
The course has two main objectives. It 
attempts to identify the general prin- 
ciples that underlie each particular med- 
ium of artistic expression, and it points 
by comparison to the similarities and the 
differences. For example, a discussion 
of radio plays is used to observe the 
particular means of form available in a 
world limited to sounds and deprived of 
vision. Conversely, readings on the pho- 
tographic media give access to the re- 
sources of visual imagery under con- 
ditions that exclude or properly reduce 
speech and sound. The second purpose of 
the course is that of offering an anti- 
dote to the parochial constriction by 
which so many of the more advanced stud- 
ents dedicated themselves to one spec- 
ialty in monastic seclusion. The members 
of the class are expected to be well 
grounded, theoretically and/or prac- 
tically, in at least one of the media 
under investigation. Sometimes, however, 
an anthropologist is also a good mus- 
ician, or a dancer writes poetry. Archi- 
tects, accustomed to the inbred talk of 
their workshops, can get fascinated by 

hearing a linguist talk about buildings; 
and they themselves may have striking 
ideas on the properties of space revealed 
in painting or literary description. 
When it all works out just right, it cre- 
ates a peaceable kingdom in which the 
lambs are as well fed as the lions. 

The variety of topics is held together by 
an underlying theme. While psychology 
offers several such themes, my own in- 
clination happens to be toward the cog- 
nitive aspects of art rather than the 
motivational or social. Thus, after two 
or three introductory sessions on the 
artist's place in society and the psycho- 
analytical approach to creativity, at- 
tention is focused upon the rep- 
resentation of reality in the various 
media. What is abstract painting about 
and how does it relate to the subjects of 
music? In what ways do the Old Testament 
and Homer tell a story differently? How 
do literature and sculpture treat the 
same episode? How do intuition and in- 
tellect go about portraying human be- 
havior on the stage? And so on. 
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None of the readings are easy. They all 
have the density and authenticity of au- 
thors who give their own thoughts rather 
than merely dilute those of others. They 
are theoretical and tend to trespass on 
philosophy. But almost all are quite 
short. I believe that weekly assignments 
of hundreds of pages are not only un- 
realistic but undermine the ability to 
read. On the principle that what does 
not deserve to be read word for word is 
better not read at all, I constantly ad- 
monish students for having missed this 
telling metaphor or that puzzling term or 
for not looking up the meaning of a ref- 
erence. When Freud refers in passing to 
the question that the cardinal asked of 
the poet Ariosto, don't you want to know 
who was the cardinal and what was the 
question? When Kleist uses the image of 
light reflected from a concave mirror, 
what optical mechanism does he have in 
mind? Be inquisitive, be thorough, read 
slowly, savor the detail, and leave the 
skipping through to business executives! 

For the purpose of credit, every student 
writes a term paper, the topic to be de- 
rived from his or her particular line of 
interest. Here the student's special 
knowledge and outlook impose themselves 
upon the guiding theme of the course even 
more thoroughly than was possible in 
class discussion. The result is a daz- 
zling variety of subjects. A recent 
crop, for example, contained a paper by a 
dancer relating choreography to se- 
quential movement in architecture, one on 
the interaction between Virginia ~oolf's 
life and fiction, a comparison between 
visual and auditory space, an aesthetic 
evaluation of computer graphics, a scen- 
ario for a "happening" based on Shake- 
speare's Tempest, a paper on color sym- 
bolism in the German Romantics, an an- 
alysis of Eisenstein's editing technique 
in relation to that of the French av- 
ant-garde films, an essay on innovation 
in art and science, etc. In my in- 
structions I try to keep the students 
away from either reporting impersonally 
on a body of readings or indulging in 
free-floating speculations about creat- 
ivity, emotion, or the future of art 
without the support of factual sources. 

Once the students are asked to derive 
their topics from an area of their par- 
ticular interest, the "term paper" loses 
its perfunctory character. What is more, 
to have to adapt a familiar subject to 
the particular perspective of the psy- 
chology of the arts often means for the 
students to come upon an approach they 
might not have thought of otherwise; it 
may mean to write a maverick piece they 
had speculated on in leisurely off-hours 
but to which they had never gotten a- 
round. Inevitably, so personal an under- 
taking reflects in the style of writing. 
Although they are dealing mainly with the 
conceptual abstractions of theory, the 
students are writing in their own 
voices. The freshness of direct know- 
ledge and direct experience animates the 
wording, and having to communicate some- 
thing that matters is different from sum- 
marizing for the teacher a body of mat- 
erial with which they know he is all to 
familiar. As they plead a case of their 
own, their very syntax becomes less or- 
thodox, which may raise the eyebrows of 
the conscientious teacher; but the spon- 
taneity of expression to which some of 
the less defensible formulations are due 
compensates for the mistakes. For the 
teacher, to have a few dozen young people 
speak, each in his own language, is quite 
different from the chore of reading forty 
more or less anonymous reports. 

The variety of the subject matter keeps 
the teacher on his toes. Ideally he 
should be an expert on all the subjects 
treated in the papers, and in fact he 
does need at least a generic acquaintance 
with the topics whose treatment he is 
called upon to evaluate. On the other 
hand, it is in the very nature of this 
kind of course that it try to train the 
participants in thinking, reading, and 
writing about subjects that are not their 
specialty. To step beyond the safety of 
one's own precinct without becoming am- 
ateurish or superficial offers the pos- 
sibility of thinking more freely, deeply, 
and originally than one might otherwise. 
It is a challenge that a course of this 
nature offers not only to the students 
but to the teacher as well. 



PacpLe1s image of the map of their 
city. 
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Teaching Teachers of Writing: 
Making a Center That Can ~ o l d l  

W i l l i a m  E. Coles, Jr. 
Department of English 
The Univers i ty  of P i t t sbu rgh  

One of t h e  reasons,  I t h i n k ,  t h a t  s o  many 
t a l e n t e d  beginning t e a c h e r s  of w r i t i n g  
have a tendency t o  burn o u t  i n  one way o r  
another  a f t e r  f i v e ,  seven, t e n  yea r s  i n  
t h e  profession--become more and more ac- 
complished i n  t each ing  l e s s  and l e s s  t h a t  
makes any r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  t o  anyone--is 
t h a t  they  a r e  not  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  of t h e i r  

- 

c a r e e r s  given enough oppor tuni ty  t o  cap- 
i t a l i z e  decent ly  on t h e  ways i n  which 
t h e i r  g r e a t e s t  l i a b i l i t y  is  t h e i r  grea t -  
e s t  p o t e n t i a l  s t r eng th :  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
they  a r e  a good d e a l  more concerned wi th  
themselves than  they  a r e  with e i t h e r  
t h e i r  s u b j e c t  o r  t h e i r  s tuden t s .  
"They're betrayed by t h e i r  own deepest  
i n s t i n c t s , "  a co l league  of mine once s a i d  
of t h e  TA's of our Composition Program, 
and of course I knew what he meant. The 
bo i l ed  s h i r t  fo rma l i ty  t h a t  a l t e r n a t e d  
with a casualness  a s  comfortably assumed 
a s  a p a i r  of worn dungarees. The s h e l l  
games played with l i t e r a r y  ma te r i a l s .  
The maunderings with media. The e a r n e s t  
excursions i n t o  consciousness raz ing .  
The p l e a s a n t l y  ana rch ic  c l a s s  d i s -  
cussions.  The i r r e l e v a n t l y  overmarked 
s tudent  papers .  The hours  and hours 
spent  i n  ind iv idua l  conferences,  making 
f r i e n d s ,  s e a l i n g  t h e  commitment of youth 
t o  i t s e l f .  I ' d  spent  t o o  many hours my- 
s e l f  i n  a l l  t h e s e  ways a s  a beginning 
t eache r  not  t o  know e x a c t l y  what my col-  
league was r e f e r r i n g  t o .  However in-  
experienced I may have been i n  o t h e r  
ways, I was very good a t  s u b s t i t u t i n g  
myself f o r  what was in tended t o  be our  
s u b j e c t  i n  such a way a s  t o  meet my most 
immediate need. The primary bus iness  of 
my classroom, without  anyone 's  being 
aware of it then ,  was g e t t i n g  myself 
adored. 

1- of this article appeared in other -- 

forms in College Oarpositicn and Oontunicaticn and 
CfcitDositian and Teadhin.~. 

But it was not  my i n s t i n c t s  exac t ly  t h a t  
I was be t rayed  by then ,  not  any more than 
1 be l i eve  t h i s  t o  be t h e  case  with t h e  
b e s t  of t h e  young t e a c h e r s  I now work 
with. I n  r e s o r t i n g  t o  t a l k i n g  about what 
I knew a s  a beginning t eache r ,  o r  what I 
l i k e d  t o  t h i n k  I knew; i n  going t o  what I 
ca red  about  o r  be l ieved  m a t t e r e d ~ a n d  
l e s s ,  God knows, i n  t h e  name of anything 
I r e a l l y  was o r  s tood f o r  than  i n  t h e  
name of what I wanted t o  be seen a s  - 
s t and ing  f o r  and c a r i n g  about--I was 
f e e l i n g  f o r  a teaching  i d e n t i t y ,  f o r  a 
way of having a l i f e  i n  t h e  classroom. I 
was fumbling f o r  t h e  very  t h i n g  t h a t  
makes e f f e c t i v e  t each ing  e f f e c t i v e  and 
keeps it something, f o r  a teacher  a s  wel l  
a s  f o r  s tuden t s ,  t h a t  can be worthwhile. 
I was looking f o r  a t each ing  s t y l e .  Of 
my own. For myself. 

What young t eache r s  a r e  betrayed by i s  
n o t  t h e i r  i n s t i n c t  t o  be concerned with 
themselves f i r s t ,  before  t h e i r  s tudents ,  
before  t h e i r  s u b j e c t s  even, bu t  what they 
have a tendency t o  make t h a t  i n s t i n c t  
mean, which i n  t u r n  determines how they 
a c t  on it, t h e  forms t h e  i n s t i n c t  takes.  
The t r o u b l e  with t h e  easy rou te s  of t h e  
easy  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  of t h i s  i n s t i n c t  is 
t h a t  they  end i n  boredom, unacknowledged 
self-comtempt, despai r .  Inevi tab ly .  
Sooner o r  l a t e r .  The game of i n t e l -  
l e c t u a l  seduct ion is  e x c i t i n g  only s o  
long a s  one has  energy t o  p l a y  it. And 
when it comes t o  r e t u r n s  on t h e  teaching 
of w r i t i n g  measured i n  terms of t h e  per- 
formance of one ' s  s tuden t s ,  t h e r e  simply 
a r e n ' t  enough s a t i s f a c t i o n s  i n  t h a t  t o  
keep people going. Not a f t e r  a while  
t h e r e  a r e n ' t .  Not f o r  any t eache r  who 
i s n ' t  e i t h e r  a f o o l  o r  a l i a r .  ~ o b o d y ,  
and I mean nobody, can teach  w r i t i n g  t h a t  
wel l .  



There are ways, however, of providing 
beginning teachers of writing with an 
opportunity to use rather than be used by 
their preoccupation with their own teach- 
ing presences that will not only turn 
this potential liability into a strength, 
but into the kind of strength that can 
give them ways of growing as teachers for 
the rest of their professional lives. It 
is possible, in other words, to work with 
the instincts of new teachers rather than 
against them by involving such teachers 
in a training program that has as its 
intention the same intention we have in 

teaching the students of such teachers to 
write to begin with. 

For if, as I believe is the case, what we 
are up to as teachers of writing is to 
enable students to develop voices or 
styles of their own, the kind of control 
of language, specifically the various 
languages of written English in use at a 
university, that will enable them to 
shape and control, rather than to be 
shaped and controlled by their environ- 
ments; then it would seem reasonable to 
suppose that our primary responsibility 
in the training of teachers to teach 
writing is to provide them with exactly 
the same opportunity. As teachers of 
composition, we are less interested, pre- 
sumably, in a student's being able to 
generate at our command, for an occasion 
we specify, and in our terms, a Theme of 
Definition, say, or of Argumentation, 
than we are in her having internalized 
(in the sense of having made her own) the 
process that a paper on the subject of 
definition is only an example of, the 
activity of argumentation as an ap- 
proach. By the same token, it would seem 
less important to acquaint beginning tea- 
chers of writing with Compositional 1s- 
sues or Compositional Theories or even 
Compositional Techniques than to give 
them the chance to see issues as leading 

to theories which are in turn 
indistinguishable from techniques~a 
connectedness that, root to branch, is 
important or valuable to know about in 
direct proportion (and only in direct 
proportion) to what an individual teacher 
can make such knowledge mean in the 
context of her own style in her own 
classroom. For since the discipline of 
writing is a process, knowledge of it is 
important only as it leads to approaches 
and methods, and even these are no more 
than what Henry Adams called the sorts of 
tools and models that may be thrown 
away. If we are concerned with supplying 
our students with more than a formula for 
writing, then we teach with the demand 
that they assimilate only what they can 
transform and this only in order to 
transcend. Similarly, teaching teachers 
of writing should be a matter of offering 
a subject with the kind of style that 
will demand the response of another 

style. A certain readiness of sensi- 
bility on the part of our students, read- 

iness as Hamlet defines it, ripeness as 
it is argued by Lear: that's what we're - 
after as teachers of writing. And the 
same kind of readiness, of ripeness, is 
what I think we ought to be after in tea- 
ching teachers of writing as well. 

In order to explain how I translate these 
parallels into a syllabus and a procedure 
for a course in teacher training, it is 
necessary that I say something first of 
the notion of writing with which as 
Director of Composition I built a 
composition program at the University of 
Pittsburgh. I based this program in its 
entirety on the assumption that for 
anyone anywhere in the United States 
today to attempt to teach writing without 
enabling students to understand what 
there can be in the activity for them is 
futile. Further, for better or worse, 



and f o r  a v a r i e t y  of reasons, composition 
teachers  can no longer e i t h e r  def ine  
wr i t ing  o r  descr ibe  t h e  b e n e f i t s  of it i n  
t r a d i t i o n a l  terms only. It is  no longer 
poss ib le ,  t h a t  is, f o r  t eachers  t o  ge t  
very f a r  by o f f e r i n g  w r i t i n g  a s  a pure ly  
mechanical a c t i v i t y  t h e  importance of 
which is  a s s e r t e d  only with t h e  
ha l f - t ru ths  of predominantly negative 
arguments. ( I f  you don' t  w r i t e  well ,  
then you w i l l  not  be thought of a s  - 
well-rounded, gentee l ,  educated, e t c .  I f  
you don ' t  w r i t e  wel l ,  then you w i l l  no t  - 
obta in  a high paying job. ) . For it is no 
more d i f f i c u l t  t o  see how people could 
f a i l  t o  c a r e  very much about w r i t i n g  con- 
ceived of pr imar i ly  a s  a s e t  of con- 
ventions o r  r u l e s  t o  be mastered, than it 
is t o  s e e  why they might have t roub le  
be l ieving t h a t  such mastery is  a neces- 
sa ry  condit ion f o r  v i r t u e  o r  s u c c e s s ~ l e t  
alone an ind ican t  of knowledge, i n t e l -  
l igence ,  o r  charac ter .  To understand and 
present  wr i t ing  a s  a uniquely powerful 
instrument f o r  learning,  however, a s  a 
s p e c i a l  way of th inking and coining t o  
know, is  f o r  composition t eachers  t o  es- 
t a b l i s h  an e f f e c t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with 
t h e i r  s tuden t s  through having es tab l i shed  
an e f f e c t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with t h e i r  
d i s c i p l i n e .  Because t o  understand how 
wr i t ing  is  re f l ex ive ,  capable of 
r ecas t ing  f e e l i n g s  and concepts i n  t h e  

process of r e f l e c t i n g  them, is  t o  s e e  and 
t o  be a b l e  t o  o f f e r  t h e  a c t i v i t y  a s  in-  
volving hand, eye, and b ra in  i n  a 
uniquely powerful r e in fo rc ing  cycle.  It 
is  t o  see  and t o  be a b l e  t o  o f f e r  wr i t ing  
a s  having something t o  do with t h e  w r i t e r .  

I defined composition a t  t h e  Universi ty 
of Pi t t sburgh the re fo re  i n  more than t h e  
ordinary u t i l i t a r i a n  terms. I n  my des- 
c r i p t i o n  of our course o f fe r ings ,  f o r  
example, I addressed t h e  undergraduates 
of t h e  un ive r s i ty  a s  follows: 

It is customary when speaking of writing as a 
subject, of cxmpcdtim as it is usually called, to 
beginbyexplaining 

. . 
why writing is inportant, par- 

ticularly to a all- sixdent. It is usually said, 
for exanple, and said rightly, that a student's -1- 
legs career w i l l  depend in large part en his or her 
abiUtytodandtx3writewhat i s k Y 3 d n a s B M  
Amrican (or Sbndard) Bqlish, to read this lan- 

guage easily, to write it correctly and fluently. 
It is, after all, the primary language of the m- 
ivwsity, and a facility wiI3-1 it therefore is P 
qubxd by the tutality of a st&xkgs uniwsity 
experience. No cne, in other words, can expect to 
n m i n  a ,&&nt a t  the University of Pittshr* 
without availing him or herself of the (xcortunity 
to cbvekp an ability that the univwsity in order 
to remain a university nust take for granted. 

It is also said, and correctly, that dianoes for 
enployment and/or advancement in the world for which 
the University is training students is often di- 
rectly c@e?xht upon an indivdiual's ability to 
express him or herself decently. Fbr it is m- 
reasonable to suppose that someone dm gives the 
-of-or-tya 
makethesameinpressionassomeonewhoknowshowto 
present himself another way. 

- a r e - - f o r l e t o  
write, but they are more an explanation of how an 
U t y  to write is valuable than they are an a- 
p M o n o f * t h e W t y U b e s v a l & i n  
the firstplace. Ctily in a limited way do they 
gest that there can be sonething in the activity of 
writing for the writer, even when the writer is a 
.stuamt dm &es XxYt find the activity pa?LticaLrly 
mjoyable, even when the writer is a student who 
w e * t o m a k e w r i t i n g a n m @ o f  
h i s o r h e r l i f e .  T h e r e a s m W t h e a b i l i t y t o  
write is valued is that the activity of writing un- 
derstood in its fullest sense is an activity of 
thinking. Ebxn this point of view, the ability to 
W m a y b e m a s ~ U t y t o - ,  
to boild structures, to draw inferences, to develop 
hplicdtia, to intelliqsntly-in short 
to make ocnnectia,  to wark out relafcicd-Lp3-be 
tween this idea and that idea, words and other 
words, sentences and other sentences, language and 
experience. The real reason that writing is inipor- 
tant then, is that it is an activity of language 
h g t h a t m d l e - t s t o - - m  
posers, better -, better thinkem, in 
whatever languages they wark with: mathematical or 

drianical symbols, colors and shapes on canvas, qes- 
tores, wards. The activity of writing is valuable, 
therefore, primarily because it is an avenue to 
power. To work a t  it, even a t  a nm-professional 
level, is for a writer to gain in p o w e r 4  as more 
t h a n a  writer. The ability to write is valued in 
the f i r s t  place because pcwarlessness means victirni- 
zaticn. 

I m p l i c i t  i n  t h a t  statement is  t h e  s ing le  



idea of the Composition Program that was 
intended to inform all of what we did at 
the same time that it served to hold the 
Program together in all of its workings. 
The idea is this. Since it is possible 
to see language using (in its broadest 
sense) as the means by which all of us 
run orders through chaos thereby giving 
oursleves the identities we have, we of- 
fer writing as an activity of language 
using in order to provide students with a 
way of seeing that to get better at writ- 
ing can have something in it for the 
writer, the writer as student, the writer 
as more than student. 

Given this informing idea, it is clear 
what I wanted in the way of a course for 
our teaching writing to undergraduates. 
I wanted a course that would be focused 
on making the students' writing (and not 
something else), and the students' writ- 
ing understood as a form of language us- 
ing, the center of everything. I wanted 
this course to be structured to facili- 
tate the developmental refinement of 
abilities that students already in some 
measure have; a course that day by day, 
class by class, writing assignment by 
writing assignment would be sequenced in 
such a way as to offer students a series 
of what I. A. Richards calls "assisted 
invitations" to become more and more ac- 
complished composer-editors, editor-com- 
posers, writers. What I wanted was a 
course to teach students to teach them- 
selves not just how and why their working 
at writing can be important, but how and 
why such work can matter. 

Such a course I already had more than an 
idea for, and since most of our teach- 
ing staff was made up of TA'S who had 
never taught before, the way to implement 
the course 1 wanted taught would seem 

obvious. For clearly, nothing could be 
more wishfully irresponsible than simply 
to turn a group of new teachers loose on 
students with no more than the pious de- 
mand that they create effective composi- 
tion courses on their own--or more wish- 
fully still, than to provide them with a 
syllabus from which to evolve a structure 
as God is said to have made light by mov- 
ing in spirit upon the face of the 

waters. We might more reasonably ap- 
proach Chaucer with the expectation that 
he describe the super highway. I have 
never worked with a TA who in his or her 
education had experienced anything like a 
developmentally structured composition 
course. Only the most elaborately edu- 
cated of them have experienced courses 
that were even organized. The models 
that teachers new to the teaching of com- 
position have for composition courses, 
then, most of the time are as predictable 
as they are predictably bad. When writ- 
ing does remain the center of whatever it 
is the inexperience and the instinct of 
such teachers dictate that they do, it is 
not as the writing of students, or indeed 
as writing at all, that it is likely to 
remain the center; when writing does not 
remain the center of such courses, which 
given the force of a new teacher's in- 
stinct is what happens most of the time, 
the course becomes something other than a 
course in composition. Obviously then, 
since the ability to structure a com- 
position course is at one and the same 
time the sine qua non of the effective 
teaching of composition and the last 
thing in the world to be able to expect 
teachers new to the teaching of composi- 
tion either to bring to their teaching 
immediately or to develop on their own, 
obviously, the seemingly reasonable solu- 
tion is to provide such a course for new - 
teachers to teach--particularly when the 
course in this instance, a beautifully 
constructed thing, was the Director's own. 

2~ have described ny way of putting together 
what I say I think that a writing course should be 
in a nuntoer of articles and most notably in "teaching 

- 

Qxqaosing: A Guide to llBaching Writing as a 
Self-Creatina Process (Rxhelle Park, New Jersey: 
Hayden Book -Ocncany, 1974) and The Plural I: The 
Teaching of Writing (New Yak: Hold, Rmeharfc and 
W-, 1978). 

But this, I think, though the solution is 
a very common one, the one in fact most 
often opted for by most Directors of Com- 
position, does not work very well either, 
at least not in just those terms, pri- 
marily because to provide new teachers 
with a completely prefabricated course to 
teach, no matter how good it may be, is 



t o  provide t h e  kind of organiza t ion  t h a t  
i s  t h e  enemy of s t r u c t u r e ,  and t o  make an 
enemy of s t r u c t u r e  i s  t o  pu t  one ' s  s e l f  
a t  war with i n s t i n c t .  

A s t r u c t u r e d  composition course i s  a 
course of one 's  own. It is  an organized 
course t o  be sure ,  but  a s  o the r  than some 
generic Teacher's way of imposing t h e  
r e s u l t  upon a group of generic Students.  
A s t ruc tu red  composition course is  r a t h e r  
a p a r t i c u l a r  t eacher ' s  way of p u t t i n g  
th ings  together  f o r  he r se l f  a s  an o f fe r -  
ing  which i s  an opportunity f o r  her  s tu-  - 
dents. S t ructure ,  i n  o the r  words, i s  an 
enactment of an ind iv idua l  t e a c h e r ' s  
s t y l e ,  not  j u s t  of t h e  b e s t  she knows, 
but of t h e  most she can imagine shooting 
f o r .  A t  i t s  most i d e a l  it is t h e  image 
of a s p e c i f i c ,  e x p e r i e n t i a l l y  developed 
and o rgan ica l ly  un i f i ed  approach t o  t h e  
teaching of w r i t i n g  i n  which philosophy 
and method, tone and procedure, sy l l abus  
and manner, how t h i s  is  made t o  l ead  t o  
t h a t  and how something is  seen t o  follow 
from something e l s e ,  a r e  a l l  ad juncts  of 
one another .  A s t ruc tu red  composition 
course and a teaching s t y l e  have t h e  same 
r e l a t i o n  a s  do t h e  planes of a Moebius 
s t r i p .  

To give teachers  what w i l l  f o r b i d  t h e i r  
involvement i n  t h e  evolut ionary process 
through which a r e a l  teaching s t y l e  has 
t o  be developed then,  is  l i k e l y  t o  have 
t h e  very opposi te  of i t s  intended e f f e c t ,  
and f o r  s tuden t s  a s  we l l  a s  f o r  
teachers .  It i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  more 
highly organized and sens ib ly  in teg ra ted  
t h e  p re fabr i ca ted  course given new 
teachers  of composition t o  teach,  t h e  
l e s s  chance t h e r e  i s  f o r  t h e  course t o  
become d i r e c t i o n l e s s  o r  f o r  s tudents  t o  
escape incu lca t ion  i n  what a r e  o f t en  re-  

f e r r e d  t o  a s  t h e  fundamentals of good 
wri t ing .  But by t h e  same token, t h e  

extent  of which such a focus can be guar- 
anteed by a given p re fabr i ca ted  composi- 
t i o n  course i s  t h e  ex ten t  t o  which such a 
course must replace  t h e  notion of course- 
composing a s  a process with course a s  
product.  Organization replaces  s t r u c t u r e  
not  only i n  such a way a s  t o  discourage 
new teachers  from seeing t h e i r  composi- 
t i o n  courses a s  t h e i r s ,  but  i n  such a way 

a s  t o  make it impossible f o r  them t o  
imagine any way of making them tha t .  It 
i s  i n  t h i s  way, and why, t h e  prefabr i -  
ca ted  composition course s o  o f t en  tu rns  
out  t o  be text-centered o r  syllabus-cen- 
t e r e d ,  o r  ( i n  t h e  worst sense of t h e  
term) student-centered. It is  a l s o  why 
such a course, even when it does purport 
t o  dea l  with s tudent  wr i t ing ,  pos i t ive ly  
m i l i t a t e s  aga ins t  t h e  see ing of t h a t  
w r i t i n g  a s  anything o ther  than non-writ- 
ing ,  a s  anything o the r  than t h e  mechani- 
c a l  product of a completely mechanical 
a c t i v i t y  t h a t  anyone can be taught t o  
produce by anyone e l s e ,  but  t h a t  i n  con- 
sequence no one gives much of a damn 
e i t h e r  about teaching o r  about learning. 
No wonder, given t h e  kind of s i t u a t i o n  
most teachers  new t o  t h e  teaching of com- 
p o s i t i o n  a r e  given, t h e  most t a l en ted  of 
them w i l l  be opera t ing  i n  such a way a s  
t o  have t h e i r  i n s t i n c t s  a t  odds with what 
they th ink  they a r e  being asked t o  do. 

No more than e i t h e r  laws o r  t h e  absence 
of them s tops  crime, o r  than r u l e s  o r  the  
absence of r u l e s  makes wri t ing ,  does t h e  
provided course on t h e  one hand o r  t h e  
bare demand f o r  one on t h e  o ther  r e s u l t  
i n  t h e  c r e a t i n g  of a s t ruc tu red  composi- 
t i o n  course by teachers  new t o  the  teach- 
i n g  of c o m p o s i t i o n ~ l e t  alone i n  t h e  de- 
velopment of t h e  a b i l i t y  of such teachers 
ever  t o  c r e a t e  such courses on t h e i r  own, 
t o  f e e l  t h a t  t h e i r  t r a i n i n g  can be a way 
of g r a t i f y i n g  t h e i r  i n s t i n c t  t o  make 
something t h a t  i s  t h e i r s  a s  teachers ,  
something f o r  themselves. What can en- - 
a b l e  t eachers  t o  begin t o  evolve teaching 
s t y l e s  of t h e i r  own i s  an opportunity t o '  
work with a s e t  of ma te r i a l s  organized, 
t h a t  i s  s ty led ,  i n  such a way a s  t o  con- 
s t i t u t e  both a reasonable and an inescap- 
a b l e  demand f o r  s t r u c t u r e ,  f o r  another 
s t y l e  . 
Well i n  advance of when our new TA'S 
would be teaching t h e i r  f i r s t  composition 
c l a s s ,  and i n  t h e  context  of a three-day- 
a-week teacher  t r a i n i n g  seminar which 
operated i n  p a r t  a s  a s t a f f  meeting,3 I 
d i s t r i b u t e d  a general  course descr ip t ion ,  

3~ this article I am describing aiiy the 
staff  meeting part of the teacher training coarse. 



a set &f writing assignments and class 
exercises on the nominal subject of free- 
dom and confinement, and an explanation 
of these materials which began like this: 

The material en the following pages is that from 
whichbothyouandyourstudentswinbeoonstruc- 
ting ocnpositicn courses this fall tesaaÃ‘ way of 
phrasing things intended to make clear that what you 

are being given is not itself a conposition course. 
Rar even as no more than a syllabus, you will no- 
tice, the material here is inocnplete. In fact, 
what is being given you has been deliberately de- 
vised as that which will have to be modified, adapt- 
ed, and shaped by individual teachers if it is to be 
usable at all. This material is d y  the vocabulary 
for which the syntax is going to have to be individ- 
ual teachax, indid- stxdents. Or w y  
of seeing what is being offered you here is to see 
it as the kind of axunn organizational . . plan (like a 
mivwsity curriculm) which denads indi~Ldual 
structuringinorder tobe made sense of. Or you 
q - t h e m i a l a s m g q t h e e o f  
narrative ("The father died and than the sen died.") 
t h a t d - a n d d - m - e  
spcnsible for turning into a story ('"Ihe sen died 
even thema the father died"; or "The sen died hap- 
pily after the father died"; etc.). 

As you will see, the rianinal subject of the material 
for this non-course that you will be shaping into a 
course of your own is that of freedon and amfine- 
mait. The real subject of the material is language: 
what it is, haw it funcfcicns, why it is bpriak. 
We will be seeing our naninal subject in terms of 
our real one by understanding freedom as a a term we 
q l y  to a state in which the defining a d  handling 
of eaqperience is managed with language systems that 
f o r m - o r - a r e & H t o b e u e  
giving and are therefore regarded as possible to 
live within. Confinement, en the other hand, is a 
term we arply to language systems we assert are 
uedengng. 

The organizational drift of what I asked 
our teachers to work with was as loose as 
its philosophical orientation. 1 began 

How the more f o n d  operaticns of the seminar& 
readings assivd, the o m p s i t i 4  tharies and 
issues oonsidered-^were integrated with our TI'S day 
by day experienoe as teachers, 1 have described in: 
1 Teadiinq the Teaching of Cmpsiticn: Evolving a 

Style," -allege ~anpokticn and Oomrimioatien, (28 
October, l977), 268-70. 

the set of class exercises and writing 
assignments by asking students to con- 
sider a number of different ways of see- 
ing what it means to be in prison, deal- 
ing with the term first in an obviously 
figurative way (a bad habit) and then 
more literally (in terms of bars and 
walls), but in both instances with the 
intention of bringing students to an a- 
wareness (since habits can be good as 
well as bad, and the experience of being 
in a prison can be seen differently) that 
the term "prison" is a metaphor. I then 
moved to a consideration of some of the 
ways in which metaphor using connects 
with metaphor users, with whom we become 
on the basis of how we use language. 
What does it mean to be imprisoned or 
confined by language? Can one be freed 
by it? We then shifted to ways of defin- 
ing a university: How it can be seen as 
a prison (and what does that mean?) ; how 
it can be seen as something other than a 
prison (and what does this mean?). I 
came full circle by asking the students 
in a final assignment to define them- 
selves as students at a university. Were 
they free as they saw it? Confined? Or 
what exactly? And what did they mean by 
saying so? 

The materials I gave our TA1s to make 
their courses from had a focus then, and 
in the sense that the materials formed a 
kind of progression, they were arranged. 
But I deliberately did not define that 
progression as more than a general con- 
tour or rhythm. For example, I left 
three assignments of the set unnumbered.. 
As part of the teaching seminar I had the 
TA's establish some seriatim order of 
their own for these assignments as well 
as an explanation of the order and the 
changes of wording in the assignments 
that the selected focus made necessary. 
Also, as noted, the materials I provided 
were deliberately incomplete. I gave the 
TA1s passages for which they were to cre- 
ate the apparatus necessary to turn the 
passages into class exercises--sometimes 
with suggestions on how to move with 
them, sometimes not. 

Hew at this point in the ocnpositien 
course you are teadiing do you use 
this passage by adridge Cleaver en 



**he sbrtJ3dtowrite tobring yxr 
.5mk?nts into &mtatim with the 
cpestim of what thre might kr? in 
writing far tAen? 

I l e f t  whole assignments f o r  teachers  t o  
cons t ruct  on t h e i r  own: 

I asked t h e  TA1s t o  develop var ious  ways 
of fus ing t h e  d i f f e r e n t  a c t i v i t i e s  of a 
composition classroom: 

El& a piece of sbdmt  writing that 
p workd w i t h  in class a t  least bm 
& a q d u s e i t a s t h e W f w  
an assipmnt that w i l l  enable yxr 
sbdents to see *t they h v e  
I~LTX& sam&hhg a b u t  writing. 

And again and again I sought ways of mak- 
ing  our seminar about composition a s  a 
sub jec t  a course i n  composition a s  we l l f  
a course i n  whichxe process of a r t i c u -  
l a t i o n  could f o r  our t eachers  become t h e  
opportunity t o  f i n d  out  what they knewf 
t o  f i n d  out  what they knew i n  order  t o  be 
ab le  t o  c r e a t e  what they could then be- 
l i e v e  i n :  

W r i t e  a letter of help to a TA friend 
of yxrs wh3 is working with the SanE 
set of mt&ds p are (ht a t  
amther urims.ity)# and dm is 
puzzled as to hw to handle 
Assignmnt 6 in  class. 

What our teachers  had t o  work withf  i n  
o the r  wordsf was a sequent ia l  movement of 
th ings  r a t h e r  than a f i rm sequencef a 
s e t  of quasi-assignments moving s p i r a l l y  
r a t h e r  than a f u l l y  f in i shed  group of 
assignments marching s y l l o g i s t i c a l l y  t o  
some predetermined conclusion. Because 
t h e  ma te r i a l s  f o r  t h e  course they were 
teaching d id  not  i n  t h e  ordinary sense 
have a formf t h e  f i n a l  forms of the  
courses made from the  mate r i a l s  had t o  be 
made by individual  teachers  f o r  them- 
se lves .  

A composition course f o r  undergraduates 
i s  a coursef  I bel ieve  ( a s  opposed t o  
both a random c o l l e c t i o n  of c l a s ses  on 
t h e  one hand and a s t r a i g h t  a r i thmet ica l  
progression of them on t h e  o t h e r )  t o  t h e  
ex ten t  t h a t  it i s  s t ruc tu red  t o  enable 
s tuden t s  t o  develop a s  w r i t e r s  by crea t -  
i n g  what I have r e f e r r e d  t o  metaphori- 
c a l l y  a s  t h e i r  own s t o r i e s  from a common 
n a r r a t i v e #  s t o r i e s  t h a t  t h e  constant  in- 
v i t a t i o n  t o  r e v i s e  cons tant ly  brings 
c l o s e r  and c l o s e r  t o  organic unity--as 
t h i s  image sharpens under t h e  pressure of 
t h a t  idea f  a s  charac ters  f i l l  out  and 
change t o  adapt  t o  t h e  demands of 
d i f f e r e n t  scenesf  a s  metaphors begin t o  
p a t t e r n  a s  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  I s  a b i l i t y  a s  
a s t o r y - t e l l e r  grows through p rac t i ce .  
By t h e  same tokenf a t r a i n i n g  program 
t h a t  seeks t o  enable t eachers  t o  develop 
such courses f o r  s tudents  mustf it seems 
t o  mef be  based on p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  w i l l  
g ive such teachers  t h e  same oppor tuni t ies  
we expect them t o  provide. This i s  why 
t h e  analogue of what I asked teachers  t o  
make a v a i l a b l e  t o  s tudents  I sought t o  
o f f e r  our TA1s i n  t h e  form of teaching 
mate r i a l s  i n  a n a r r a t i v e  sequence which 
i n  having t o  be shaped a s  a s t o r y  could 
make it poss ib le  f o r  each composition 
teacher  i n  working with o the r  composition 
t eachers  t o  l e a r n  the  a r t  of s t ruc tu r ing  
through he r  e f f o r t s  t o  c r e a t e  a s t ruc-  
t u r e #  a s t o r y f  of her  own. 

It i s  important t o  no t i ce  t h a t  though 
such a program does not  automatical ly 
make people i n  charge of wr i t ing  courses 
i n t o  t eachers f  not  any more than t h e  

courses they a r e  teaching automatical ly 
change bad w r i t e r s  i n t o  good onesf it d id  



give me a way of doing more than j u s t  
acknowredging t h a t  both w r i t i n g  and t h e  
teaching of w r i t i n g  a r e  concerned with 
product and process both. By working 
with t h e  deepest i n s t i n c t s  of t h e  people 
involvedI by conceiving of and present ing  
the  process i n  both ins tances  a s  a way 
f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  someone t o  develop some- 
th ing  f o r  him o r  he r se l f  # I had a way of 
being a b l e  t o  i n s i s t  upon t h e  q u a l i t y  of 
the  products  of t h i s  process--decently 
w r i t t e n  papers on t h e  one handI 
e f f e c t i v e l y  constructed courses on the  
other-- that  could make some sense.  To 
o f f e r  w r i t i n g  t o  our undergraduates a s  a 
form of th inkingI  a s  a way of corning t o  
knowI and t o  i n v i t e  them i n  a v a r i e t y  of 
ways t o  s e e  t h e i r  experiments with 
various s t y l e s  and var ious  modes of 
discourse a s  forms of self-con- 
solidation--dependable and f u l f i l l i n g  
only a s  they a r e  p r e c i s e  and ful l--put  me 
i n  a p o s i t i o n  t o  i n s i s t  upon grammatical 
co r rec tness#  sayI  i n  t h e  name of some- 
th ing  t h a t  can matter  t o  s tudents .  Sim- 
i l a r l y #  t h e  b e s t  way I had then of guar- 
antee ing t h a t  our undergraduate com- 
pos i t ion  course o f f e r i n g s  taught  by in- 
experienced TA's would be courses i n  
w r i t i n g  with a shapeI a d i r e c t i o n #  and a 
purpose was t o  provide such people with 
t h e  k ind of teaching mate r i a l s  and t h e  
kind of teaching s i t u a t i o n  i n  which t o  
use them t h a t  would make t h e  a c t  of 
teaching a f i r s t  composition course a s  
important t o  t h e  TA'S f o r  what it was 
about a s  f o r  what it was: an a c t  of 
s t r u c t u r i n g  t h a t  could enable them t o  
l e a r n  something of the  a r t  of s t r u c t u r e #  
an a c t  of composing t h a t  could enable 
individual  teachers  t o  begin t o  develop 
teaching s t y l e s  of t h e i r  own. 

such an approach--my s t y l e  with those I 
would have develop s t y l e s  i n  order  t h a t  
they be a b l e  t o  encourage t h e  development 
of s t y l e s  i n  t h e i r  s tudents- - ref lec ts  my 
c e n t r a l  b e l i e f  I pre judice  I idea  I 
whatever# t h a t  what teaches# f i n a l l y #  i s  
l e s s  a s e t  of assumptions about how 
w r i t i n g  ought t o  be taught  o r  even a s e t  
of methods f o r  implementing the  
assumptions than a t eacher ' s  b e l i e f  i n  
he r  assumptions# the  degree t o  which she 

i s  a b l e  t o  enact  f o r  her  s tudents  a 
commitment t o  whatever she is doing i n  

the  classroom a s  t h a t  which i n  having 
something t o  do with who she i s I  has 
something t o  do with something t h a t  
matters .  This u l t ima te ly  i s  what people 
respond to .  h d  why they learn .  h d  t o  
work a t  c r e a t i n g  i n  a classroom what one 
can be l i eve  i n  doing a s  a teacherI  a - 
b e l i e f  t h a t  can compel t h e  be l i e f  of 
o the r s  i n  what they do: t h i s  i s  t o  work 
a t  developing what I would c a l l  a 
teaching s t y l e .  

It i s  t h i s  t h a t  can save: agains t  t h e  
time when teaching can no longer be a 
matter  of nerve and nervesI  aga ins t  t h e  
otherwise i n e v i t a b l e  hardening of the  
a r t e r i e s #  t h e  hear ingI  t h e  s e n s i b i l i t y .  
For i n  speci fy ing the  necess i ty  of having 
a b e l i e f  i n  what one i s  doing a s  a 
t eacher I  I am speaking of s t y l e  a s  a good 
deal  more than an e f f e c t i v e  way of be- 
having i n  a classroom. For o thers .  A 

teaching s t y l e  t h a t  a teacher  be l ieves  i n  
i s  not  simply a presence assumed f o r  an 
occasion--a poseI  a mask--any more than 
it i s  one ' s  s e l f  displayed i n  nakedness. 
It i s  more than a manner a l s o I  un- 
conscious and i n a l t e r a b l e .  S ty le  a s  1 am 
r e f e r r i n g  t o  it i s  a d e l i b e r a t e l y  con- 
s t r u c t e d  metaphor not  j u s t  of one 's  s e l f  
a s  one a l ready i s  but  of what one would 
have t h a t  s e l f  become. It i s  the  
expression not  j u s t  of being bu t  of 
wished f o r  beingI o f fe red  i n  t h e  form of 
a r o l e I  performed through t h e  agency of a 
s u b j e c t #  t h a t  i s  t h e  b e s t  one i s  capable 
of imagining f o r  one ' s  s e l f  a t  a given 
moment. A s  t he  organic outgrowth thenI 
not  j u s t  of a p resen t  understanding of 
experience but  of a longing f o r  what on& 
would have a s  t h e  q u a l i t y  of one 's  f u t u r e  
engagement with itI a s t y l e  f o r  the  
s t y l i s t  i s  an e f f o r t  of s e l f -  
extension--that which i n  being good 
enough f o r  someone's own becoming i s  
worth working t o  become good enough fo r ;  
t h a t  which i n  t r y i n g  t o  grow toward it i s  
poss ib le  t o  grow within. Thus my s t y l e  
a s  a teacher  is  t h e  pures t  amalgam of 
a c t u a l i t y  and d e s i r e  I am capable of de- 
v i s i n g  a t  any given point  i n  timeI and s o  
the  u l t ima te#  though sca rce ly  t h e  f i n a l I  
refinement of those  b i a s e s I  p r i n c i p l e s #  
p red i l ec t ions  I standards I t h a t  i n  t h e i r  

l e s s  a r t i c u l a t e d #  muddyI unrefined and 
lumpish l imitedness a r e  the  s t u f f  of 



which my l i f e  i s  b u i l t  and l ived.  I can 
assume % i r t u e s  i n  a classroom t h a t  I 
don' t  begin t o  have. I m i m e  a constant  
unaching san i ty .  I have time between 
periods t o  f i g u r e  out  t h e  p e r f e c t  ques- 
t i o n #  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  t h r e e  cushion re- 
joinder. Each year I have one more 
chance t o  const ruct  t h e  archetypal  s e t  of 
assignments I the  sequence t h a t  w i l l  t h i s  
time pu t  t h e  world together :  l i f e  with 
GodI change with the  s t i l l  po in t  of t h e  
tu rn ing  wheelI love with g r i e f I  t h e  
s e c r e t  of how t o  s t a y  young forever.  My 
s t y l e  i s  not  who I am. It is b e t t e r  than 
who I amI whatever anyone e l s e  m y  think 
of it. ~ u t  i n  being t h e  saving 
i l l u s i o n  of a l l  t h a t  I would beI  it is my 
way of g e t t i n g  t o  tomorrow. 

The an te  goes up of course. Only today 
i s  wy s t y l e  today my way of g e t t i n g  t o  
tomorrow. TomorrowI it has  always been 

t h e  case I  i s  another day. But t o  have a 
s t y l e  i s  t o  have a sense a l s o  of i ts  own 
momentariness a s  a s t a y  agains t  con- 
fusion.  It i s  t o  know t h a t  i n  the  day by 
day p i t t i n g  of r o l e  aga ins t  r o l e s  i n  t h e  
classroomI i n  the  never-ending process of 
complication# demolition and re-creation 
t h a t  t h i s  engagement br ingsI  t h e r e  is the  
i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of one's becoming strange 
t o  one's self--awakened t o  a sense of 
meannesses and r i c h e s  t h a t  were never 
suspected# never known--an inevi table  
r e t u r n  of t h e  confusion t h a t  must thenI 
i f  t h e  s t y l i s t  is t o  remain a s t y l i s t #  be 
b e t t e r  orderedI b e t t e r  s tayedI b e t t e r  
s ty led .  To have a s t y l e  then is  t o  know 
above a l l  t h a t  t h e  s t y l e  is  not  t h e  cen- 
t e r .  The r ipeness  t o  know what having 
one can mean and t h e  readiness t o  con- 
t i n u e  t o  evolve what it does: t h i s  is t h e  
center-- that  can hold. And t h a t  i n  hold- 
ing#  holds. 
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The Influence of Speech 
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Knowing how to use a language involves 
knowledge of many kindsI among them at 
least these three: knowledge of the mean- 
ings and functions of words and of word 
parts such as derivational and inflec- 
tional endings ; knowledge of formal 
structures such as those for constructing 
wordsI phrases# and sentences and for 
connecting groups of sentences; and know- 
ledge of strategies for using words and 
sentences to make language mean and to 
organize and communicate meaning in a way 
that is both purposive and effective. 
Let us call the first two kinds of know- 
ledge grammatical knowledge# and the 
third kindI knowledge of discourse. 
Grammar is language in potential--a for- 
mal system that makes human interaction 
possible; Discourse is language in use--a 
product of human interaction. 

A bald assertion: teachers of language 
use (following the lead of language 
scholars) have paid inordinate attention 
to grammar and have ignored discourse. A 
bold assertion: teachers of language use 
can improve instruction by focusing upon 
discourse--the strategies for making lan- 
guage mean and for making it communicate 
effectively. 

Assuming that they are native speakers# 
students come to school with tacit know- 
ledge of English grammar; and the older 
students areI the more likely they will 
be equipped with a comprehensive know- 
ledge of that grammar. Even illiterates# 

h K . h  of the mkia l  h this essay was KSrk'=d 
CaIt jn m m *  with lwmard m m t  m# * 
dsemes jointly S&I credit as m y  h t  KI 
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fnm several gruJps of tEd%xs# fnm high -h 
and a3lleg=sI in E m  ~~. me - wl-m 
participt42d h tbse events will recognize vanmt 
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know English# know the grammar of 
save perhaps how to form learned 
(datumI data; phenomenon# phenom- -- 
how to reach toward but not be- 

yond the permitted range of syntactic 
options ( "stealthily crept the intruder 
toward his sleeping victimI breathing 
hotly the whilem1). Such structures# of 
courseI are learned from the pages of 
booksI not from the lips of companions. 
Students also come to school with tacit 
knowledge of rules for English discourse: 
otherwise they could not talk meaning- 
fully # purposively # and effectively # as 
of course they do. But the rules they 
are most likely to know are the rules for 
organizing and manipulating talkI not the 
rules for organizing and manipulating the 
written word. The younger the student# 
the more likely her reliance upon the 
rules for talking; the less exposure 
older students have had to reading and 
writing# the more likely their writing 
will be more like talk and less like 
writing. 

In general# and putting aside for one 
moment the question of dialect differ- 
ence # the same word and sentence-level 
grammar underlies both spoken English and 
written English. Exceptions (like those 
suggested in the preceding paragraph) are 
those few forms that have existence pri- 
marily in print and those syntactic for- 
mations that are very bookish. The tacit 
grammatical knowledge students have 
equips them as well to write as it does 
to talkI but in learning to write stu- 
dents will have to learn when to use cer- - 
tain structures that they already know 
and how to edit sentences for compactness 
and grace. The discourse rules for talk 
and writing# however# differ significant- 
ly. In actual use# talk and writing do 
not resemble one another except in their 
basic grammar. The two modes are not 
organized in the same wayI and what is 



meaningful and effective in talk is not 
nece*arily so in writing. 

For the inexperienced writer who is asked 
to produce a piece of written discoursel 
it is only natural to rely on the dis- 
course rules he or she already knows. 
The result is likely to be something that 
resembles talk. Take this examplel bor- 
rowed from Mina Shaughnessyls Errors and 
Expectations (pp. 19-20): 

A writing teacher1s customary approach to 
such a theme is to treat it merely as a 
piece of writing and to evaluate it with 
expectations derived from reading written 
texts. Such a reading is likely to focus 
upon such faults as these: use of incom- 
plete or ungrammatical sentences; failure 
to mark the boundaries of sentences with 
capitalization and punctuation; incorrect 
marking of such boundaries; l'incorrectll 
verb forms; misuse of capitalization. 

When read silentlyl as one would read any The teacher who marks such faults is 
other student essayl this short theme is judging the theme against the grammatical 
neither clearl coherentl nor effective. and typographic norms of standardized 
But when heardf from a reader who treats written English. If she also judges the 
the theme as if it were a transcript of theme against discourse norms for "the 

talkl the message makes sensel coheresl standardized written English C ~ ~ S S ~ O O ~  
essayf*' her paper-ending comments will and conveys its point with force. Exper- 

iments with several groups of teachers likely include these: "The paper is bad- 

who have listened to such readings have ly organized1'; "There are no para- 

proved this to be truea2 graphs." In most casesl howeverf grammar 



and mechanics receive primary if not ex- 
clusive attention. 

But suppose a teacher were to approach 
this theme not with expectations based on 
the norms of writingI but in the expecta- 
tion that the theme reflects speech: 
that in writing itf this inexperienced 
writer has tried to make meaning using 
the grammar and discourse rules of his or 
her own talk. Directed by this latter 
expectationf a teacher's reading of the 
student's work will lead to strikingly 
different conclusions about the student's 
competence and needs. What follows is a 
step-by-step illustration of how a 
teacher might take such an approach: 

GRAMMAR: SmENCES AND SmENCE 
BOUNDARIES 

Approach: (1) Ignore the punctuation 
provided in the original; (2) Read the 
theme aloudI trying to invest it with 
meaning; (3) Put a slash at the end of 
each sentence-like unit. When you are 
uncertain as to where a unit ends and 
another begins make a guess. (The 
slashes below are the author's guesses.) 

(4) Now read aloud each unit marked off 
by slashes. 

Reading: When you read aloud each unit 
you have markedI you will find that there 
are sentences in this theme. This is not - - 
the way the theme will read if you pay 
attention only to the punctuationf if you 
read it expecting sentences to be those 
units begun with a capital and ending 
with a period or some other terminal 
marker. MoreoverI when you read aloud 
the sentences indicated by slashesf you 
will find that most are complete and that 
most are grammaticalf even though many 
contain unexpected grammatical forms (g 
learnedf for examplef in Line 6). Sen- 
tences 2 and 4 omit words; sentence 12 
can be read as a fragment and 15 is a 
fragmentf though an effective one. But 
the remaining sentences have subjectsf 
predicatesf and most other elements re- 
quired by the rules of English grammar. 

Judgment: This student knows how to 
make sentencesf but not necessarily how 
to recognize them once they are written 
down (in talkf sentences don't begin with 

1-df w i W  meting =ietyf * d d  am? cut a pro&&# and 
a d d  be rea* to hit head m wi* s ~ d ~ ~ ~ / ~ ~ o v e r '  all its all of cur fault in 
one way or tow it p~ d e t y  is- the b*I/%ut 
a@ VE the people mke society wI ht far as the c h j l d r m  cxmemed not 
h t  &f/19so I d d  mgqst h t  d e t y  @ m the qxA b u s e  
&&*qmeitmnfYt*'rethe-/ 



capital letters or end with periods). 
The student needs to learn how to mark - 
sentences with capitals and terminal 
punctuationI and (s)he needs to learn the 
functional differences between commas and 
periods. But the student does not need - 
to learn how to make sentences; (s)he 
already knows how to do that. 

GRAMMAR: mRB FORMS AND PARTS OF 
SENTENCES 

Approach: Underline all word f o m s  and 
parts of sentencesI phrases and clauses 
that seem ungrammatical. But jumping to 
no conclusions about theseI ask yourself 
these two questions: (1) Would these 
form be normal in the speech of this 

student? (2) Are these forms the custo- 
mary ones in non-standard dialects of 
spoken English? (To answer the second 
questionI of courseI you need to know 
something about the grammars of the spo- 
ken dialects of EnglishI as every writing 
teacher should). 

Readings Many of the forms in this 
theme do not conform to the usages of 
standardized written English. Some are 
simply mistakes in mechanics that do not 
reflect an influence from speech; others 
are importations of colloquial formsI 
several of which reflect the fact that 
this particular writer speaks a dialect 
of English that is non-standard. All 
inexperienced writers import colloquial- 
isms into their written texts; but most 
teachers I unfortunately I are far more 
impatient with non-standard colloquial- 
i s m  than with those found in dialects 
considered standard. Yet both kinds of 
importation reflect the same process: AI-I 
inexperienced writer is using the lan- 
guage (slhe knows best--the language of 
talk. 

& * i m l & I h f o r & = & t m d ~ i & * -  
mke i t - m w h a t  abautthe kia thatme.Z'Tii.~eext.ra~ rn 
w i f i a l 1 ~ i t s ~ ~ ~ / 4 a ~ ~ a ~ ~ ~ c h i ~ ~ t ~ d  
ycu learned *TI & a m *  child mild say -g s3eause them is always 
sal~thhg wing m Beside -dI/12so &en W kid is out of s&ml he 
o r & b * g I ~ f l ~ ~ l ~ ~ j & @ l m d e t y  
h ~ ~ m & ~ & ~ / ~ & * t h e y ~ t & ~ d e - l d t h e y ~ = ~ ~  
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dialects. 

real as adverbial intensifier 

Judgment: The writer is making errorsf 
but the errors are not simple ones. 
very few are random or careless errors 
(as is the missing it in Line 5# for ex- 
ample) # and hence ar7 not easily correct- - 

ed simply by calling attention to them. 
Most errors show that the writer either 
does not know certain features of stand- 
ardized written Englishf or else is so 
uncertain in her control of them as to 
revert to spoken alternatives; others are 
hypercorrections in which the writer aims 
at the correct written forms but errs in 

N o - s  (*)m&*d-&+-t - - 
tense of verbs. This dects a fea- of 
prammhtim in m-stardard didects. 
Lim 1: h l t  rather than &esnlt 
Line 10: p t  rather than @s. - - doing so. The spelling to learned (Lines 

6# llf l4# 20) is a typical hypercorrec- 
tion: the -ed ending is added where it 
never occursTn standardized written En- 

No * (-g) m cerkin Fast tense fQrir6. This 
reflects a s imi la r  feature of pnmmdaticn. 

glish; the student knows that -ed is 
added to verbsf but puts it on theyrong 
verb form. To help a writer who makes 
mistakes like the ones in this themef the 
teacher must first find causes for the 
errors that occur and only then try to 
help the student find appropriate reme- 
dies. Forms that are perfectly grammati- 

- 
Lire l8: effect rather than effected (or 

affected# iÂ ale wants tn C d J l  this 
also a failure ta disccimina~ 

cal in non-standard speech can be errors 
when used in writing; but the student is 

The use of 4 (4) where it &es rat bdcng. - - 
T h i s  is a feablre of m- 
~ e c t i m .  since & w r i t s  IaDS that 4 
~ m - m b s d r a t ~ s d m -  
trust his ar her gxmnmciatim as a guidef (s)he 
thmws in a,qle. 

confused when a teacher merely calls all 
such forms grammatical errors without 
explaining that two grammatical systems 
are in conflict. To learn how to writef 
students need explanations that explain. 

1- rather than learn. 
Line ll: 

So far I have dealt only with the grammar 
and mechanics of the themef not with dis- 
course: What I have tried to suggest is 
that teachers will better understand the 
sentence and word-level problems of inex- 
perienced writers if they look for the 
origin of aberrant forms in the grammar 

Lbmrked pssessive. Also probably a feature of 
pmnmciaticm r a w  than g r m I  al- the 
pint is dispked. 

Line 8: chil&xm far chil&xmls 



of speech; and that once having found the 
origins of errorsf teachers can more ef- 
fectively correct them. This is an ap- 
proach called "error analysis# O' and it 
has been the dominant approach in studies 
and textbooks that have dealt with dia- 
lect interference in writing. Error an- 
alysis is useful for teachers whose stu- 
dents are young or ill-prepared# and it 
is a clear advance over the traditional 
approach of "error marking#" in which 
aberrant forms are merely circled and 
sometimes labelled# often inaccurately. 
But when restricted only to the domain of 
grammar# error analysis is a limited ap- 
proach. Even if one were to correct 
every deviant grammatical and mechanical 
feature of the theme we have been analyz- 
ing# the result would still be more like 
speaking than like writing. Contrasts in 
discourse rules have to be noted if one 
is to perceive the crucial differences 
between talk and writing. Writers have 
to learnf and learn how to applyf the 
discourse rules of writing if they are to 
compose coherent and effective written 
texts. 

Describing the rules of discourse is not 
easy. Discourse analysis is much less 
well developed than grammatical analysis 
as a sub-field in linguistics. And the 
variables one must deal with in trying to 
state discourse rules are both many and 
complex: Discourse is variable and high- 
ly sensitive to context--to persona# aud- 
ience# topicf and genre. We know much 
less than we would like to know about 
talk and about writing. But we do know 
that talkf like writingf is highly organ- 
ized# and that our students' own sense of 
the requirements of spoken discourse can 
enable them to intuit and then apply the 
rules of written discourse when encour- 
aged to do so. Canny teachers can begin 
with talk and help students discover how 
it is shaped and organized; they can then 
move to writing and point out similari- 
ties and contrasts. We need not wait for 
a "Compendious Discourse Analysis of 
Written Eng1ishfo0 which will probably 
never be written anywayf and we can make 
effective use of such information as we 
have. 

Consider the problems a talker must and 
does solve in order to make a meaningful 
contribution to an ongoing conversation. 
The talker must: (1) get the floor from 
those engaged in the conversation; (2) 
say something relevant to the topic under 
discussion (or else try to change the 
topic--always a hazardous ploy); (3) say 
something significant to the listeners 
(all talkers fear the "So what:" re- 
sponse) ; ( 4 )  hold the floor long enough 
to finish the message (conversation is 
competitive# and the task is not easy); 
(5) signal to the other participants 
that the message has come to an end. 
There are these other problems as well: 
Because conversation moves rapidly there 
is little or no time for planning how to 
organize the message that will be sent; 
because human memory is limited and talk 
transient (spoken words are gone even as 
they are heard) the information a talker 
sends must be immediately retrievable. A 
listener cannot flip back and scan 
earlier parts of a conversation. But in 
compensation for this last problem with 
talkf both listener and speaker are pres- 
ent and clarification can be requested 
and provided. 

With these problems in mindf let's take 
another look at the theme. 

GETTING THE ETOOR AND SAYING SOMETHING 
RELWANT 

A writer need not worry about getting the 
floor (though she has to worry about 
whether of not there will be readers); 
and because a writer sets her own topic 
(except in response to exam questions or 
writing assignments like them)# saying 
something relevant is either not a prob- 
lem or else is a problem of a different 
kind: For example# how to say something 
significant in a universe of discourse 
delimited by what has been written on 
that topic; or how to follow through a 
series of implications in a deductive 
sequence. Note how the theme begins: 



There is no general statement of topicf 
no thesis sentence. Insteadf the theme 
begins in a way that appears responsivef 
perhaps to an assignment from the 
teacher: "Write an essay discussing why 
children donlt do well in school." But 
in factf the theme begins in much the 
same way a conversational response to a 
spoken question might : 

One expects an enumerationf and can imag- 
ine fingers thrust forward and bent down 
as the points are counted off . (A dis- 
cerning teacher in one of our workshopsf 
having guessed that the theme was a 
transcript of speechf said: "It sounds 
like something a person would stand up 

and say at a school-board meeting in re- 
sponse to an earlier speaker . '#) 

HOLDING TXE FLOOR 

Since conversation is competitive (every- 
body wants to talk)# silence must be a- 
voided by a talker who wishes to hold the 
floor. When a break in the flow of sound 
occursf it is usually taken as a signal 
that the floor is open to another speak- 
er. Talkers have many ways to keep sound 
flowing long enough to think up something 
else that is pertinent. One way is to 
use relatively meaningless phrases or 
words that serve only to keep the vocal 
cords vibratingf and another is to signal 
continuation by using conjunctions: Once 
an and or a but is spokenf a slight pause - - 
is possible because a speaker has signal- 
led an intention to hold the floor. Con- 
sider the underlined sentence openers in 
the theme : 



learnedI wi- meting = i e I  they d d  am? out a pm&ctI and 
d k e  -&bhit ~ m w i t h  societ~,/~~-~ all its all cf ax fault in 

Some of the connectives bear semantic or 
structural weight (instead in sentence 
5, for exam~le; but in sentence lo; 

& - - 
over1all in sentence 17). Most, how- 
everI are importations from speech of 
those very necessary signals that say to 
other would-be-talkersI "You will waitI 
please I until 1 finish! 

SAYING SOMETHING SIGNIFICANT, O R  HOW T O  
AVOID nSO WHATim 

The theme begins with topic focus upon an 
abstraction: the system. But focus - 
quickly shifts to personsI as the fol- 
lowing underlinings show (the under- 
linings are of sentence and clause sub- 
jects and 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
ll 
l2 
I3 
14 
I5 
16 
17 
l8 
19 

of embedded subjects): 

The strongly personalized stance of the 
final sentence: 

they like it ar not ='re the fubm. - 

is thus anticipated in the focus upon 
persons in most of the preceding sen- 
tences. Abstractions are okay in con- 
versationI but only if their effects upon 
persons are indicatedI and especially 
upon persons like those who are talking 
together. OtherwiseI the conversation 
might well result in a "So what:I1 

cene~ almut &IS yxr color or yxr f d y  have a- cpi-ma.m?/Ld 
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