failed will move
engages wrote will organize
operates chose : will win
arrests swore will answer
play questioned will ride
reads promised will act
study gave ' will sing
304
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Can you state what characterizes each group?

If you are having difficulty answering this question, try answering the next
three questions first.

The action named by the verbs in Group One takes place at what time?

The action named by the verbs in Group Two takes place at what time?

The action named by the verbs in Group Three takes place at what time?

Now go back and fill in an answer to the first question about what charac-
terizes each group.

By now, you will have been able to identify the TENSE of the verbs in
the three groups. Tense, or relation to time, is one of the major characteris-
tics of verbs; it distinguishes them from other kinds of words such as nouns.
Do you know the names of the three tenses represented in Group One,
Group Two, and Group Three?

This same inductive or analytic approach can be applied to any gram-
matical concept or convention we wish our students to become familiar
with. Rather than asking students to memorize the functions of the semi-
colon, for instance, workshop groups can be presented with a passage or
short essay which uses semi-colons frequently. The students’ task is to isolate
those sentences which use semi-colons and then draw some conclusions
based on their data: they might be asked to group sentences which use semi-
colons in the same way, to define the semi-colon, etc. Whatever the task, the
group will be engaged in inferential problem-solving rather than in isolated
drill or memorization. In Vygotsky’s terms, analytic thinking is the “ripening
function” we are attempting to foster.

In spite of their general effectiveness, sentence-combining drills will
often fail to transfer new patterns into the basic writer's own writing—unless
the sentence-combining work helps build inferential bridges. The sequen-
tial sentence-combining exercise below is designed to give students practice
in inferring and analyzing. It is based primarily on the ancient practice of
imitatio, which we would do well to introduce in all of our basic writing
classes.
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Pattern Sentence: The General Motors assembly line grinds out cars
swiftly, smoothly, and almost effortlessly.

A. After studying the sentence pattern, combine each of the following sets
of sentences into a sentence which imitates the pattern.

The cat eyed its prey.

The cat was scruffy.

The cat was yellow.

The prey was imaginary.
The cat eyed it craftily.

It eyed it tauntingly.

It even eyed it murderously.

N AW

Oil massages you.

The oil is bath oil.

It is Beauty’s oil.

The massaging is gentle.

The massaging is soothing.
The massaging is almost loving.

AN e

We tend to use technologies.
The technologies are new.
Our use of them is profuse.
Our use is unwise.

Our use is even harmful.

V1 B W N e

H. L. Mencken criticized foibles.
The foibles belonged to society.
The society was American.

The criticism was witty.

It was sarcastic.

It was often unmerciful.

VTR W

The lecturer droned.

The lecturer was nondescript.
The lecturer was balding.
The droning went on and on.
The droning was mechanical.
It was monotonous.

It was interminable.

N AW
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B. Now fill in appropriate words to complete the following sentence,
again being careful to imitate the pattern sentence.

The wins

ly, ly, and almost ly.

C. Now write a series of seven sentences and then combine them into one
sentence which imitates the pattern sentence. Then write at least one
more sentence which imitates the pattern.

Such exercises are not difficult to create; they can easily be adapted to
specialized interests of any particular group or class. And they can lead to
the kind of paragraph- and theme-length sentence-combining exercises rec-
ommended recently by Donald Daiker, Andrew Kerek, and Max Moren-
berg of Miami of Ohio.” Furthermore, such exercises can be supplemented
by visual stimuli, pictures or video tapes, which can be used as raw material
from which to generate new sentences in imitation of the pattern. But to be
maximally effective, sentence-combining exercises must be designed to lead
basic writing students to bridge the cognitive gap between imitating and
generating.

I have yet to offer any sample essay assignments, but I do not thereby
mean to imply that writing whole essays should only occur at or toward the
end of a basic writing course. On the contrary, basic writers should begin
composing whole paragraphs and essays, practicing the entire process of
writing, from the very onset of the course. A pitcher does not practice by ar-
ticulating one mini-movement at a time but by engaging in an entire, con-
tinuous process, from warm-up and mental preparation, to the wind-up, the
release, and the follow-through: an analogy, to be sure, but one which I
hope is not overly-strained. In addition to having students write paragraphs
and essays early in the course, I would like especially to emphasize the im-
portance of working with analytic modes in basic writing classes. Basic writ-
ers often fall back on narrative and descriptive modes because these modes
are more adaptable to their own experience, or to what Linda Flower has de-
scribed as “writer-based prose.”® Yet the work of Ed White in California and
of James Britton and his colleagues in England has shown us that little cor-
relation exists in student performance between the spatial and temporal
modes of narration and description and the logical and analytic modes of ex-
position and argumentation. Therefore, the basic writing course that works
exclusively on narration and description will probably fail to build the cog-
nitive skills its students will need to perform well in other college courses.

The comic-strip assignment I described earlier in this essay helped me
learn that my students needed practice in using and assimilating analytic
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modes; it also helped me see that I had made several crucial mistakes in giv-
ing that assignment. First, I assigned it when the students had had little or
no formal practice in inferential reasoning; second, I asked students to do
the assignment at home rather than in workshop groups. In short, I ignored
one of the lessons both Polanyi and Vygotsky have taught us: that often we
learn best by working at a task in cooperation with a “master” or “connois-
seur.” I have since profited from these mistakes, and that same assignment,
properly prepared for by workshop discussion and practice, has proven con-
siderably more effective. Following are two other assignments, one calling
for a brief response, the other for a longer essay, which are designed to help
students gain control of analytic modes.

WRITING ASSIGNMENT A
Study the following set of data:

1. New York City lost 600,000 jobs between 1969-76.
2. In 1975, twenty buildings in prime Manhattan areas were empty.
3. Between 1970-75, ten major corporations moved their headquarters
from New York City to the Sunbelt.
4. In 1976, New York City was on the brink of bankruptcy.
. Between February, 1977 and February, 1978, New York City gained
9,000 jobs.
6. Since January, 1978, one million square feet of Manhattan floor space
has been newly rented.
7. AT&T has just builta $110 million headquarters in New York.
8. IBM has just built an $80 million building at 55th and Madison in
New York.
9. Co-op prices and rents have increased since 1977.
10. Even $1 million luxury penthouses are sold out.
11. There is currently an apartment shortage in Manhattan.
12. The President recently signed a bill authorizing $1.65 billion in fed-
eral loan guarantees for New York City.

AVl

After reading and thinking about the information listed above, how would
you describe the current economic trend in New York City? Using your an-
swer to that question as an opening sentence, write a paragraph in which
you explain and offer support for your conclusion by using the information
provided in the original set of data.

An assignment like the one above, which gives students practice in analyz-
ing, generalizing, and abstracting, can be readily adapted to workshop
groups in which discussion, criticism, and revision can take place.
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WRITING ASSIGNMENT B

Preparing: Choose a person (but NOT someone you know well) whom
you can observe on at least 5-7 occasions. You might choose someone who
rides the same bus as you do, or one of your instructors, or someone who is
in one of your classes. Be sure that you are on no closer than “how are you
today?” terms with the person you choose.

Gathering Data: Arrange the times you can observe your person so that
you can make notes during or immediately after the observation. Note
down anything that seems important to you. For a start, answer these ques-
tions after each observation.

1. What is X wearing? (Be detailed; include colors, types of fabric, etc.)

2. How is Xs hair fixed? (What kind of hair-cut, length of hair, style, etc.)
3. What, if anything, does X have with him or her? (Bag, knapsack, purse,
books, etc.)

What is X doing? (Be as detailed as possible.)

What does X say? (Get exact wording whenever you can.)

Who does X associate with?

What seems to be X’s mood?

NV

Grouping Data: Study all your notes. Then group them under the follow-
ing headings: APPEARANCE, ACTIONS, WORDS.

Analyzing Data: Now study all the information you have categorized.
Based on that information, what would you say is X’s lifestyle? What does
your observation suggest about X’s top priorities? What is most important
to X?

Writing About your Data: Write a short essay which begins by answering
the questions asked under “Analyzing Data.” Use the data you have
grouped in your notes to explain and support your analysis of the lifestyle
and priorities of X.

This assignment begins with workshop discussion; the results of each stage
are discussed by the group. Revision, sorting, and excluding are thus contin-
uous, with the teacher helping students move more and more surely from
describing their subjects to analyzing them. To save space, I have omitted
the revising stages, which involve group response to and criticism of the es-
says and which vary, of course, with the particular difficulties encountered
by each group.

Wiriting projects based on inference-drawing and conceptualization are
easily adapted to almost any topic. I have used excerpts from the Foxfire
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books as the basis for essays in which students draw conclusions and general-
ize about the people interviewed. David Bartholomae, of the University of
Pittsburgh, recommends Studs Terkel’s Working as the basis for similar as-
signments building conceptual skills. Role-playing exercises and persona
paraphrases offer other effective means of helping students “de-center” and
hence gain the distance necessary to effective analysis and synthesis. In fact,
it is possible and, I would urge, highly profitable, to build an entire basic
writing course on exercises like the ones described above, assignments
which “march ahead of development and lead it.” If we can do so success-
fully, and if we can find valid ways to substantiate our success, certainly we
will have put all our theory to the best practical use. And as a bonus, we will
help to establish what Janet Emig argues is the unique value of writing to
the entire learning process.

NOTES

1. “Writing as a Mode of Learning,” CCC, 28 (1977), 127.
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Up Study,” Ohio State University, 1977, and “An Historical, Descriptive, and Evaluative
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Diving In
An Introduction to Basic Writing

MINA P. SHAUGHNESSY

Basic writing, alias remedial, developmental, pre-baccalaureate, or even
handicapped English, is commonly thought of as a writing course for young
men and women who have many things wrong with them. Not only do
medical metaphors dominate the pedagogy (remedial, clinic, lab, diagnosis,
and so on), but teachers and administrators tend to discuss basic-writing stu-
dents much as doctors tend to discuss their patients, without being tinged by
mortality themselves and with certainly no expectations that questions will
be raised about the state of their health.

Yet such is the nature of instruction in writing that teachers and students
cannot easily escape one another’s maladies. Unlike other courses, where
exchanges between teacher and student can be reduced to as little as one or
two objective tests a semester, the writing course requires students to write
things down regularly, usually once a week, and requires teachers to read
what is written and then write things back and every so often even talk di-
rectly with individual students about the way they write.

This systern of exchange between teacher and student has so far yielded
much more information about what is wrong with students than about what
is wrong with teachers, reinforcing the notion that students, not teachers, are
the people in education who must do the changing. The phrase “catching
up,” so often used to describe the progress of BW students, is illuminating
here, suggesting as it does that the only person who must move in the teach-
ing situation is the student. As a result of this view, we are much more likely

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 27.3 (October 1976): 234--39.
Used with permission.
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in talking about teaching to talk about students, to theorize about their
needs and attitudes or to chart their development and ignore the possibility
that teachers also change in response to students, that there may in fact be
important connections between the changes teachers undergo and the
progress of their students.

[ would like, at any rate, to suggest that this is so, and since it is common
these days to “place” students on developmental scales, saying they are
eighth-graders or fifth-graders when they read and even younger when they
write or that they are stalled some place on Piaget’s scale without formal
propositions, I would further like to propose a developmental scale for
teachers, admittedly an impressionistic one, but one that fits the observa-
tions I have made over the years as I have watched traditionally prepared
English teachers, including myself, learning to teach in the open-admissions
classroom.

My scale has four stages, each of which I will name with a familiar
metaphor intended to suggest what lies at the center of the teacher’s emo-
tional energy during that stage. Thus I have chosen to name the first stage of
my developmental scale GUARDING THE TOWER, because during this
stage the teacher is in one way or another concentrating on protecting the
academy (including himself) from the outsiders, those who do not seem to
belong in the community of learners. The grounds for exclusion are various.
The mores of the times inhibit anyone’s openly ascribing the exclusion to
genetic inferiority, but a few teachers doubtless still hold to this view.

More often, however, the teacher comes to the basic-writing class with
every intention of preparing his students to write for college courses, only to
discover, with the first batch of essays, that the students are so alarmingly
and incredibly behind any students he has taught before that the idea of
their ever learning to write acceptably for college, let alone learning to do so
in one or two semesters, seems utterly pretentious. Whatever the sources of
their incompetence —whether rooted in the limits they were born with or
those that were imposed upon them by the world they grew up in—the fact
seems stunningly, depressingly obvious: they will never “make it” in college
unless someone radically lowers the standards.

The first pedagogical question the teacher asks at this stage is therefore
not “How do I teach these students?” but “What are the consequences of
flunking an entire class?” It is a question that threatens to turn the class into
a contest, a peculiar and demoralizing contest for both student and teacher,
since neither expects to win. The student, already conditioned to the idea
that there is something wrong with his English and that writing is a device
for magnifying and exposing this deficiency, risks as little as possible on the
page, often straining with what he does write to approximate the academic
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style and producing in the process what might better be called “written An-
guish” rather than English—sentences whose subjects are crowded out by
such phrases as “it is my conviction that” or “on the contrary to my opinion,”
inflections that belong to no variety of English, standard or non-standard,
but grow out of the writer’s attempt to be correct, or words whose idiosyn-
cratic spellings reveal not simply an increase in the number of conventional
misspellings but new orders of difficulty with the correspondences between
spoken and written English. Meanwhile, the teacher assumes that he must
not only hold out for the same product he held out for in the past but teach
unflinchingly in the same way as before, as if any pedagogical adjustment to
the needs of students were a kind of cheating. Obliged because of the exi-
gencies brought on by open admissions to serve his time in the defense of
the academy, he does if not his best, at least his duty, setting forth the mater-
ial to be mastered, as if he expected students to learn it, but feeling grateful
when a national holiday happens to fall on a basic-writing day and looking
always for ways of evading conscription next semester.

But gradually, student and teacher are drawn into closer range. They are
obliged, like emissaries from opposing camps, to send messages back and
forth. They meet to consider each other’s words and separate to study them
in private. Slowly, the teacher’s preconceptions of his students begin to give
way here and there. It now appears that, in some instances at least, their writ-
ing, with its rudimentary errors and labored style has belied their intelli-
gence and individuality. Examined at a closer range, the class now appears
to have at least some members in it who might, with hard work, eventually
“catch up.” And it is the intent of reaching these students that moves the
teacher into the second stage of development—which I will name CON-
VERTING THE NATIVES.

As the image suggests, the teacher has now admitted at least some to the
community of the educable. These learners are perceived, however, as
empty vessels, ready to be filled with new knowledge. Learning is thought of
not so much as a constant and often troubling reformulation of the world so
as to encompass new knowledge but as a steady flow of truth into a void.
Whether the truth is delivered in lectures or modules, cassettes or comput-
ers, circles or squares, the teacher’s purpose is the same: to carry the technol-
ogy of advanced literacy to the inhabitants of an underdeveloped country.
And so confident is he of the reasonableness and allure of what he is present-
ing, it does not occur to him to consider the competing logics and values
and habits that may be influencing his students, often in ways that they
themselves are unaware of.

Sensing no need to relate what he is teaching to what his students know,
to stop to explore the contexts within which the conventions of academic
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discourse have developed, and to view these conventions in patterns large
enough to encompass what students do know about language already, the
teacher becomes a mechanic of the sentence, the paragraph, and the essay.
Drawing usually upon the rules and formulas that were part of his training
in composition, he conscientiously presents to his students flawless schemes
for achieving order and grammaticality and anatomizes model passages of
English prose to uncover, beneath brilliant, unique surfaces, the skeletons
of ordinary paragraphs.

Yet too often the schemes, however well meant, do not seem to work.
Like other simplistic prescriptions, they illuminate for the moment and
then disappear in the melee of real situations, where paradigms frequently
break down and thoughts will not be regimented. S’s keep reappearing or
disappearing in the wrong places; regular verbs shed their inflections and ir-
regular verbs acquire them,; tenses collide; sentences derail; and whole es-
says idle at one level of generalization.

Baffled, the teacher asks, “How is it that these young men and women
whom I have personally admitted to the community of learners cannot learn
these simple things?” Until one day, it occurs to him that perhaps these sim-
ple things—so transparent and compelling to him —are not in fact simple at
all, that they only appear simple to those who already know them, that the
grammar and rhetoric of formal written English have been shaped by the ir-
rationalities of history and habit and by the peculiar restrictions and rituals
that come from putting words on paper instead of into the air, that the sense
and nonsense of written English must often collide with the spoken English
that has been serving students in their negotiations with the world for many
years. The insight leads our teacher to the third stage of his development,
which I will name SOUNDING THE DEPTHS, for he turns now to the
careful observation not only of his students and their writing but of himself
as writer and teacher, seeking a deeper understanding of the behavior called
writing and of the special difficulties his students have in mastering the skill.
Let us imagine, for the sake of illustration, that the teacher now begins to
look more carefully at two common problems among basic writers—the
problem of grammatical errors and the problem of undeveloped paragraphs.

Should he begin in his exploration of error not only to count and name
errors but to search for patterns and pose hypotheses that might explain
them, he will begin to see that while his lessons in the past may have been
“simple,” the sources of the error he was trying to correct were often com-
plex. The insight leads not inevitably or finally to a rejection of all rules and
standards, but to a more careful look at error, to the formulation of what
might be called a “logic” of errors that serves to mark a pedagogical path for
teacher and student to follow.
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Let us consider in this connection the “simple” s inflection on the verb,
the source of a variety of grammatical errors in BW papers. It is, first, an
alien form to many students whose mother tongues inflect the verb differ-
ently or not at all. Uniformly called for, however, in all verbs in the third
person singular present indicative of standard English, it would seem to be a
highly predictable or stable form and therefore one easily remembered. But
note the grammatical concepts the student must grasp before he can apply
the rule: the concepts of person, tense, number, and mood. Note that the s
inflection is an atypical inflection within the modern English verb system.
Note too how often it must seem to the student that he hears the stem form
of the verb after third person singular subjects in what sounds like the pre-
sent, as he does for example whenever he hears questions like “Does she
want to go?” or “Can the subway stop?” In such sentences, the standard lan-
guage itself reinforces the student’s own resistance to the inflection.

And then, beyond these apparent unpredictabilities within the standard
systen, there is the influence of the student’s own language or dialect,
which urges him to ignore a troublesome form that brings no commensu-
rate increase in meaning. Indeed, the very s he struggles with here may shift
in a moment to signify plurality simply by being attached to a noun instead
of a verb. No wonder then that students of formal English throughout the
world find this inflection difficult, not because they lack intelligence or care
but because they think analogically and are linguistically efficient. The
issue is not the capacity of students finally to master this and the many other
forms of written English that go against the grain of their instincts and expe-
rience but the priority this kind of problem ought to have in the larger
scheme of learning to write and the willingness of students to mobilize
themselves to master such forms at the initial stages of instruction.

Somewhere between the folly of pretending that errors don’t matter and
the rigidity of insisting that they matter more than anything, the teacher
must find his answer, searching always under pressure for short cuts that will
not ultimately restrict the intellectual power of his students. But as yet, we
lack models for the maturation of the writing skill among young, native-born
adults and can only theorize about the adaptability of other models for these
students. We cannot say with certainty just what progress in writing ought to
look like for basic-writing students, and more particularly how the elimina-
tion of error is related to their over-all improvement.

Should the teacher then turn from problems of error to his students’ dif-
ficulties with the paragraphs of academic essays, new complexities emerge.
Why, he wonders, do they reach such instant closure on their ideas, seldom
moving into even one subordinate level of qualification but either moving
on to a new topic sentence or drifting off into reverie and anecdote until the
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point of the essay has been dissolved? Where is that attitude of “suspended
conclusion” that Dewey called thinking, and what can one infer about their
intellectual competence from such behavior?

Before consigning his students to some earlier stage of mental develop-
ment, the teacher at this stage begins to look more closely at the task he is
asking students to perform. Are they aware, for example, after years of right/
wrong testing, after the ACT’s and the GED’s and the OAT's, after straining
to memorize what they read but never learning to doubt it, after “psyching
out” answers rather than discovering them, are they aware that the rules
have changed and that the rewards now go to those who can sustain a play of
mind upon ideas—teasing out the contradictions and ambiguities and frail-
ties of statements?

Or again, are the students sensitive to the ways in which the conventions
of talk differ from those of academic discourse? Committed to extending the
boundaries of what is known, the scholar proposes generalizations that cover
the greatest possible number of instances and then sets about supporting his
case according to the rules of evidence and sound reasoning that govern his
subject. The spoken language, looping back and forth between speakers, of-
fering chances for groping and backing up and even hiding, leaving room
for the language of hands and faces, of pitch and pauses, is by comparison
generous and inviting. The speaker is not responsible for the advancement
of formal learning. He is free to assert opinions without a display of evidence
or recount experiences without explaining what they “mean.” His move-
ments from one level of generality to another are more often brought on by
shifts in the winds of conversation rather than by some decision of his to be
more specific or to sum things up. For him the injunction to “be more spe-
cific” is difficult to carry out because the conditions that lead to specificity
are usually missing. He may not have acquired the habit of questioning his
propositions, as a listener might, in order to locate the points that require
amplification or evidence. Or he may be marooned with a proposition he
cannot defend for lack of information or for want of practice in retrieving
the history of an idea as it developed in his own mind.

Similarly, the query “What is your point?” may be difficult to answer be-
cause the conditions under which the student is writing have not allowed for
the slow generation of an orienting conviction, that underlying sense of the
direction he wants his thinking to take. Yet without this conviction, he can-
not judge the relevance of what comes to his mind, as one sentence
branches out into another or one idea engenders another, gradually crowd-
ing from his memory the direction he initially set for himself.

Or finally, the writer may lack the vocabulary that would enable him to
move more easily up the ladder of abstraction and must instead forge out of
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a nonanalytical vocabulary a way of discussing thoughts about thoughts, a
task so formidable as to discourage him, as travelers in a foreign land are dis-
couraged, from venturing far beyond bread-and-butter matters.

From such soundings, our teacher begins to see that teaching at the re-
medial level is not a matter of being simpler but of being more profound, of
not only starting from “scratch” but also determining where “scratch” is.
The experience of studenthood is the experience of being just so far over
one’s head that it is both realistic and essential to work at surviving. But by
underestimating the sophistication of our students and by ignoring the com-
plexity of the tasks we set before them, we have failed to locate in precise
ways where to begin and what follows what.

But I have created a fourth stage in my developmental scheme, which I
am calling DIVING IN in order to suggest that the teacher who has come
this far must now make a decision that demands professional courage —the
decision to remediate himself, to become a student of new disciplines and of
his students themselves in order to perceive both their difficulties and their
incipient excellence. “Always assume,” wrote Leo Strauss, to the teacher,
“that there is one silent student in your class who is by far superior to you in
head and in heart” This assumption, as I have been trying to suggest, does
not come easily or naturally when the teacher is a college teacher and the
young men and women in his class are labeled remedial. But as we come to
know these students better, we begin to see that the greatest barrier to our
work with them is our ignorance of them and of the very subject we have
contracted to teach. We see that we must grope our ways into the turbulent
disciplines of semantics and linguistics for fuller, more accurate data about
words and sentences; we must pursue more rigorously the design of develop-
mental models, basing our schemes less upon loose comparisons with chil-
dren and more upon case studies and developmental research of the sort
that produced William Perry’s impressive study of the intellectual develop-
ment of Harvard students; we need finally to examine more closely the na-
ture of speaking and writing and divine the subtle ways in which these forms
of language both support and undo each other.

The work is waiting for us. And so irrevocable now is the tide that brings
the new students into the nation’s college classrooms that it is no longer
within our power, as perhaps it once was, to refuse to accept them into the
community of the educable. They are here. DIVING IN is simply deciding
that teaching them to write well is not only suitable but challenging work for
those who would be teachers and scholars in a democracy.

325



William Perry
and Liberal Education

PATRICIA BiZZELL

The work of psychologist William G. Perry, Jr. has attracted much attention
recently from college writing teachers who seek a developmental model to
inform composition courses and writing-across-the-curriculum programs.
To assess Perry’s usefulness to writing instruction, I would like first to sum-
marize his work, giving his own interpretation of its significance, and then to
say how I think we should, and should not, use it.

After taking a BA in psychology at Harvard College, Perry began his aca-
demic career teaching English literature at Williams College. In 1947 he re-
turned to Harvard to head the Bureau of Study Counsel, and there he
performed the research that led to the publication of his influential book,
Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A
Scheme (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1968). Perry describes
how college students pass from childhood to adulthood by moving through
nine developmental positions. The shape of this process and the nature of
the positions were defined through a series of interviews with Harvard un-
dergraduate men in each of their four years in college.

Perry’s nine-position scheme chronicles movement through three world
views, “Dualism,” “Relativism,” and “Commitment in Relativism.” The
young person typically passes through them in this order, sometimes paus-
ing or backtracking. Each world view shapes value judgments on religion,
politics, family relations, and so on. Drawing on the student interviews,
Perry depicts each world view primarily in terms of the young person’s atti-
tude toward schoolwork.

Reprinted from College English 46.5 (September 1984): 447-54. Used with permission.
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The first world view, “Dualism,” is characterized by the belief that
everything in the world can be ordered in one of two categories—right or
wrong. These categories are defined by axiomatic statements or “Absolutes,”
which are possessed by “Authority,” adults who have perfect knowledge of
the Absolutes. The proper task of Authority is to convey the Absolutes to the
ignorant. For the dualist, knowing the world means memorizing the Ab-
solutes and applying them to individual instances. For the student Dualist,
education is a process of finding right answers (correct applications of Ab-
solutes), with the help of the teacher (Authority). The student Dualist resists
exploring academic problems that have no one right solution, and prefers
teachers who supply answers and disciplines in which answers can be se-
curely quantified.

In the second world view, “Relativism,” Absolutes either are unknow-
able or no longer exist. Without them Authority can no longer empower one
to categorize the world as right or wrong. In place of these generally applica-
ble standards, selfish interest becomes the basis for each individual’s deci-
sions. For the Relativist, knowing the world means devising an individual
strategy for survival. For the student Relativist, education is a process of de-
vising persuasive answers, since right answers no longer exist. The teacher
judges persuasiveness according to idiosyncratic criteria, not Absolute stan-
dards. As the student Relativist learns how to satisfy teachers’ demands, he or
she enjoys exploring problematic questions and prefers disciplines in which
they abound. This student also prefers teachers who do not stand on the
(now unfounded) authority of their office but relate personally to the
student. '

In the third world view, “Commitment in Relativism,” the world is still
without Absolutes and Authority. Nevertheless, it is not without order, and
decisions need not be based on solitary self-interest. For the Committed Rel-
ativist, knowing the world means understanding what has been rendered
important by one’s family, friends, religious and ethnic traditions, and intel-
lectual interests. These priorities derived from social surroundings guide
choices about the values that will order one’s life, choices that Perry calls
“Commitments.” As one’s Commitments develop, one can make confident
judgments of what is better or worse relative to them, while still realizing that
other people who have sufficiently examined their values may employ differ-
ent but valid standards of judgment. For the student Committed Relativist,
education is a process of achieving the knowledge necessary for making
Commitments. Once Committed to a field of study, this student does not
seek right or glib answers; rather he or she tries to start working productively
in the chosen field. The teacher is neither Authority nor personal friend dur-
ing this process, but rather a more experienced fellow worker, or mentor.
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Perry does not clearly explain what his developmental scheme de-
scribes. Is it a process through which all normal 18- to 21-year-olds can be
expected to pass, a process that is automatic, genetically determined? If so,
Perry’s scheme would extend the developmental scheme put forward for
younger children by Jean Piaget. Piaget sees children moving through a
series of stages of cognitive activity, from sensori-motor on to formal-
operational; this process unfolds independent of a child’s particular cultural
context. Most researchers in the development of adolescents seek to com-
plete Piaget’s scheme, that is, to describe the stages children pass through
after puberty; and Perry, too, nods in the direction of Piaget. He suggests that
he follows Piaget in the notion that developmental processes repeat them-
selves on different levels—in other words, that we can expect to find some
process in the adolescent analogous to the movement through cognitive
stages in the young child.

Perry differentiates his study from Piaget’s, however, when he says that
Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development focuses on “the level at
which a person undertakes the development of his ‘philosophical assump-
tions’ about his world” (p. 29). I see two distinctions from Piaget here. First,
Perry describes this development as something a person “undertakes”; in
other words, it is a process of which the person is conscious and which he or
she can guide to some extent. In contrast, Piaget describes cognitive devel-
opment as unfolding naturally, with only occasional awareness on the
child’s part that changes are occurring, and without much possibility of any-
one, child or observing adult, altering the course of the development. The
second distinction follows from this self-conscious aspect of the develop-
ment Perry describes: what are developed are “philosophical assumptions,”
not cognitive stages. Philosophical assumptions, I take it, can be examined,
revised, and consciously affirmed by their possessor, unlike cognitive stages.
Perry puts the phrase in quotation marks to indicate that he does not see the
typical undergraduate as a systematic thinker; nevertheless, he wants to use
such language because it suggests that the scheme focuses on beliefs con-
sciously held in the mind. The process of developing philosophical assump-
tions may be analogous to that of developing mature cognitive abilities, but
it is not the same kind of process.

But if Perry derives from Piaget only the concept of a developmental
process, then what kind of process does Perry’s scheme describe? Perry’s an-
swer to this question is not clear. I think, however, that in spite of Perry’s
nod to Piaget, his developmental scheme describes something that does
not necessarily happen to all cognitively normal 18- to 21-year-olds. Perry
drops many hints that what he is describing is what happens to young peo-
ple when they receive an education. Furthermore, he suggests that an
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education-induced developmental process should not be regarded as value-
neutral, as we would presumably have to regard a process that unfolded ac-
cording to some genetic necessity, such as that described by Piaget.
Education initiates one into the traditions, habits, and values of a commu-
nity. Perry’s scheme focuses particularly on liberal arts education and the
world view it inculcates. Obviously, then, it is possible to pass through the
ages of 18 to 21 quite “normally” from the psychological point of view with-
out undergoing this kind of development.

Perry aims in his book to convince us that undergraduates in a liberal
arts college do pass through the developmental process he describes, but he
also does something more. He tries, I think, to persuade us that this develop-
ment, although not necessary for normal cognition, is desirable. There is, of
course, an implicit argument for the desirability of a developmental process
in any work that claims simply to describe such a process. If the process is
developmental, then by definition, movement through it must be good and
arrest at an early stage bad. The researcher is not supposed to assign such
values to the stages being described and therefore is not expected to defend
the implicit values. Perry, however, has openly assigned values to his devel-
opmental stages: successful completion of a liberal arts education requires
moving eventually into the world view of Committed Relativism. Perry must
either defend the values or be charged with bias in his research.

Consequently Perry openly states: “The values built into our scheme
are those we assume to be commonly held in significant areas of our cul-
ture, finding their most concentrated expression in such institutions as col-
leges of liberal arts, mental health movements, and the like” (p. 45). He
understands that these values are “statements of opinion,” with which oth-
ers may differ (p. 45), and that framing these values in a developmental
scheme implicitly argues for them by implying that the closer one adheres
to them, the more one “grows” (p. 44). But he is unembarrassed at arguing
for these values because he believes that they lead ultimately to the truest
world view, or as he puts it, “an optimally congruent and responsible ad-
dress to the present state of man’s predicament” (p. 45). Ultimately Perry
sees the achievement of this world view as having spiritual significance; he
refers several times to his scheme’s being a sort of modern-day Pilgrim’s
Progress, and he stresses the courage it takes for young people to win
through to the end (see pp. 37, 44).

Perry’s scheme, then, charts the creation of, not just any intellectually
and ethically mature adult, but precisely “the liberally educated man,” a
man (or woman) “who has learned to think about even his own thoughts, to
examine the way he orders his data and the assumptions he is making, and
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to compare these with other thoughts that other men might have” (p. 39).
Perry characterizes the adult who cannot be self-reflective in this way as
“anti-intellectual,” even if he or she is otherwise intelligent (p. 39). To de-
velop this kind of self-reflective intellectual maturity, Perry explicitly recom-
mends a pedagogy of pluralism, which forces students to confront opposing
views on an issue, forcing them out of the Dualist world view on into Rela-
tivism and beyond. Persuasively arguing for this pedagogy, Perry cites
Socrates as its first practitioner and finds an American supporter for it in
Henry Adams (p. 35). Pluralism is also the pedagogy of Harvard College.
Perry recognizes that its pervasiveness at Harvard has conditioned his re-
search results, but he does not seek to claim universality for his results.
Rather, he argues for this particular education-induced development. Let
other colleges, Perry implies, follow Harvard, as they have done in the past,
in defining “the very heart of liberal education” (pp. 35-36).

Perry does not discuss the place of writing in the development for which
he argues. He does not say, for example, that a Dualist student will write a
particular kind of essay. Indeed, to determine a student’s position in the
scheme, Perry looks at nothing other than what the student tells the inter-
viewer about his experiences. From the transcript of the interview Perry de-
rives the student’s attitudes toward schoolwork, which serve to characterize
the positions in the scheme, as I explain above.

These general attitudes toward schoolwork presumably do inform par-
ticular kinds of academic performance, however. In a much anthologized
essay Perry has distinguished between the attitudes that produce “cow” writ-
ing, or data unorganized by theory, and “bull” writing, or theory unsup-
ported by data.! He does not use the descriptive terms from his scheme to
characterize “cow” and “bull” writers, but he does connect students’ papers
with their understanding of academic ways of thinking.

With this indirect encouragement from Perry, many writing teachers
have found it easy to match typical kinds of student essays with positions in
the scheme. For example, a familiar sort of undergraduate essay is the one
without an organizing thesis, the essay that is simply a collocation of facts
strung together like beads with connectives such as “another” or “next.” Typ-
ically, too, this kind of essay is either hypercorrect or fraught with errors that
seemn to have kept the student’s attention fixed on the sentence level, so un-
derdeveloped are the ideas in the whole paper. In place of generalizations
from data this paper relies on maxims used so uncritically as to strike us as
dreadful clicheés. Mina Shaughnessy has found these characteristics in the
writing of students at the most “basic” level of approximation to academic
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discourse (Errors and Expectations [New York: Oxford University Press,
1977}, pp. 198-202). Building on Shaughnessy’s work, Andrea Lunsford
finds similar characteristics in the essays of some of her Basic Writers.? It
seems easy to identify such writing as the work of what Perry calls Dualist
students, with their belief in unquestionable Absolutes and their view of ed-
ucation as the collecting of right answers.

Much more research is needed, however, before we can use Perry’s
scheme to classify kinds of student writing. No doubt there are common
kinds of undergraduate essays other than that described above, which seems
to fit the scheme so neatly; we do not know whether Perry’s scheme can pro-
vide an exhaustive explanation of variation in student writing. We should re-
member that Perry’s scheme was based on the experiences of students who
were highly successful academically and who were attending one of the
most selective liberal arts colleges in the country. Although Shaughnessy
and Lunsford, working with students somewhat different from Perry’s, found
signs in student writing of a development similar to the one he describes
(neither of them refers to Perry), we do not know to what extent Perry’s
scheme can extend its explanatory power across a variety of student abilities,
academic preparation, and college experiences. We should also note that
Perry provides no timetable for progress through his scheme; nowhere does
he suggest that all freshmen can be expected to be Dualists, who then as
sophomores and juniors traverse Relativism and achieve Committed Rela-
tivism as seniors. The existence of these gaps in our knowledge of the
scheme’s application to student writing argues against using the scheme to
classify student writing in any detailed way.

Furthermore, I would argue that we should not use Perry’s scheme as a
blueprint for writing curricula. Mechanical applications of Perry’s scheme
will tend to trivialize it while producing curricula that really tell us nothing
new. For example, one freshman composition curriculum based on Perry
uses his analysis of Relativism to justify the already familiar recommenda-
tion to ask students to read several essays that take opposing views on a con-
troversial issue and then to develop their own argumentative positions.? The
method is so familiar as already to have been embodied in numberless fresh-
man composition anthologies. Furthermore, because students require pro-
longed exposure to pluralistic methods in many disciplines, and time to
reduce the domain of Dualism, this curriculum does not do justice to the
rather elaborate process whereby a student achieves the Relativist world
view, according to Perry. Some research has suggested that Dualists make
more progress if teachers initially take a nurturing, rather than a challeng-
ing, stance with them.* Moreover, students who have already achieved Rela-
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tivism may not be greatly benefited by lessons in recognizing and arguing
from opposing views on a controversial issue. Such practice may only en-
trench them in intransigently held personal views, a mind-set which, ac-
cording to Perry, often retards students’ progress through Relativism to
Commitment.

If we agree with Perry that students pass through certain positions on
their way to the kind of intellectual maturity valued in liberal arts colleges, it
does not necessarily follow that we can get them to progress faster by forcing
them to imitate more advanced positions until their brains kick on and hold
these positions on their own. We should not, in other words, commit a ver-
sion of what has come to be known as the “American heresy” with respect to
the work of Piaget, that is, the attempt to find ways of moving children faster
through the Piagetian levels. Perry’s scheme describes the effects of a certain
liberal arts curriculum, to be sure —Harvard’s—but this does not mean that
we can turn the effects into a model of causes for a new curriculum that will
perform the same changes more efficiently. To try would be to neglect the
empbhasis Perry himself places on the function of education as accultura-
tion, not training; inculcation of values, not practice in techniques.

Of what use, then, is Perry’s work to college writing teachers? I think his
scheme can help us to understand why the differences occur in student writ-
ing, even if we cannot apply his classification scheme rigidly. Shaughnessy
and Lunsford do not agree on why such differences occur. Shaughnessy sug-
gests that they arise from students’ unequal ability to meet the expectations
of the academic discourse community. Lunsford argues that the students are
at different levels of cognitive development in the Piagetian sense —Basic
Wiriters are “egocentric” (p. 284). Perry’s scheme forges a link between these
social and cognitive explanations because, as I argued above, he is describ-
ing a developmental process that is only analogous to but not identical with
Piaget’s. Perry’s analysis describes the changes in student thinking that result
from their socialization into the academic community. The great strength of
his scheme is its focus on one important constant in the struggles of all col-
lege writers: the intellectual demands of liberal education.

Perry’s work should make us realize that as we bring our students
through the process of liberal education, we are not simply teaching them to
think or to grow up, as we sometimes like to say that we are. Rather, we are
teaching them to think in a certain way, to become adults with a certain set
of intellectual habits and ethical predilections. We are asking them to accept
a certain kind of relation to their culture, from among the range of relations
that are possible.
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Thus Perry’s greatest use to writing teachers is to provide us with a sort of
philosophical map of the changes liberal education seeks to induce in our
students. Such a map can help us understand that certain typical problems
students have with writing in college should be regarded as problems with
accepting the academic community’s preferred world view, and not neces-
sarily as problems with achieving “normal” cognition. This is supported by
the rough match between Perry’s scheme and the characteristics Shaugh-
nessy and Lunsford note in the writing of students who are different from
those in Perry’s research sample.

In short, Perry provides us with a useful picture of the kind of “cultural
literacy” required in a liberal arts college. The term “cultural literacy” refers
to the objects of knowledge and the ways of thinking that one must master in
order to participate in a particular community.’ Following Perry we come to
realize that the academic com