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Preface

My first teaching job many years ago was at a high school just outside
San Jose, California. I taught six writing classes and monitored the
rest rooms during lunch hours while trying to understand why my stu-
dents couldn’t write. In spite of my English degree and credential,
nothing I did seemed to help, perhaps because I really had not been
prepared to teach writing. It just wasn’t part of the education curricu-
lum in those days. Overwhelmed by how much I didn’t know, I began
reading everything I could about teaching writing, which wasn’t much
because there wasn’t much available.

Over the next decade, that situation changed. Rhetoric and composi-
tion emerged as a field of study, and eventually I completed a PhD in
that field. My first university position was at UCLA, where I was asked
to teach, among other things, a class in composition theory and meth-
ods for young people seeking their teaching credentials. This course
determined the direction of my career, and I have been training teach-
ers, with only a few interruptions, ever since. That summer, I reflected
on my experiences as a teacher and began planning the course. I
quickly realized that most of the materials I had used for my graduate
work were inappropriate for prospective elementary and high school
teachers, and I started looking for a text or two that covered all the
topics that I thought were important for these students. A couple of ti-
tles looked promising until I reviewed them. They were either too deep
or too shallow. I finally resorted to profligate photocopying, putting to-
gether a “course pack” that was expensive and hard to use.

By the end of my first year at UCLA, I decided that I would write my
own book that would include all the topics and information that begin-
ning teachers need if they are going to teach writing effectively. Pre-

xiii
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paring to Teach Writing began to take shape during that summer, even
though it was not finished until some years later.

From the beginning, I wanted Preparing to Teach Writing to be
comprehensive because there are so many factors that influence learn-
ing to write and thus teaching writing. I wanted to provide a text that
truly would prepare future writing teachers for the many challenges
they would face in the classroom. The first edition (1989) was posi-
tioned firmly in the cognitive approach to composition that dominated
the field at that time. It explored writing as a psychosocial action and
advocated a “pragmatic” approach to instruction before the ideas of
“social constructivism” had fully jelled in the profession.

A bit to my surprise, the book proved popular in spite of the fact that
some of the chapters were fairly demanding. After a decade, I was
asked to produce a second edition, which was released in 1998. By that
time, the field of rhetoric and composition had changed significantly,
becoming more political and less concerned about the pragmatics of in-
struction. The second edition explored some of the ramifications of this
change and raised a number of questions associated with the focus in
the field on postmodernism.

OVERVIEW

Today, with the publication of the third edition, we have entered what
some have referred to as the post-postmodern period, which has been
characterized as a time of professional fragmentation. What this
means is twofold. First, there is no dominant theory or approach for
writing instruction. Second, rhetoric and composition now, more than
ever, has separated theory and practice to such a degree that there are
very few points of contact between them. This does not mean, how-
ever, that we cannot identify the most effective way to teach writing or
that we cannot base teaching methods on sound theory. Quite the con-
trary. It simply means that the field, at least as it is defined by the ma-
jority of those who publish in the professional journals, has chosen a
different direction.

This third edition, like the previous two, is based on some fairly sim-
ple assumptions:

o Literacy, which includes writing as well as reading, is important; it
leads to personal growth and success and makes for a better society.

e All children deserve the chance to become fully literate.

o Some methods of teaching writing are measurably more effective
than others.
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e Our schools and teachers have both a social and a professional obli-
gation to provide the best literacy training possible.

The primary goal of Preparing to Teach Writing, therefore, is to give
teachers and prospective teachers the knowledge to meet their obliga-
tions.

Any new edition of a textbook necessarily combines the old with the
new. Most of the pedagogical apparatus that characterized the first
two editions is preserved here; research and theory are examined with
the aim of informing teaching. Also preserved are discussions and ref-
erences to foundational studies that helped define the field of rhetoric
and composition. The chapter titles listed as follows give a clear indica-
tion of the range of topics. For new readers, they map the most essen-
tial territory of the field. For those who used the second edition, they
should have a comfortable familiarity:

e The foundations of rhetoric.

o Contemporary rhetoric.

o Best practices.

o The classroom as workshop.

« Reading and writing.

e Grammar and writing.

o English as a second language.
o The psychology of writing.

o Writing assignments.

o Writing assessment.

NEW IN THE THIRD EDITION

But there is much that is new in the third edition. Chapter 1, for exam-
ple, provides a more thorough discussion of the history of rhetoric,
from its earliest days in ancient Greece to the first American composi-
tion courses offered at Harvard University in 1874. Chapter 2 is almost
entirely new, examining the major approaches to teaching writing—
current-traditional rhetoric, new rhetoric, romantic rhetoric, writing
across the curriculum, social-theoretic rhetoric, postmodern rhetoric,
and post-postmodern rhetoric—and considering their strengths and
weaknesses. Chapter 3 also has much that is new; it takes the consider-
ation of the strengths and weaknesses of the various major approaches
to its logical conclusion and advocates on epistemic approach to writ-
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ing instruction that demonstrably leads to improved student writing
when implemented effectively. Chapter 4 examines how to implement
this approach through the classroom workshop, which is predicated on
the concept of writing as a process.

Chapter 5 is new insofar as it provides a more detailed account of
the phonics—whole-language debate that continues to puzzle many
teachers and parents. Chapter 6 has been significantly revised to elimi-
nate the discussion of grammatical analysis found in the previous edi-
tions. The focus now is on explaining why grammar instruction does
not lead to better writing, the difference between grammar and usage,
and how to teach grammar and usage effectively. The chapter summa-
rizes some of the more common problems in grammar and usage that
teachers encounter regularly and then offers brief overviews of the
four major grammars to help readers understand that the choice of
grammar in teaching has significant pedagogical consequences be-
cause each has different goals and perspectives on language.

Chapter 7, addressing English as a second language and nonstan-
dard dialects, has an expanded section on Chicano English that now in-
cludes a brief discussion of Spanglish. Chapter 9 also has been ex-
panded to provide more information on outcome objectives, which
have become increasingly important since the publication of the sec-
ond edition. To help public school teachers plan and set viable outcome
objectives, the chapter includes a summary of the learning outcomes
statement developed by the Counsel of Writing Program Administra-
tors for first-year composition courses. This summary will help public
school teachers have a clearer view of what they need to do to prepare
high school students for university writing, and it will help those in
graduate programs prepare for teaching assistantships in first-year
composition. Finally, chapter 10 has been thoroughly revised to pro-
vide a more comprehensive analysis of assessment. It considers such
important factors as the validity, reliability, predictability, cost, fair-
ness, and politics of assessment. The revisions also include a discus-
sion of state-mandated testing and its effect on teaching. Finally, the
section on portfolios is greatly expanded, with an examination of the
pitfalls of abandoning standard protocols and the influence on evalua-
tion of such factors as gender, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity.

Overall, the third edition of Preparing to Teach Writing is clearer
and more comprehensive than the previous edition. I consciously
aimed to provide the most thorough consideration available of the nu-
merous disciplines that inform the effective teaching of writing. Doing
so entails a certain risk. The book is, admittedly, challenging in some
parts, especially for those readers who are hoping for a cookbook ap-
proach to teaching writing. Nevertheless, those who accept the chal-
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lenge will come out on the other end with the knowledge necessary to
take the first steps toward becoming a first-rate writing teacher.
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The Foundations of Rhetoric

WHAT IS RHETORIC?

Rhetoric is a term that people use all the time, but not everyone knows
what it means, in part because rhetoric has several different meanings.
One sense of the word is speech that doesn’t convey anything of sub-
stance. Politicians who make appealing, but ultimately false, promises
to voters in campaign speeches, for example, are said to use “empty
rhetoric.” Then there are those books that purport to teach people how
to write. Called “rhetorics,” they represent another meaning of the
term.

The Greek philosopher Aristotle defined rhetoric as “an ability, in
each [particular] case, to see the available means of persuasion” (Ken-
nedy, 1991, p. 36). Developing this ability, however, typically involved
studying the structure of effective arguments, psychology, proof, and
so forth, as well as practicing how to deliver a speech. In this text, rhet-
oric is defined in two ways—first, as a field of study that examines the
means by which speakers and writers influence states of mind and ac-
tions in other people; and second, the application of those means.
Thus, the discussions that follow explore rhetoric as something that
people study and something that they apply to influence others. This
definition treats rhetoric as an intellectual discipline as well as an art,
skill, or ability that people may possess and use.

Contemporary rhetoric is characterized by several specialties, such
as public speaking and the history of rhetoric, but composition is by far
the largest of these. The importance of composition is so great that
many professionals today commonly refer to the field of rhetoric as
“rhetoric and composition.” Note, however, that those who specialize
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2 Chapter 1

in “composition” are not characterized as “writers” or “authors,” al-
though many of them are, but as “teachers of composition.” This dis-
tinction is central to the field and to this book, which is not intended to
help readers become better writers but is intended to help them be-
come better teachers of writing.! Also worth noting is that the peda-
gogical foundation of composition necessarily links it to such fields as
education, linguistics, and psychology.

The multifaceted nature of rhetoric and composition causes many
people to be suspicious of broad definitions like the ones just men-
tioned. They argue that the question “What is rhetoric?” is meaningful
only in relation to the cultural characteristics of a given society in a
specified period. There is much truth in this argument, especially inso-
far as rhetoric can be applied to garner support for a given position. In
classical Greece, rhetoric was viewed primarily as the use of language
for purposes of persuasion. But almost from the very beginning there
existed different emphases and purposes, and thus slightly different
notions not only of what rhetoric did but of what it was. These notions
certainly changed over time, but through all the changes there was at
least one constant—the focus on examining how people use language
to attain certain ends.

In my view, this focus is crucially important today. American society
is more diverse than ever, and the need to train young people to be
leaders who can weave the many strands of this diversity into a cul-
tural fabric is especially acute. Historically, leadership has been predi-
cated on the ability to communicate effectively, yet over the last sev-
eral decades, we’ve seen the oral and written communication skills of
our students decline precipitously. Growing numbers of young people
use what is called “restricted code”—language characterized by a lim-
ited vocabulary and an inability to communicate abstract ideas—that
is painfully unsuited to conveying anything but the most shallow con-
cepts. Restricted code does not inspire—it alienates and fails to serve
as the common currency of leadership.

HISTORY AND THEORY

Teachers who are concerned about helping students become better
writers tend to be pragmatic. They want ideas and suggestions that

'Some scholars differentiate writing from composition. They argue that writing
is a broad term that usually refers to fiction and journalism, whereas composition
refers to academic writing, particularly the sort of writing that students produce in
an English or composition class. Although this argument has some merit, I gener-
ally use the terms interchangeably throughout this book for the sake of conve-
nience.
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they can use immediately to improve student performance. Although
this trait is admirable, it can make discussions of the history and the-
ory of rhetoric seem like obstacles that delay grappling with practical
issues.

Teaching writing, however, has become a complex endeavor, in-
formed not only by state or district curriculum standards but also by a
huge body of research and competing aims. All have a significant influ-
ence on methodologies. Focusing on methods without understanding
the historical and theoretical foundations of rhetoric and composition
would be shortsighted for at least three reasons. First, not all curricu-
lum guides are based on sound principles. In California, for example,
the state curriculum standards for language arts give little attention to
skills sequencing, with the result being that students in sixth-grade
classes and students in 10th-grade classes are asked to perform essen-
tially the same tasks. Moreover, the skills-based nature of this curricu-
lum emphasizes a “bottom-up” approach that does not accurately re-
flect how people master writing, a point that I discuss in several
chapters that follow. Any teacher without some understanding of the
history of rhetoric will find it harder to recognize these deficiencies
and will have a more difficult time developing methods and assign-
ments that serve to compensate. Second, students and classes differ so
much that no one method works for everyone or in all situations.
Knowledge of the historical foundation of rhetoric enables teachers to
evaluate techniques and strategies more effectively and then make ad-
justments to classroom activities to meet student needs. Finally, there
are social, political, and ethical dimensions to language instruction
that cannot be ignored. How we prepare students to use language mat-
ters; our instruction shapes not only who they are but also who they
become. Knowing some of the history of rhetoric helps us better under-
stand the influence we exert.

Because a large part of current theory and practice is based on ideas
developed in ancient Greece, it seems appropriate to start our voyage
of discovery there. Then, in chapter 2, we look at more recent issues.

CLASSICAL GREEK RHETORIC

The origins of rhetoric are difficult to determine. Tradition holds that
the formal study of rhetoric began around 467 B.C. in the Greek city of
Syracuse on the island of Sicily after an aristocrat named Thrasybulus
seized control of the government and set himself up as a tyrant. He ei-
ther executed or banished his enemies, who were many, and then con-
fiscated their property and that of their friends and relatives, giving it
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away to his supporters as rewards. More rash than wise, the tyrant
was overthrown within a year, and the citizens of the newly estab-
lished democracy faced the problem of taking back their property in a
time when public records were inaccurate, incomplete, or perhaps even
nonexistent. They turned to the courts for help.

A teacher named Corax (which translates into “crow”), after observ-
ing several trials, noticed that successful litigants used certain tech-
niques in speaking that their adversaries did not. He used his observa-
tions to develop a “system” of rhetorical study and began teaching
classes on how to win in court. Corax took on a student named Tisias
(which translates into “egg”), who, being a clever person, negotiated a
contract with Corax for his tuition that specified that he would not
have to pay until he won his first trial. After completing his training,
Tisias declined to practice law and refused to pay the tuition under the
terms of the contract. Corax took his student to court, where he argued
that he had given Tisias the best education in rhetoric that he could.
Moreover, if the court ruled in favor of Tisias, he would have to pay the
tuition because he thereby would complete the terms of the contract,
whereas if the court ruled against Tisias, he would have to pay by order
of the court. Either way, Corax would get his money.

Tisias, being equally inventive, reportedly replied that if the court
ruled against him it would demonstrate that Corax had failed to teach
him rhetoric very well and that he thus should not have to pay,
whereas if the court ruled in his favor, it would demonstrate that he
had mastered rhetoric on his own, in spite of an incompetent teacher.
The court dismissed the case without a ruling, declaring “kakou kora-
kos kakon won”—“from a worthless crow comes a worthless egg.” In
spite of an action that satisfied neither party, Corax and Tisias suppos-
edly went on to produce handbooks on public speaking that were very
popular, especially in Athens (Enos, 1993; Kennedy, 1980), where de-
mocracy was well established and where a less systematized form of
rhetoric combined to provided fertile ground for the handbooks.

Democracy ensured a need for rhetoric in the assembly, where civic
leaders deliberated on a range of issues affecting the city. The result
was the development of deliberative rhetoric, which focused on politi-
cal questions. The litigious nature of the Athenians guaranteed the
further development of forensic, or legal, rhetoric, designed to sway
juries.

It is worth noting that this traditional view has been criticized re-
cently. Schiappa (1999), for example, argued not only that there is no
evidence to support the claim that Corax and Tisias ever existed but
also that there is no evidence that the term rhetoric existed before
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Plato wrote his dialogue Gorgias around 380 B.C. If Schiappa is cor-
rect, his analysis would have significant implications for rhetoric and
our understanding of its role in Greek society. We would have to recon-
sider, for example, the connection between rhetoric and democracy.

Although based on fairly compelling research, Schiappa’s view is not
yet shared by many. More widely accepted is the view that education,
rhetoric, and politics developed a symbiotic relation early in Greek soci-
ety. Vernant (1982), for example, argued that democracy and rhetoric
were simultaneously stimulated in Athens in the middle of the seventh
century B.C. when the ruler Draco codified Athenian law, thereby set-
ting limits on aristocratic power and laying the foundation for democ-
racy. In this view, Draco’s laws were revolutionary because they articu-
lated a new way of governing: The sword ceased being the sole—or even
the primary—means of governing the populace. Vernant also argued
that after the seventh century B.C., speech gained increasing impor-
tance as a means of exercising political power, in large part because of
the spread of literacy that occurred in Athens during this time.

One of the more popular views is that rhetoric began to emerge
when a shifting economic base effected changes in politics and educa-
tion. Patterson (1991), for one, argued that at some point in the sev-
enth century, agriculture in Greece shifted from grain to olives, figs,
and wine, which were far more profitable owing to scarcity and higher
prices. These crops, however, also required large sums of capital be-
cause it took years for the trees and vines to bear fruit. Small farmers
and sharecroppers lacked the resources to produce such crops, so they
were displaced by the changing economy and moved to Athens in
search of work.

The social and economic consequences were complex. Patterson
(1991) proposed that the displaced small farmers created a farm labor
shortage, and the landowners responded by relying increasingly on
slave labor to tend and harvest their crops. Meanwhile, the large
number of free but destitute displaced farmers in Athens gained po-
litical power by using the threat of revolution as leverage. They
sought to blunt abuses of power by the elite and to assert their status
as freemen.

The end of the Persian War in 480 B.C. allowed Athens to begin de-
veloping an empire, which was accomplished by coercion when possible
and by force when necessary. Successful military expeditions turned
the conquered into slaves, and as their numbers increased, the value of
freedom grew until it was more important to the majority of Athenian
citizens than material wealth. In fact, wealth became desirable only in-
sofar as it allowed freemen to enjoy the luxury of their status. Athe-
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nian freemen sought to cultivate their minds and souls (and those of
their sons?) for the benefit of the city-state—hence the explosion of ed-
ucation at all levels.

About 10% of Athenian citizens were wealthy, and by law they were
required to use their wealth to erect government buildings, pay for fes-
tivals, and field armies and navies in time of war—expenditures that
frequently sent families and entire clans into bankruptcy. Poor citi-
zens made up about 50% of the population, and the middle class made
up the remaining 40%. Both groups lacked the means to provide mate-
rial benefits to the city, so, according to Patterson (1991), their contri-
butions came in the form of government service, a happy compromise
that saved the ruling elite from revolution while maintaining their
general status. Such service, however, required more and better educa-
tion, greater skill as a speaker, and more democracy. All of these fac-
tors combined to create an environment that was ideal for the teaching
and practice of rhetoric. When the Sicilian handbooks arrived in Ath-
ens, circumstances ensured an enthusiastic reception.

Rhetoric and the Greek Philosophers

Although the socioeconomic argument is fairly compelling, it is not ac-
cepted by all scholars. Munn (2000), for example, linked the rise of
rhetoric to the pressures and turmoil of the great war between Athens
and Sparta that began in 431 B.C. He proposed that victory over the
Persians at the battle of Salamis and a growing empire nurtured a
sense of pride as well as a sense of manifest destiny among the Athe-
nians that, in turn, led to widespread reflection on the various factors
that distinguished Athens from all other cities in the ancient world.
One result was a conflation of the ideals of personal excellence with the
ideals of civic virtue, both of which were expressed in Greek as areté.
As Munn stated, “Private identity . . . now openly competed with com-
munal identity” (p. 52).

The oldest subject of study in Athens was poetry, and for many
years knowledge of poetry and the ability to produce poetry were
linked to ideals of personal excellence. A group of teachers collectively
called Sophists—from the Greek word for wisdom, sophia—taught po-
etry before the emergence of empire, but the transition to a communal
identity attracted them, as Munn (2000) noted, to “the challenge of de-

%Girls were educated at home rather than in school. Those from families with
some means were taught art, music, poetry, cooking, sewing, and household
management. Those of lower status probably were trained solely in household
tasks.
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fining the nature of the political community” so that they “adapted
their teachings and writings to the subject of politics and to its medium
in another form of artful expression: persuasive non-poetic speech” (p.
78). Thus, the Sophists became the first teachers of rhetoric in Athens.

Little is known about the Sophists because they didn’t produce
much writing and because what survived the centuries consists largely
of fragments embedded in the works of others. Although we refer to
them as a group, the Sophists held only a few views in common, which
increases the difficulty of reaching any generalizable conclusions
about them. We know that many came to Athens from Asia Minor. We
also know that the process of adapting their teaching had an effect on
the Sophists themselves: The reflection required to understand the na-
ture of areté led to further explorations into the workings of nature
and society, until the Sophists acquired the status of philosophers. Un-
der their influence, the exclusive focus on forensic and deliberative
rhetoric broadened to include examinations of the nature of truth, vir-
tue, and knowledge. In other words, rhetoric became more philosophi-
cal as the Sophists began to emphasize rhetoric as a theory of knowing.
In the dialogues of Plato, rhetoric as a theory of knowing was trans-
formed into dialectic, a questioning, philosophical rhetoric that had
the aim of discovering truth—and ignorance.

But the hurly-burly of Athenian realpolitik was always present. Po-
litical conditions prevented rhetoric from ever moving too far afield
from its origins in law and government. We get a glimpse in Munn
(2000) of the life-and-death issues that dominated daily life:

Athens in the 420s was a vortex that sucked in the revenues of far-flung
commerce, of a naval empire, and of its own identity. The handling of the
people’s money, as it was assessed and as it was spent, generated a
nearly continuous flow of judicial hearings. Regular audits of officers re-
sponsible for public funds were legally mandated. Although testimony
from hoi boulomenoi was always admitted where there was evidence that
crimes had been committed against the public interest, when any hint of
financial wrongdoing required legal investigation the state deployed spe-
cialists to handle the case. These public prosecutors were the synegoroi,
or syndikoi, who were appointed to assist the financial auditors of the
Council whenever a case came before a jury.

Under these circumstances, prominent men involved in the people’s
business among the Athenians and their subject-allies were liable to find
themselves brought under unwelcome public scrutiny, defamed by ac-
cusers claiming to act in the public interest, threatened with fines, or
worse. (p. 82)

All too often, from 432 to the end of the Peloponnesian War in 404
B.C., the courts were used as political weapons to subvert the authority
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and popularity of one leader after another. Accusations of wrongdoing
frequently lacked any validity but nevertheless required a vigorous de-
fense—if one lost, the state could take all his property and even his life.
Accusers and defendants alike used set speeches to sway juries, and
Sophists were happy to provide them, for a fee. Many Sophists thereby
earned lucrative incomes from their skills with language. However,
they also earned something else: a questionable reputation. They soon
were criticized for taking money and successfully defending people
who did not deserve to win in court. To the dismay of many Athenians,
Sophists had the ability to make even ridiculous claims seem reason-
able, turning traditional concepts of truth and justice upside down.
Their facile cleverness seemed at odds with sophia. Many came to be-
lieve that Sophists used rhetoric to obscure the truth rather than to
discover it. This was the accusation Plato made against them again
and again in his Socratic dialogues, and they never were able to free
themselves of the taint of pandering to audiences.

Who Were the Sophists?

George Kennedy (1980) described the Sophists as “self-appointed pro-
fessors of how to succeed in the civic life of the Greek states” (p. 25). We
get some insight into their claim that they could teach areté, or civic vir-
tue, by considering the Greek concept of law. The Greeks recognized
that many laws, such as those protecting property, had no natural foun-
dation but were exclusively the work of men who wanted to live together
harmoniously. More specifically, the Greeks differentiated between the
laws of nature (physis) and the laws of man (nomos). They also saw that
these laws frequently were in conflict, making it difficult to know how to
behave for the good of society. Laws of nature might move people to
punish criminals as a form of retribution for past actions. Laws of man,
on the other hand, might move people to punish criminals as a way of
discouraging them from future criminal actions. In this case, laws of na-
ture move citizens in one direction whereas laws of man move them in
another, and it can be difficult to know which path is better overall. The
Sophists claimed to be able to provide this knowledge.

Some scholars have suggested that the very concept of teaching
areté set Sophists against the Greek aristocracy, who maintained that
areté was innate, at least among members of their class, and thus could
not be taught. Beck (1964) wrote, for example, that the Sophists be-
lieved “in the power of knowledge to improve human character. . ..
This implies both a theory of the disciplinary value of certain studies
. .. and the rejection of the aristocratic theory of ‘virtue’ as a matter of
innate gifts and divine descent” (p. 148). On this account, many have
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concluded that the Sophists were supporters of democracy,’ but it may
be the case that they merely were responding to social changes associ-
ated with the emergence of the empire. The shift from a private iden-
tity to a communal one necessarily would involve expanding the con-
cept of areté to include those outside the aristocracy.

There is no reason to assume that such an expansion entailed a re-
jection of aristocratic values. In fact, considering that the Sophists de-
pended on aristocrats for their livelihood, any overt expression of dem-
ocratic ideals seems unlikely. Isocrates illustrates the difficulty: He
had close connections to the courts of various tyrants and was critical
of democracy, which put him in a delicate position when civil war
erupted between the forces supporting democracy and the forces sup-
porting tyranny. Bluck (1947) argued that Isocrates published Anti-
dosis in the hope of defending himself against democrats who were an-
gry about his associations.? Thus, it seems far more likely that the goal
of the Sophists was not to advocate democracy but rather to get those
outside the aristocracy to embrace certain aristocratic values.

The pursuit of areté, however, was essentially an effort to develop
an outstanding reputation. On the private level, aristocrats could cul-
tivate reputations through athletic competitions, appearance, success
as military leaders, and, ne plus ultra, success in politics. On the com-
munal level, their reputations were based on lineage and public service
in the form of gifts to the city. The common people lacked these oppor-
tunities until empire and a more inclusive democracy shifted notions
of civic virtue toward the communal. One of Pericles’ more important
reforms was providing pay for public service, which expanded partici-
pation in government, but payment itself precluded any accrual of
areté. It signified a job, not a civic contribution. In fact, the only means
those outside the aristocracy had to pursue reputation was through
military service. By distinguishing themselves in battle and expanding
the empire, even common soldiers received public recognition (Thucy-
dides, 1986, 6.31.1, 3-4). Thus, areté for the common man was re-
stricted to the communal level. This restriction was made more acute
by several factors, including the inability of the people to speak with
one voice and the tendency for important decisions to be worked out in

3Jarratt (1991) claimed that, in addition, the Sophists were the first feminists,
but this claim seems remarkably far-fetched, given everything that is known about
Athenian society during this period and that there are no extant writings that sup-
port this notion.

“Enos (1993, p. 84) concluded on the basis of a brief reference to Isocrates in
Plato’s Phaedrus that Isocrates was at one time Plato’s student. This would ex-
plain much about Isocrates’ attitudes toward democracy, but Enos’ conclusion ap-
pears to go far beyond any evidence present in Phaedrus.
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secret among the wealthy and influential of the city. The common peo-
ple therefore were forced to turn to those among the aristocracy will-
ing to serve as leaders and to speak on their behalf. This situation gave
rise to demagogues (from demos, “people,” and agogos, “leading”) who
nearly always used the people to advance their own ambitions and
dreams of power.

Unfortunately, shared notions of civic virtue did not lead to harmo-
nious relations between aristocrats and the common people. The oppo-
site was true. Even as the common people adopted aristocratic notions
of excellence and civic virtue, the aristocracy’s resentment toward
them, already sore because of democratic reforms pushed through the
assembly by Pericles years earlier, became sharper. For their part, the
common people became intoxicated with their growing power and
wanted more. It was the people and their leaders, for example, who
urged the conquest of Sicily so as to expand the empire, ignoring com-
pletely those who advised caution and restraint. The resulting tension
between the supporters of democracy and the supporters of aristocracy
defined many of the calamities Athens suffered during the Pelopon-
nesian War.

A society in transition often sees traditions challenged, and the
three most well-known Sophists—Protagoras (approximately 490-420
B.C.), Gorgias (approximately 480-375 B.C.), and Isocrates (approxi-
mately 436-338 B.C.)—clearly appear to have played a part in this re-
gard. Whether their challenges to tradition were conscious or uncon-
scious, we can never know.

Each of these Sophists argued that truth is relative, a disturbing no-
tion that still has the power to upset many. In their view, if a question
arises regarding the truth of a matter, each person involved is “right,”
because each sees one facet of the truth. This position has led many
scholars to propose that rhetoric for the Sophists was a tool for exam-
ining the various sides of an issue. Because each side holds an element
of truth, in the sophistic view, people who would practice rhetoric are
obligated to explore that truth fully in order to understand it. By un-
derstanding multiple aspects of truth, or rather by understanding all
sides of an issue, one acquires wisdom. To the Sophists, the person who
mastered rhetoric also mastered knowledge and could view reality
more clearly than someone limited by a single perspective. Some schol-
ars have suggested that this view provides the foundation for Western
education, which seeks to examine topics from multiple perspectives as
a means to developing an objective understanding.

Looking more closely at the three sophists mentioned earlier—
Protagoras, Gorgias, and Isocrates—can shed some light on these
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ideas. It also helps us understand some of the tensions that arose early
in the development of rhetoric, tensions that exist even today.

Protagoras. Inkeeping with the Sophists’ relativistic perspectives
on truth and knowledge, Protagoras taught his students to take either
side in a legal case. This approach was based on a view of knowledge
that was contrary to tradition, which maintained that one side always
was right and the other wrong. For Protagoras, there was no such thing
as falsehood. According to Guthrie (1971), Protagoras taught that “a
man was the sole judge of his own sensations and beliefs, which were
true for him so long as they appeared to be so” (p. 267). Although this
perspective seems, mistakenly, to deny the existence of evil and the will-
ful lie, it nevertheless is an astute analysis of what constitutes “truth”
or “fact” for most people. Contemporary analyses, for example, propose
that a fact is “what a majority of people (as members of a given group)
agree to call a ‘fact’ until they have some reason not to” (Williams, 2001,
p. 127, italics in original).

Related to this view is Protagoras’ proposal that all men are en-
dowed with civic virtue, which he defined as a rudimentary sense of
justice and respect for others in a society of equals. Proper education
refined these basic qualities to enable every man to contribute to the
community, a point that some scholars suggest provided a foundation
for the democratic reforms of Pericles, whom Protagoras advised. The
most significant effect of Protagoras’ teachings on rhetoric, however,
was to advance it as a means of persuasion. If no objective reality ex-
ists, but instead only personal beliefs, a skillful speaker can create
truth and reality in the minds of an audience—quite useful in court or
government. This view also was a strong affirmation of the value of no-
mos and the pragmatic. Prior to his influence, laws of nature had been
held to be absolute, whereas those of man were merely matters of con-
vention and convenience. Patterson (1991) suggested that antidemo-
cratic forces frequently appealed to laws of nature to support their ar-
guments for oligarchy and against democracy. They would point out
that in nature the strong rule the weak through inherent superiority;
because democracy treats men equally, it is unnatural.

Any argument for the relativity of truth and fact runs the risk of im-
plicitly encouraging unscrupulous and unethical behavior, a point that
underlies Plato’s criticism of rhetoric and the Sophists. We see the in-
herent danger even today if we consider recent claims that, for exam-
ple, the Holocaust never happened, that Cleopatra was black, that the
Founding Fathers “stole” the concept of democracy from an Indian
tribe, and that America never put men on the moon but instead hired
Hollywood to produce a series of theatricals. On this account, Prota-
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goras’ argument regarding the nature of civic virtue would be a neces-
sary feature of his philosophy and his rhetoric. Because unethical
language is inherently antisocial and because blatantly antisocial be-
havior is generally abhorred, a relativistic rhetoric must be tightly
bound to the cultivation of innate civic virtue.’

A fragment from a lost work entitled Truth suggests the strength of
Protagoras’ nontraditional views: “Man is the measure of all things, of
the things that are, that they are, and of the things that are not, that
they are not.”® Susan Jarratt (1991, p. 50) concluded on the basis of
this fragment that Protagoras deemed “phenomena outside individual
human experience” to be insignificant, but more accurate is the idea
that Protagoras was a humanist who placed mankind at the center of
life. Patterson’s (1991) work supports this humanistic reading, as
when he wrote: “Implicit in this [statement] is a momentous shifting
of the focus of thought from people in their relation with god to people
as the basis for all judgment about the world” (p. 149). In this regard,
Protagoras was following a tradition that started with Homer, which
led Patterson to conclude that Protagoras “finally humanized the Del-
phic injunction ‘Know thyself’ ” (p. 149).

Athenians probably understood Protagoras’ assertion not just in a
religious or even a philosophical sense but also in a practical one. “Man
is the measure of all things” is an affirmation of the ineffable value of
all human beings. Although not overtly political, such an affirmation
seems entirely congruent with the growth of democracy that charac-
terized Athens during this period. It was an assertion of man-made law
over natural law, and, as such, it gave the supporters of democracy an
important theoretical foundation.

Gorgias. Throughout the course of the Peloponnesian War, politi-
cal power was in flux. Supporters of democracy and supporters of aris-
tocracy vied for control of Athens, often with disastrous results. The
great general Alcibiades, for example, who usually spoke as an advocate
for the people, was placed in charge of a huge army and fleet and sent to
attack Sicily in 415 B.C. As soon as he sailed, however, his enemies
among the aristocracy had him indicted and sentenced to death in ab-
sentia. Arrested in Sicily, he managed to escape on the return to Athens
and promptly went over to the enemy, giving them information that
contributed to the total annihilation of the Athenian force.

*We see evidence of this position in Plato’s Gorgias (1937b), where Gorgias
claims not only that rhetoricians learn what is just but also that the rhetorician
who has this knowledge “will therefore never be willing to do injustice” (Jowett,
1460).

®Translation from Guthrie (1971, p. 183).
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These were uncertain times that left many confused. Battered by
plague and decimated by disasters on the battlefield, the population of
Athens dropped drastically. Munn (2000) noted, for example, that “As
a political presence, the poorest class of Athenians that twenty years
earlier had roughly equaled the numbers of citizens of middling or
better means was now reduced to virtually nothing” (p. 139).

Gorgias’ treatise titled On the Nonexistent, which has survived in
outline form, seems to reflect the confusion of the times. Here Gorgias
stated that truth and ideas do not have any essential existence; if they
did they wouldn’t be knowable to man; and even if they were knowable
they couldn’t be communicated to anyone. Usually, these statements
are interpreted philosophically to mean that the world always is
changing so that any essential existence is impossible, or if it is possi-
ble, people wouldn’t be able to understand its nature because they are
part of the ever-changing reality, which limits their ability to perceive
anything outside or different from their changing universe. However,
they also can be interpreted as a summary of Athenian reaction to the
loss of social, political, and economic stability that had prevailed for
more than 50 years. In Gorgias’statement, we see a declaration that
the notion of absolute truth that governed political and intellectual life
in Athens until this time is meaningless because it is incomprehensi-
ble. Gorgias’ statement therefore is indicative of an important change
in the ways of knowing and rhetoric.

For an advocate in the courts or the assembly, it would be easy to
conclude on this basis that man-made laws are fundamentally superior
to natural laws. In addition, as Enos (1993) suggested, the philosophy
inherent in Gorgias’ statement is related to a view of rhetoric and real-
ity that understood individual concepts as being comprised of “dichoto-
mies.” Enos noted, for example, that “the nature of rhetoric [for
Gorgias] depends upon the proportion of ‘truthfulness’ or ‘falsehood’
it exhibits at any given time” (p. 78). Gorgias’ philosophy suggests a
chaotic view of the world that is contrary to the pragmatic goals of le-
gal rhetoric and leads to what has been called “sophistic rhetoric” (see
Enos, 1993; Kennedy, 1980).

Sophistic rhetoric did not deal with truth but rather with the com-
plex interplay of dichotomies, with the uncertain mixture of what was
true and what was false that made up reality. The only course avail-
able to the sophistic rhetorician, therefore, was to argue probability.
Such a chaotic worldview was not entirely incongruent with the work-
ings of Athenian courts, where eyewitness testimony was suspect ow-
ing to the prevalence of bribery and influence peddling. In lieu of such
testimony, those presenting their cases (there were no attorneys) com-
monly relied on argument from probability, not from fact. The indict-



14 Chapter 1

ment of Alcibiades mentioned earlier, for example, was based in large
part on the general perception among Athenians that he was arrogant
and therefore capable of committing certain crimes, which led to the
conclusion that he probably did commit them. This probability led
(along with significant political intrigue) to a guilty verdict.

In most instances, there exists a range of probabilities from which ar-
guments can be constructed, so rhetoric in this account becomes not
only a means of persuasion but also a means of discovering probable ar-
guments based on what normal people do under normal circumstances.
Gorgias’ On the Nonexistent took this notion to its logical conclusion.

Although these ideas influence law and philosophy even today,
among Athenians Gorgias was more famous for his rhetorical style, in
part because argument from probability was already fairly well estab-
lished. Gorgias favored an ornate style full of parallel constructions,
attention to clause length, and striking images. When he arrived in
Athens from Sicily around 427 B.C., he became wildly popular, attract-
ing fans much in the way that a rock star does today, and he appar-
ently earned large sums of money giving demonstrations. Gorgias was
infatuated with the power and beauty of language, and he unabashedly
claimed to be able to turn any argument around. He apparently would
argue a point vigorously in his demonstrations and then argue the op-
posite just as vigorously, a feat that astounded his audiences.

Eventually, the ornate style that Gorgias practiced and promoted
drew much criticism (even though it continued to be taught in many
schools of rhetoric for a thousand years). The emphasis on style neces-
sarily subordinated substance, and it frequently resulted in highlight-
ing the cleverness of the speaker—two issues that already were becom-
ing problematic for Athenians. Critics began to disparage rhetoric that
aimed simply to entertain audiences through linguistic acrobatics or
that aimed obviously to play on the audiences’ emotions.” These fea-
tures came to be viewed as tricks that were dishonest and ultimately
meaningless, which led to the expression, “empty rhetoric” that we
hear frequently today. In his play The Clouds, produced in 423 B.C.,
Aristophanes lampooned the Sophists and their ability to confute cred-
itors and spin nonsense, indicating that these teachers and the rheto-
ric they advocated had quickly become objects of ridicule.

Isocrates. Many Sophists during this period traveled from city to
city giving demonstrations for a fee and taking on students. Even when
they remained in one city for years, as Gorgias did after arriving in Ath-

"Because so many Sophists came from Asia, the ornate style came to be known
as “Asian rhetoric.”
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ens, they taught rhetoric largely through an apprenticeship method. A
few young men would follow their teacher around while he gave demon-
stration speeches. They would meet more or less informally at some-
one’s home to receive instruction. Isocrates, however, established a
school of rhetoric in Athens, around 390 B.C., which gave his teaching a
sense of stability and formality that was lacking among other teachers.
There he lectured on philosophy and the structure and nature of rheto-
ric. The apprenticeship method continued, but in a more formal setting.

Isocrates was a student of Gorgias, but he was highly critical of
other Sophists and their methods. He argued, for example, that they
outrageously claimed they could teach anyone to be a successful
speaker, even those who lacked native ability. In his view, formal
training can help those with natural aptitude and practical experience,
but it can do little for those without ability, except give them some gen-
eral knowledge of the subject. More striking is the fact that Isocrates
did not claim to teach civic virtue, although he did maintain that the
study of rhetoric could improve a student’s character. Ever practical,
Isocrates viewed the teachings of Plato, his contemporary, as meta-
physical abstractions that had little value in the hard world of Greek
political life.

Isocrates is sometimes characterized as the most successful teacher
in ancient Greece, and certainly he earned wealth and an outstanding
reputation. His school provided a model for all others in the ancient pe-
riod, and it influenced formal education throughout Western history to
such an extent that Isocrates occasionally is referred to as the founder
of humanism (Kinneavy, 1982). Some features of the curriculum can
be seen even in our own schools, such as the inclusion of music, art,
and math. Isocrates also was the first rhetorician who wrote all of his
speeches; he never delivered any through public demonstrations as his
contemporaries did. We can assume that writing was an important
part of the curriculum throughout the 50-year life of the school. If so,
the influence of Isocrates was significant, indeed. As Welch (1990)
noted, “part of the intellectual revolution of the second half of the fifth
century and the fourth century B.C. involved the centrality of writing”
(p. 12). In addition, Kennedy (1980) suggested that writing was an im-
portant step toward shifting rhetoric from purely oral to written dis-
course, a process that he described as the “letteraturizzazione” of rhet-
oric, or the shift in rhetorical focus from oral to written language. This
process underlies our own emphasis on composition in public schools
and colleges.

Finally, Isocrates proposed that three necessary factors make a good
rhetorician: talent, instruction, and practice. Of these three, talent
was the most important. Isocrates had no hesitation in affirming that
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his teaching was the best, and he gave students ample practice, but he
admitted that he could not provide anyone with talent. This view dom-
inated Western schools until modern times, resulting in higher educa-
tion that was primarily for the intellectual elite.! When American uni-
versities began adopting open admission policies in the 1960s, the role
talent plays in education, regardless of level, became a hot topic. It con-
tinues to be important in composition studies because so many teach-
ers, students, and parents believe that good writing is the result of tal-
ent rather than effort.

Socrates and Plato

Although many people have never heard of the Sophists, just about
everyone has heard of Socrates and Plato, even though they may not
have read any of their work. Both are cultural icons who exist in our
collective consciousness, often without any clear reference. Plato was a
student of Socrates, and most of what we know about Socrates comes
from Plato’s dialogues, especially Apology, Gorgias, Protagoras, and
Phaedrus. Another notable source of information are four works by
Socrates’ friend and contemporary, Xenophon: Oeconomicus, Apolo-
gia, Symposium, and Memorabilia.

Separating the historical Socrates from the literary isn’t easy, but
several characteristics emerge that most scholars agree on. Like the
Sophists, Socrates was concerned about the nature of truth, reality,
and virtue. He taught that wisdom was the greatest good, and he advo-
cated soundness of mind and body through philosophic inquiry, exer-
cise, and moderation in food and drink, although reportedly he himself
was quite overweight.

Rather than give public speeches and lectures like the Sophists, Soc-
rates used a question-and-answer approach—or dialectic—that has
come to be known as the “Socratic method.” Apparently, Socrates never
committed anything to writing, and in two of Plato’s dialogues, Gorgias
and Phaedrus, he displayed outright hostility toward writing, arguing
that it dulls the senses and destroys the memory. Furthermore, Socra-
tes was an elitist who distrusted democracy. He decried the growth of
democracy in Athens, but he wasn’t directly involved in politics.

81t is worth noting that Scottish higher education took a more democratic ap-
proach until it finally was restructured on the British model in 1858. Scottish uni-
versities recognized the uneven preparation and abilities of their students and
provided what we might think of as remedial classes for those who needed extra
help.
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Unlike the Sophists, Socrates did not consider himself to be a
teacher, yet he had many students who held him in the highest esteem.
Socrates thought of himself as a social critic. He saw his mission as be-
ing to demonstrate the ignorance of those around him and to explain
why the changes that Athens had undergone during his lifetime in the
areas of education and politics were bad. He described himself as a
“gadfly” ever ready to challenge the increasing pride and self-satis-
faction of his fellow citizens. In Apology, for example, Plato (1937a)
had Socrates state: “And so I go about the world, . .. and search and
make inquiry into the wisdom of any one, whether citizen or stranger,
who appears to be wise; and if he is not wise, then . . . I show him that
he is not wise” (p. 23).

When Sparta defeated Athens in 404 B.C., the Spartan king Ly-
sander empowered a group of 30 men to take control of the govern-
ment. Known for their sympathies toward Sparta, their aristocratic
values, and their antipathy toward democracy, the Thirty Tyrants, as
they came to be called, began a campaign of terror that led to the mur-
der or execution of at least 1,500 of the most notable men in Athens. To
silence critics, the Thirty banned the teaching of rhetoric and declared
that anyone making public speeches would be arrested. The abuses of
the Thirty Tyrants reached such an extreme in 403 B.C. that civil war
broke out, resulting in defeat for the Thirty and their supporters. Re-
establishment of democracy followed, as did a purge of the leaders of
the Thirty and their sympathizers. This purge eventually led to the ar-
rest, trial, and execution of Socrates in 399 B.C.

Plato recorded these events in three dialogues, Apology, Crito, and
Phaedo, which he may have composed as much as 50 years after the
events occurred. The image of Socrates that emerges from these dia-
logues is that of an innocent man executed by the rule of a mob that
was incapable of recognizing his wisdom and virtue. Historically, how-
ever, we know that Socrates’ arrest and trial were part of the struggle
between aristocracy and democracy that had turned the Greek world
upside down for three decades. According to Plato, Socrates was
charged with corrupting the youth of Athens through his teaching,
but, if so, Socrates had been doing that for years, which raises the
question of why he was arrested and tried at this time.

Most likely, three factors converged. In his teaching and at his trial,
Socrates displayed utter contempt for politicians, civic leaders, and the
common people, all of whom he considered not only ignorant but stu-
pid. To drive this point home, Socrates reminded the jury at his trial
that the oracle at Delphi had proclaimed that no one is wiser than Soc-
rates (Apology, Plato, 1937a, p. 21). Not surprisingly, he ignored warn-
ings to moderate his unorthodox views when speaking in public and
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when teaching. Socrates insisted that he answered only to his personal
spirit or divinity (daimonion), not to the people, not to the politicians,
not even to the law. In doing so, he flouted every principle of Athenian
society. Moreover, in the final analysis, Socrates’ teachings appeared
to be something less than innocent. Several of his students, such as
Critias and Alcibiades, were guilty of truly horrible acts, and no doubt
the jury saw Socrates as the spiritual leader of the Thirty. His fate was
sealed.

On the whole, Socrates and Plato stand in contrast to the Sophists.
In fact, these two philosophers apparently disliked just about every-
thing associated with the Sophists, although the reasons aren’t en-
tirely clear.® In Protagoras, Socrates suggested it is because they
charged fees for their teaching, which hardly seems probable because
teachers had been charging fees for many years. Moreover, Plato
charged students at his school, the Academy.

Numerous writers have proposed alternative explanations for this
animosity toward the Sophists (e.g., De Ste. Croix, 1981; Dodds, 1951,
Havelock, 1982; Ober, 1989). Some argued that the Sophists were for-
eigners in a land where all non-Greeks were called “barbarians,” and it
is possible that the underlying prejudice against foreigners became
stronger than the Greek fascination with the rhetoric they employed.
Gorgias’ rhetorical flourishes were admired by many, but they also left
many confused and dazed. His style of rhetoric emphasized the clever-
ness of the speaker rather than the discovery of truth and led to cyni-
cism with respect to human values. Such cynicism not only was con-
trary to accepted notions of justice, philosophy, and rhetoric but also
was contrary to the primary emphasis of Socrates and Plato.

Another explanation is based on disagreements over politics and
philosophy. Although the Sophists probably did not overtly support de-
mocracy, they nevertheless argued that nomos was superior to physis
and that at least a rudimentary form of civic virtue was innate. Both
views, no doubt, were seen as implicit endorsements of democracy. In
addition, the Sophists were advocates for pragmatism and relativism—
concepts that Socrates and Plato opposed vigorously. Ostwald (1986)
suggested that the political and philosophical positions developed to-
gether: “Norms which before . . . [the democratic revolution in Athens]
were thought of as having existed from time immemorial now came to
be regarded as having been enacted and as being enforceable in a way
similar to that in which statutes are decided upon by a legislative

“Having mentioned The Clouds, it’s worth noting that Aristophanes identified
Socrates as a Sophist, which seems to be a deliberate misrepresentation designed to
enhance the humor of the play.
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agency” (p. 50). This change in perception placed more authority in the
hands of people and less in the hands of the gods; or on the day-to-day
level, less authority was held by a ruling aristocracy claiming divine
rights. Given the tendency of the Sophists to wander from city to city,
it is easy to understand how they would link the supremacy of nomos
to relativism. They could observe that social norms and laws differed
from place to place.

Socrates and Plato, on the other hand, proposed that everything was
absolute and that change occurred only at a superficial and ultimately
trivial level. In their view, there was an absolute truth, an absolute vir-
tue, and so on. They also argued for an ideal rhetoric, the question-
and-answer process of dialectic, which Plato used to great effect in his
dialogues. Language in this ideal, Plato maintained, should be used as
a tool to separate truth from falsehood—that is, to determine the true
and absolute nature of reality. Consequently, those who claimed that
truth and reality were relative concepts and who would use language
to argue this point were deceivers who should be censored.

Socrates and Plato were not much concerned with legal rhetoric, al-
though Plato was involved in writing laws and a constitution. More-
over, Plato claimed that the rhetoric the Sophists taught was used to
trick audiences into believing that the worse argument was the better,
which he saw as inherently evil because it masked the truth and hin-
dered justice.

In addition, Plato may have distrusted rhetoric (legal or otherwise)
because it was intimately linked to the rise of democracy. He was, after
all, a conservative aristocrat who characterized democracy as the rule
of the mob. Not surprisingly, Plato viewed the Sophists’ advocacy of
nomos over physis as a profound mistake that threatened society with
chaos because it elevated uncertain man-made law over natural law.
Given the connection between democracy and rhetoric, it is revealing
to note that Plato and his students visited the courts of tyrants fre-
quently, behavior that the democracy-loving Athenians probably did
not appreciate. Plato supported the Thirty Tyrants. He also was inti-
mately involved in a messy coup attempt in Syracuse that temporarily
replaced a relatively benevolent tyrant, Dionsyius II, with the austere
and haughty tyrant Dion, who was one of Plato’s students.

From a political perspective, it is easy to see how Plato’s conserva-
tive views would bring him to oppose the Sophists and rhetoric. The

°Tn a letter to Dion’s supporters, Plato (1961) lamented how, under the democ-
racy that overthrew the Thirty, Athens “was no longer administered according to
the standards and practices of our fathers” (Letter VII, 325d). Given the murder-
ous behavior of the Thirty, Plato’s statement is fairly appalling.
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Sophists’ rhetorical instruction gave anyone with the means to pay the
fee the ability to influence others. The power of language, as already
noted, came to replace the power of the sword and to a certain degree
the power of money and position. However, the power of the word in
the hands of someone lacking virtue was relatively weak in a society
that placed great weight on personal character and honor. The Soph-
ists overcame this fundamental problem by claiming that they could
teach areté, or civic virtue. This claim may have been a response to the
sociopolitical conditions of the time, but it nevertheless seems to have
been perceived as a threat by the aristocracy because it implicitly sug-
gests political equality for all citizens. Anyone who believed in natural
superiority and social stratification would resist these ideas as an act
of self-preservation.

Aristotle

Aristotle exerted more influence on rhetoric than any other person
in history. He was born in 384 B.C., and in 367 he traveled to Athens to
study with Plato. The curriculum of Plato’s Academy included philoso-
phy, political theory, math, biology, and astronomy. At the time of Ar-
istotle’s arrival, rhetoric may have been taught as an object of study
rather than as a subject; that is, students may have studied what the
Sophists taught but did not practice giving oral presentations. After
completing his studies, Aristotle stayed on as a teacher for almost 20
years. Kennedy (1991) suggested that, along with other classes, Aris-
totle began teaching rhetoric of some kind in the late 350s: “The
course seems to have been open to the general public—offered in the
afternoons as a kind of extension division of the Academy and accom-
panied by practical exercises in speaking” (p. 5). When Plato died in
347, Aristotle left Athens and taught in various places before return-
ing in 335 to start his own school, the Lyceum.

Aristotle was a prolific writer, producing works on natural science
(which includes astronomy, meteorology, plants, and animals); the na-
ture, scope, and properties of being; ethics; politics; poetry; and rheto-
ric. Kennedy (1980) indicated that rhetoric was not a major interest for
Aristotle and that he “taught it as a kind of extracurricular subject” (p.
61). If rhetoric was merely a hobby, it was one that Aristotle pursued
actively. He produced Gryllus around 360 B.C., a lost work that exam-
ined the artistic nature of rhetoric. Another lost work, Synagoge
Technon, was a lengthy summary and analysis of the rhetorical hand-
books that Aristotle knew. The work that did survive, The Art of Rhet-
oric (Aristotle, 1975), analyzes rhetoric in great detail and offers views
that continue to be useful today.
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Aristotle called rhetoric an art because it can be systematized and
because it results in a specific product, not because it was related to lit-
erature or painting or because it drew on some romantic notion of in-
spiration. Unlike Plato, Aristotle accepted the practical nature of rhet-
oric and was not overly concerned about the prospect that speakers
might use it for ignoble ends. However, he did criticize the Sophists be-
cause in his view they advocated an irrational approach to language
that focused on style and emotion rather than substance. In the first
part of The Art of Rhetoric, for example, Aristotle defined rhetoric as a
theoretical system for discovering the available means of persuasion
on a given topic. He then used this definition to dismiss sophistic rhet-
oric because it did not provide a theory of knowing and because it did
not deal systematically with the “proof” necessary for persuasion to
occur. We see in this work the beginnings of empiricism and a reliance
on objectivity, both of which have come to dominate discourse in the
Western world.

But there are notable differences between argument in Aristotle’s
world and ours today. “Proof” is a central feature of Aristotle’s rheto-
ric; consequently, it is important to avoid a common tendency—con-
fusing our modern notions of scientific proof with what Aristotle
meant when he used the term. In Aristotle’s rhetoric, proof does not
consist of factual evidence that leads to an incontrovertible conclusion.
Instead, it consists of the reasons that speakers give their audiences
for accepting a claim. Over the centuries, factual evidence has become
far more available than it was in Aristotle’s time, and there is a much
greater reliance on such evidence to support claims. Argument from
reasons has not disappeared, however. Reasons have come to be recog-
nized as “rhetorical proofs” that are fundamental to rhetoric. Many le-
gal arguments, for instance, continue to revolve around rhetorical
proof even in light of strong factual evidence. One of the more graphic
examples in recent times is the O. J. Simpson murder trial, in which
the jury discounted solid DNA evidence that linked Simpson to the
crime and instead accepted the defense team’s emotional reasons for
acquittal.

Pragmatic rhetoric in ancient Athens dealt with questions that
needed a quick decision, either in court or in government. A speaker
had to propose a decision and persuade others to accept it. A typical ar-
gument might have had a basic structure similar to the following: “We
should build a road to Corinth, and here are the reasons why.” This ba-
sic structure still governs arguments.

Aristotle outlined several different kinds of rhetorical proof in The
Art of Rhetoric, but he deemed three to be so important that he devoted
about 20 chapters to them. They are ethos, pathos, and logos. Ethos
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usually is translated as “character.” A speaker or writer has to project
a “good character” to audiences, a character that is, say, kind, consid-
erate, intelligent, and reasonable. A good character simply is more be-
lievable than one who isn’t, and audiences want to accept what he or
she has to say.

Consider the following two modern examples that illustrate the op-
eration of ethos: citations in academic texts like this one and athletes’
endorsements. At work is the principle of association. Citations associ-
ate writers’ ideas with those of published scholars, which makes those
ideas seem more credible. They also have the effect of displaying writ-
ers’ intelligence and knowledge because of the projected implication
that the writers have read all the works they cite. Something similar
happens in advertising. When athletes appear on cereal boxes or when
they endorse a brand of sneakers, consumers of those products feel as
though they are associating with (perhaps even being like) their sports
heroes, even if it is in the most marginal way.

Pathos usually is translated as “emotion.” Emotion can be a power-
ful proof in language because it circumvents reason. Advertising and
sales offer ready examples. Ads soliciting donations for children’s aid
programs commonly picture woe-begotten children who tug at our
heart strings. Many car salespeople urge prospective buyers to take a
test drive to “feel the excitement” of the new car. They know that a
test drive bonds people emotionally to the car, making it harder to
walk away from the purchase. It is easy to adopt a negative view to-
ward such blatant emotional manipulation. However, emotion does
not have to be negative. A positive use of emotion is exemplified in
Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, which decades after it
was delivered still has the power to move audiences to tears.

Logos, Aristotle’s third rhetorical proof, usually is translated as
“reason” but may be better understood as “analysis” or “information.”
It often consists of facts, common knowledge, specialized knowledge,
or statistics. Consider a continuation of the earlier example about the
road to Corinth: Building such a road would make it easier to transport
goods to and from Athens, which would benefit trade.

After treating proof extensively in The Art of Rhetoric, Aristotle
took up the psychology of the audience, examining not only the range
of psychological states that a speaker might encounter but also how
to identify them. In each case, Aristotle identified the associated emo-
tion, the state of mind that leads to it, and the focus or direction of
the emotion. This discussion of psychology is the earliest one known,
and it is particularly important in understanding how rhetoric from
the beginning was linked to the characteristics of particular audi-
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ences. This connection has become a central feature of current rhe-
torical theory.

JOURNAL ENTRY

Classical Greek rhetoric is commonly linked to the development of individu-
alism and democracy. Reflect on the relations that you see among rhetoric,
individualism, and democracy. What factors do you see that link them so
strongly? Then reflect on our society, giving special attention to what you
know about the current state of rhetoric, individualism, and democracy. Are
there any similarities between the relations in the past and the relations in the
present?

ROMAN RHETORIC

As Rome grew from a small village to a major power, it begrudgingly
adopted much of Greek culture and civilization, including rhetoric.
The Romans perceived the Greeks as weak and effeminate, a people
too attached to unproductive intellectual pursuits like philosophy. The
Greek influence, however, was unavoidable. Most of Sicily and nearly
all of southern Italy had been colonized by Greeks and was dotted with
prosperous, well-populated cities. With regard to rhetoric, Sicily was
considered to be its birthplace, and southern Italy became an intellec-
tual center, as teachers from both Greece and Sicily opened numerous
schools of rhetoric there. The growth of Rome naturally attracted
Greeks from these southern cities, including teachers of rhetoric.

Rhetoric in Rome was different from rhetoric in Athens, however,
because the cities had different sociopolitical agendas. Like Athens,
Rome shifted to a slave economy fairly early, and it experienced many
of the same difficulties, particularly the threat of revolt by freemen
displaced when they could not compete in the new economy. But the
outcomes were quite different. In Athens, laws and customs required
citizens of means to contribute to the city’s infrastructure. This
amounted to a tax that essentially kept the wealthy on the brink of
bankruptcy. Consequently, when the poor and displaced threatened
revolt in Athens, the ruling aristocracy was not in a position to appease
them by redistributing wealth. They chose instead to redistribute
power, which resulted in a more democratic government.

There were no similar laws or customs in Rome, and by the time the
poor threatened to revolt, a state of continual warfare and expansion
was channeling the wealth of the Mediterranean into the coffers of the
ruling elite, who were able to buy off the rabble through an elaborate
system of patronage, doles, and entertainment that quickly came to be
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viewed as entitlements. Thereby they preserved their power. The
poor and displaced, meanwhile, seemed quite willing to give up any
demands to participate in government as long as their entitlements
weren’t threatened. As Grant (1992) stated, “The very root of Roman
society was the institution of a relatively few rich patrons inextricably
linked with their more numerous poor clients, who backed them in re-
turn for their patrons’ support” (p. 50).

In this climate, rhetoric could not have a significant link with de-
mocracy because democracy never existed. The ruling elite, in fact,
viewed rhetoric with such great suspicion that the Roman Senate twice
banned the teaching of rhetoric and closed all the schools, first in 161
B.C. and then again in 92 B.C. (Enos, 1995). Although these efforts
were in part motivated by strong anti-Greek sentiments among the
Romans, it is clear that the major motivation was to eliminate a power-
ful tool for democratic change. As Enos stated, underlying the Senate
bans was fear that rhetorical education would enable the poor to “ex-
press attitudes contrary to patrician interests” (p. 47).

The bans, however, could not last as long as Rome invested the
court system with some measure of justice and fairness. The pragmatic
need for rhetorically trained legal advocates was so strong that the
bans were lifted and, for a time, rhetoric flourished, producing such
great rhetoricians as Hortensius, Cicero, and Quintilian. In addition,
entitlements reduced the threat of revolution, and schools modified
their methods to make them more congruent with Roman, rather than
Athenian, values. The result was a renaissance of Roman rhetoric that
began toward the latter part of the Republic. Space constraints make it
impossible to look closely at Roman rhetoricians, but we can’t leave
this important period of classical rhetoric without looking at the great-
est of them, Cicero.

Cicero

Cicero’s parents were of modest means, but they nevertheless man-
aged to provide him with a good education.! He studied rhetoric with
various Greek tutors and then was apprenticed to the most important
lawyer of the time, Mucius Scaevola.

Success came quickly. At the age of 26, Cicero argued his first signifi-
cant case, defending Sextus Roscius, who was accused of murdering his
father. The case was complicated by politics: Some of Rome’s most influ-
ential families supported Roscius, whereas the man who accused him
was a Greek ex-slave who also happened to be a favorite of the dictator

For an excellent biography of Cicero, see Everitt (2001).
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Sulla. Cicero won the case by skillfully appealing to both of the powerful
factions interested in the outcome and by offending neither, displaying
characteristics that he would use repeatedly throughout his career.

Famous from this success, Cicero began a legal practice that flour-
ished. After only a few years, however, he decided to take time off to
travel to Athens for further training in rhetoric. His studies lasted
two full years, and when he returned to Rome, he decided that he
would run for public office. Friends in high places, as well as his skill
as a speaker, ensured that he won the election for quaestor, or magis-
trate. This position offered two significant advantages to an ambi-
tious young man: It opened the door to more important political of-
fices, and it granted the holder lifetime membership in the Roman
senate. Cicero solidified his position about this time by marrying
Terentia, the daughter of a wealthy noble.

With his future now assured, Cicero began cultivating his alliances.
One of the more important was with Pompey, who had become the
most powerful man in Rome. As Jimenez (2000) noted, “[Cicero] had
just been elected a praetor, and he knew that when he stood for the
Consulship in two years, the support of Pompey would be crucial” (pp.
36-37). Cicero defeated Lucius Catilina for the consulship in 63 B.C.,
becoming one of the youngest men to hold the office. Catilina, how-
ever, did not take his loss lightly: He attempted to assassinate Cicero
and take over the government by force with the help of several ambi-
tious but reckless senators. The plot was discovered, and Cicero de-
nounced Catilina on the floor of the senate in a series of speeches that
stand out as being among the more widely known from the period.
Catilina fled immediately and raised an army in the hope of defeating
the forces of the senate, but the army was crushed, and he was killed in
battle. His coconspirators had been arrested a few days after the plot
was discovered, and over the protests of Julius Caesar, Cicero had
them executed without trial.

Although he believed that he had saved the country, Cicero’s hasty
action earned him lifelong enemies whose power and influence far sur-
passed his own. Roman law provided that accused persons were to re-
ceive due process, and 5 years after the executions, the tribune Clodius
managed to convince the senate that Cicero had denied due process to
the conspirators in 63 B.C. Cicero went into exile rather than face a
jury, and the senate quickly passed a bill declaring him an outlaw and
confiscating his property. In addition, one of those whom Cicero had
executed was the stepfather of Marc Antony, trusted lieutenant to
Caesar. Marc Antony never forgave the orator.

After 2 years of exile, the political winds changed, and Cicero was
able to return to Rome. His property was returned, and he resumed his
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duties in the senate. He also began a very dangerous game—juggling
his allegiance between Pompey and Caesar, who along with Marcus
Crassus made up the First Triumvirate. When the Triumvirate began
to unravel and it became clear that Caesar would respond with force to
perceived slights, Cicero gave his support to Pompey. He urged Pom-
pey to bring his army to bear as soon as possible, and he wrote numer-
ous letters urging all to take up arms against Caesar. As it turned out,
of course, he was backing the wrong horse. Pompey abandoned Italy
rather than confront Caesar in battle, and Cicero was left stranded in a
small town on the Italian coast, with no means of escape. Fearing for
his life, he hoped to appeal to Caesar’s well-known policy of clementia,
or clemency. As Jimenez (2000) noted, “Cicero sent [Caesar] a fawning
(and misleading) letter, praising his wisdom and kindness and assur-
ing him that ‘when arms were taken up, I had nothing to do with the
war, and I judged you therein to be an injured party’ ” (p. 81).

The fact that Cicero survived the bloody civil war that ensued is tes-
timony to his skill and intelligence, but to a certain degree he was un-
der the protection of Caesar. When Caesar was assassinated, Cicero’s
days were numbered. Marc Antony quickly asserted himself and took
control. He despised Cicero for ordering the execution of his stepfather
20 years earlier, and his feelings were intensified by the knowledge
that Cicero had witnessed Caesar’s assassination and done nothing to
help the man who had treated him with great kindness. Also, Cicero
had immediately proposed a general amnesty for the assassins, which
infuriated Antony. Blind to this own danger and filled with satisfaction
a month after the assassination, Cicero (1978) wrote that “Nothing so
far gives me pleasure except the Ides of March” (Letters to Atticus,
14.6.1).

By the summer of 43 B.C., however, Antony and Octavian had joined
forces and were systematically tracking down and executing everyone
who had conspired to kill Caesar. Cicero learned that his name was on
the list of those to be executed and, in a panic, tried to flee, to no avail.
He was found before he could escape. We see his end described in Plu-
tarch (1958): “He was all covered with dust; his hair was long and dis-
ordered, and his face was pinched and wasted with his anxieties—so
that most of those who stood by covered their faces while Herennius
was Kkilling him. His throat was cut as he stretched his neck out from
the litter” (Cicero, 48).

It is impossible to describe fully Cicero’s influence on rhetoric. Suf-
fice it to say that his influence on rhetoric, as well as on literature and
philosophy, was equal to or perhaps even greater than the influence of
Plato and Aristotle until the modern period. Although Aristotle was
known to the Romans, Cicero was held in higher esteem. After the Em-
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pire collapsed, Aristotle was lost to the West until the 13th century,
and throughout this time Cicero was considered to be the greatest
rhetorician. Many of his speeches have survived, as well as more than
900 letters and several works on rhetoric, such as On Invention (De
Inventione), On Oratory (De Oratore), and Brutus.

On Invention is a technical handbook that focuses on discovering
ideas and topics. In many respects it reflects a contemporary emphasis
on form that had its roots in the early Greek handbooks. On Invention
also seems to be consistent with how rhetoric was being taught in the
Roman schools, where there was little consideration of philosophy,
psychology, or truth and where rhetoric was not deemed to be a theory
of knowing. By Cicero’s time, rhetoric had been divided into five “of-
fices”: invention, analyzing a topic and finding material for it; disposi-
tion, arranging the speech; elocution, fitting words to the topic, the sit-
uation, the speaker, and the audience; delivery; and memory. On
Invention describes these offices and thereby reflects much of the rhe-
torical teaching of the time, which tended to reduce rhetoric to a rigid
system for producing certain kinds of discourse. On Invention presents
a rhetoric that consists of form without content, in spite of its stated
aim of helping readers discover ideas and topics.

On Oratory, on the other hand, is much closer in spirit to Plato and
Aristotle, so much so that many modern evaluations criticize it for be-
ing derivative. The work, a dialogue, begins with a discussion among
friends about the value of rhetoric. Crassus, one of the key speakers,
states his view that rhetoric is the foundation of government and lead-
ership, for without it government has no direction. In addition,
Crassus proposes that the ideal rhetorician will be a philosopher
statesman. After being challenged to elaborate these claims, Crassus
outlines a course of study for the rhetorician that includes information
on such topics as the duties of the rhetorician; the aims of speaking;
the subjects of speeches; the division of speeches into invention, ar-
rangement, style, memory, and delivery; and rules for proper language
use. Following Isocrates, Crassus notes that talent, an appropriate
model, and practice are necessary in a person who would become an or-
ator and that talent is the most important requirement. Style is dis-
cussed at length and is classified into grand, middle, and plain.

Today, we have ready access to the works of Plato and Aristotle,
which give us a better perspective on Cicero than was possible in the
past. We can see, for example, that On Oratory offers interesting in-
sights into Cicero’s views on Roman rhetoric, views that probably were
representative, but that it contains little original material. Cicero bor-
rowed extensively from Plato and Aristotle, as well as from the Soph-
ists. In Book I, XIII, for example, Crassus notes that “the accomplished
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and complete orator I shall call him who can speak on all subjects with
variety and copiousness” (De Oratore, Cicero, 1970), an observation
that is strikingly similar to the view of Gorgias. Cicero acknowledged
his debt to the Greeks throughout the work, but in Book I, XXXI, he
also suggested that there was nothing new in On Oratory. Crassus
states that “I shall say nothing . . . previously unheard by you, or new
to any one.” Cicero exerted tremendous influence on rhetoric through-
out the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, but, as a result of this lack of
originality, his value today may lie largely in his speeches, which pro-
vide important historical information and also illustrate an excellent
practitioner at the height of his craft.

THE EARLY CHRISTIAN PERIOD

Richard Enos (1995) argued that Cicero’s death marked the end of rhet-
oric as a “political force” in Rome. This evaluation is based on the per-
ception that the courts of law were arenas in which litigants fought po-
litical, not just legal, battles. Such battles were not possible under the
Empire, so there was little need for the sort of rhetoric that Cicero prac-
ticed. In this environment, the focus of rhetorical study shifted. Schools
concentrated increasingly on technical matters of form and less on prag-
matic applications. Students studied texts, such as Cicero’s speeches,
and wrote analyses that defended an interpretation. Kennedy (1980) de-
scribed this shift as being from primary (oral speeches intending to per-
suade) to secondary (written interpretations of texts) rhetoric.

In this context, there was another shift that was growing more pow-
erful and influential every year: Christianity. Although Hollywood de-
pictions of this period usually portray the early Christians as peasants
downtrodden by the nobility and the government, history offers a differ-
ent view. Brown (1987) noted that the majority of Christians in Rome
were members of the middle and upper classes, were well educated, and
were imbued with a sense of morality that was entirely compatible with
Christianity. They were sophisticated and cultured to such a degree that
the pagan stories of the gods borrowed from the Greeks failed to satisfy
their spiritual needs. One such citizen was Augustine. Born in North Af-
rica, Augustine exerted a tremendous influence on the development of
the Church as well as on the development of rhetoric.

St. Augustine

The story of St. Augustine’s influence on rhetoric is perhaps one of the
more interesting in history, and to my knowledge it has not yet been
fully told. Born in 354 A.D., in what is now Algeria, Augustine was an
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intelligent, curious, complex man driven to excel. He was significantly
influenced by his mother, a devout Christian who struggled to ensure
that Augustine received a good education. Augustine flirted with vari-
ous philosophies and religious sects before embracing Catholicism, and
he is known as one of the more important Founding Fathers of the
Catholic Church.

In his comprehensive biography, Brown (1967) noted that Augus-
tine was educated in a tradition that valued memorization, mastery of
Latin literature, and the ability to move audiences through oratory
heavy with pathos. He could recite, for example, all of Virgil and much
of Cicero from memory. Like other intellectuals of the time, he consid-
ered the works of Virgil to be perfect, a view that he later applied to the
Bible. After finishing his basic education, Augustine went to Carthage
at age 17 to complete his training in rhetoric. The next 2 years were a
time of change: His father died, and he acquired a mistress and had a
child. Toward the end of this period, he began taking steps to establish
himself as a professional rhetorician. Another significant—and ulti-
mately more lasting—change occurred when he read one of Cicero’s
works, Hortensius.

In this work, Cicero asserted not only the immortality of the human
soul but also the need to attain wisdom so as to facilitate one’s ascen-
sion to heaven. Wisdom for Cicero was to be found in philosophy, but
for Augustine, raised in a thoroughly Christian environment, it was to
be found in the Bible. He was disappointed, however, when he went
looking for this wisdom. As Brown (1967) wrote:

[Augustine] had been brought up to expect a book to be “cultivated and
polished”: he had been carefully groomed to communicate with educated
men in the only admissible way, in a Latin scrupulously modelled on the
ancient authors. Slang and jargon were equally abhorrent to such a man;
and the Latin Bible of Africa, translated some centuries before by hum-
ble nameless writers, was full of both. What is more, what Augustine
read in the Bible seemed to have little to do with the highly spiritual Wis-
dom that Cicero had told him to love. It was cluttered up with earthy and
immoral stories from the Old Testament; and, even in the New Testa-
ment, Christ, Wisdom himself, was introduced by long, and contradic-
tory, genealogies. (p. 31)

This experience with the Bible seriously dampened Augustine’s en-
thusiasm for Christianity, and the Church’s strictures on behavior
dampened it even further. Although far from being a libertine, Augus-
tine enjoyed a number of common human pleasures condemned by the
Church. In his autobiography, which came to be known as The Confes-
sions of St. Augustine (1962), he noted how these pleasures kept him
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from turning to Christianity during his youth, stating that his prayer
was: “Make me chaste and continent, but not yet” (p. 174).

Nevertheless, Augustine, like other intellectuals of this period, hun-
gered for spirituality, seeing it as the only way to find meaning in life.
He experimented with several sects, especially Manicheaism. Nearly
400 years had passed since the Crucifixion, but the Catholic Church
was hardly the bastion of doctrine and faith that it is today. Various
sects vied for followers and power in the newly Christianized West,
such as the Pelagians, who denied the doctrine of original sin, and the
Donatists, who believed that the sacraments were invalid unless ad-
ministered by priests who were without sin, a requirement that had
the unfortunate consequence of threatening to bring religious services
to a complete halt.

Manicheaism was one of the more important sects, its influence
stretching from the west coast of North Africa to China. It was founded
by Mani, a third-century Persian from southern Iraq who proclaimed
himself the last prophet in a succession that included Zoroaster, Bud-
dha, and Jesus. The fundamental doctrine of Manichaeism was its
dualistic division of the universe into contending realms of good and
evil. Followers believed that God was perfect and that, as a perfect be-
ing, he could not be associated in any way with evil. To explain the exis-
tence of evil in the world, the Manichaeans proposed that evil, in the
form of Satan, was a separate entity that was as powerful as God. God
ruled the realm of light, whereas Satan ruled the realm of darkness; the
two were in perpetual conflict, and out of this conflict mankind was cre-
ated. Human life, in fact, was a microcosm of the great struggle between
good and evil, for the body was seen to be material and evil, whereas the
soul was seen to be spiritual and good. Until his conversion to Catholi-
cism, Augustine was a forceful advocate of Manichaeism who delighted
in using his rhetorical skill to confuse priests and bishops.

By 382, Augustine had established himself as a teacher of rhetoric,
but he was weary of the unruly students in Carthage and their small
fees. Ambition motivated him to look to Rome, where he believed he
could be more successful. Traveling to Italy in 383, Augustine used his
Manichaean connections to attract the attention of Symmachus, the
prefect of Rome, who at that time was charged with selecting a profes-
sor of rhetoric for the city of Milan. This was an important position
largely because the imperial court was in Milan, not Rome, and be-
cause the duties involved offering public lectures and demonstration
speeches that provided direct contact with the Emperor and the nobil-
ity. Augustine’s intelligence and ability were never in question; never-
theless, as Brown (1967) suggested, Symmachus may have chosen Au-
gustine for this important post primarily for political reasons. The
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bishop of Milan was Ambrose, cousin to Symmachus, who had been in-
strumental in convincing the Emperor Valentinian II to abolish pagan-
ism against the prefect’s advice. Having a very intelligent anti-Cath-
olic Manichaean serve as Milan’s professor of rhetoric potentially
could influence the Emperor to reverse his decision and preserve pa-
ganism in the face of an increasingly intolerant Church.

If that was Symmachus’ plan, it failed. Under the influence of
Ambrose, Augustine began to develop a new perspective on Christian-
ity, one that emphasized the immaterial rather than the material. Af-
ter much prayer and reflection, he was baptized by Ambrose in 387.
Only 4 years later, he returned to North Africa and was ordained. He
became bishop of Hippo (now Annaba, Algeria) in 395, an office he held
until his death.

After his conversion, Augustine determined not only to spread the
Word but also to help others understand Christianity and Catholicism
better. He faced several challenges. His biggest was paganism, even
though the ancient beliefs were increasingly derided by the Church and
attacked by the government. In the fourth century, Christianity was
still a minority religion, albeit a very powerful one (see Brown, 1987,
Chauvin, 1990). Moreover, several thousand years of pagan culture en-
sured that pagan beliefs and ways of thinking permeated the lives of
Christians, bringing them into frequent conflict with Church values.
For example, upper-class Romans generally were highly moral, a char-
acteristic that made Christianity attractive to them, and they viewed
sex as a civic duty imposed upon married couples for the express pur-
pose of begetting children for the Empire (Brown, 1987). But this solidly
Christian antipathy toward sex was compromised by the widespread pa-
gan belief that only “a hot and pleasurable act of love” experienced both
by the male and the female could guarantee conception of a child with a
good temperament (Brown, 1987, pp. 304-311). This belief stood in
stark contrast to the position of the Church, which maintained that sex-
ual pleasure even among married couples was a sin.

Another challenge emerged when Church leaders began attacking
rhetoric and the schools throughout Italy for espousing pagan ideals
(Murphy, 1974). Increasingly, education was viewed as an obstacle to
faith. “The wisdom of man is foolish before God” became a favorite ex-
pression of those who sought to discredit Roman education and learn-
ing. Matters reached a crisis point when the Fourth Council of
Carthage in 398 A.D. issued a resolution forbidding bishops from read-
ing pagan texts.

In this context, Augustine set about defending the Bible and rheto-
ric, although he approached the latter with an ambivalence caused by
his training in rhetoric on the one hand and Christian distaste for any-
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thing pagan on the other. On Christian Doctrine (De Doctrina Chris-
tiana) reflects his efforts at reconciling these opposites. In this work,
Augustine (1958) argued that rhetoric could be put to use in preaching
and, more important, in interpreting the Bible. In addition, he pro-
posed that rhetoric was a critical tool for discovering scriptural truths
and explaining them to the misinformed and the unenlightened, there-
by possibly gaining new converts. He also used rhetoric to analyze the
Bible in ways that illuminated its literary merit.

Augustine’s success on all fronts can be measured by the fact that,
over a relatively short time, texts other than the Bible became the sub-
ject of much rhetorical analysis. Furthermore, a vast array of pagan
myths and writers were assimilated into the Christian cosmology. The
most notable example is Plato, whom Augustine studied assiduously
and whose work came to be embraced as a precursor of Christian val-
ues, with the result that Plato’s influence on the Middle Ages was
greater than Aristotle’s until the 13th century (Artz, 1980). Cicero was
likewise rehabilitated by Christians, who (mistakenly) turned to him
as model of conscious disengagement from society, not as a model or
teacher of oratory (see Conley, 1990).

Augustine’s importance in the history of rhetoric cannot be overes-
timated. He is a pivotal figure in the shift from primary to secondary
rhetoric. Before Augustine, rhetoric focused on public discourse, on
speeches in the law courts and the assemblies. After Augustine, rheto-
ric focused on analyses and interpretations of texts. In addition, Au-
gustine proposed a view of human history that came to have a signifi-
cant influence on Western thought. The classical world generally saw
human history as a process of gradual decline from a supposed “golden
age.” In The City of God, Augustine argued the reverse—that the story
of mankind was one of progress that brought humanity closer to God.
This view provided a clear demarcation between the ancient, pagan
world and the new, Christian one. Moreover, it laid the foundation for
modernism.

Admittedly, we cannot separate Augustine from his time or place;
his world was in turmoil and decline, even though the general popula-
tion either did not know or would not admit that the Empire was in
trouble. Most believed that the Empire was stable and would last an-
other thousand years, or more—while the imperial armies were being
defeated by Teutonic barbarians and the Vandals controlled part of
North Africa. Under these conditions, there was little use for delibera-
tive rhetoric. Litigation shifted away from argument on the merits to-
ward the cultivation of influence among patrons who would support
one’s case. Thus, in the late Empire, the teaching of rhetoric changed,;
schools could not realistically prepare students to use deliberative or
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forensic rhetoric. Students increasingly concentrated on “declama-
tions” on set themes as rhetoric became more literary. The content of
these speeches grew ever more abstract and irrelevant; what was im-
portant was style and delivery.!? As Bonner (1977) noted, “Many
teachers of rhetoric . .. under the Empire did not have . . . [Cicero’s]
practical experience, but were content to transmit the precepts [of
rhetoric] in stereotyped and compact form, and to make their students
learn them by heart” (p. 288). Bonner also pointed out that these dec-
lamations became “more bizarre and artificially contrived, [and] the
exercise was especially associated with the scholasticus or ‘school-
man,” and was called a ‘scholastic theme’ ” (p. 309).

Although Augustine condemned sophistry, the rhetoric he espoused
was grounded in literature. A literature-based rhetoric is ineluctably
tied to matters of style, a fact that made Augustine’s condemnation of
sophistry ring hallow. Furthermore, this rhetoric emphasized the
search for biblical truth, which was deemed to be universal but which
also was highly abstract. These factors combined eventually with oth-
ers to create, for the first time since Plato, significant interest in dia-
lectic. This interest grew as the West moved into the Dark Ages and
opportunities for primary rhetoric diminished. In time, the focus on
literature and the concurrent emphasis on style led to the gradual re-
duction of rhetoric, until Peter Ramus, in the 16th century, stripped it
of all but two of its traditional offices, style and delivery.

JOURNAL ENTRY

Ancient Athens and Rome have influenced greatly who we are today, and
some of those influences are examined in the previous pages. Consider
some other ways we have been influenced by these ancient cultures.

FROM THE MIDDLE AGES TO THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY

The Middle Ages strike many people as being dull and relatively un-
eventful. When the Empire fell near the end of the fifth century A.D.,
what Poe (1962) referred to as the “grandeur that was Greece and the
glory that was Rome” (p. 23) faded from the world scene, along with

2Most historians refer to this period as the “Second Sophistic,” indicating a con-
nection with the sophistic rhetoric of ancient Greece. Although in most respects
there is little connection, it is the case that both forms emphasized highly ornate
style and rhetoric as a demonstration. Lives of the Philosophers, by Eunapius
(1922), provides numerous interesting insights.
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the sense of purpose and direction that had characterized Western civi-
lization for a thousand years. Although the Roman Empire was
plagued by internal conflicts throughout its history, it nevertheless
manifested a political unity and civilizing influence that were pro-
found. Both disappeared with the last Emperor, Romulus Augustulus.
In its place emerged a hodgepodge of petty dictators and self-pro-
claimed kings who engaged in warfare so relentless that war, along
with religion, became the cultural signature. The now separate parts
of what had been the Western Empire began developing their own his-
tories, not just because they were ruled by separate groups of barbari-
ans but because the universal culture that had defined the Empire was
shattered. In a remarkably short time, Latin evolved into the Romance
languages—Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, French, Romanian—each
distinct, each mutually unintelligible. Even handwriting, which had
been uniform under the Empire, evolved into independent forms:
Visigoth script, Beneventan script, and Insular script, as well as nu-
merous scripts peculiar to various monasteries—each essentially un-
readable to anyone untrained in that form.

In this environment, rhetoric became, in certain respects, more
complex than ever before, which makes it difficult in a short space to
address the many developments that occurred during the Middle Ages.
However, two fairly distinct trends in rhetoric are visible, trends that
persist even today. The first is Aristotelian, the second Platonic.

Many of Aristotle’s ideas about rhetoric survived through transla-
tions and commentaries on Cicero. Cicero had made frequent refer-
ences to the writings of Aristotle and Plato, and after the fall of the
Empire, scholars relied on Cicero to become acquainted with the opin-
ions of these philosophers without any knowledge of or access to the
actual philosophical systems. One of the more important was Aris-
totle’s emphasis on the practical nature of rhetoric.'®* Rhetoric as a
pragmatic tool was preserved during the Middle Ages, but in ways that
Aristotle would not have recognized. The art of letter writing (ars
dictamenis), for example, can be viewed as one manifestation of this
pragmatism. The most significant feature of Aristotle’s rhetoric, how-
ever, was logic, which became a vital part of rhetoric in the Middle
Ages.

The situation with Plato was quite different. He had not fared well
among the Romans. He was too philosophical, and his rejection of prac-
tical rhetoric in favor of dialectic simply didn’t meet Roman needs.
Only one of his works, Timaeus, was widely known in the Empire. Ro-

BAristotle and Cicero, however, differed in other respects. For example, Aris-
totle emphasized argument and proof, whereas Cicero emphasized eloquence.
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man interest in Plato did not emerge until the third century, when an
Egyptian Greek named Plotinus drew on a variety of sources to re-
create Plato’s philosophy.!* However, it was not until the fourth cen-
tury, when scholars like Augustine and Ambrose began to see elements
of Christianity in this philosophy, that Plato became a significant fig-
ure.'® By the Middle Ages, the Church Fathers had so thoroughly as-
similated Plato into Christianity that, as Artz (1980, p. 181) indicated,
he was the spiritual and philosophical “guiding star” of Catholicism.

Plato’s popularity led to a general reevaluation of dialectic, most no-
tably in the work of the philosopher and statesman Boethius. In his
most important work, Topics (De Differentiis Topicis), Boethius set
out to explain the work of Aristotle and Cicero, but what he ended up
with was a treatise on the relation between rhetoric and dialectic. Dia-
lectic had played only a small role in rhetorical education or practice
until the Second Sophistic, but Boethius argued that dialectic was
prior to and inherently superior to rhetoric. He based this argument on
the perception that rhetoric deals with the immediate concerns of daily
life whereas dialectic deals with universals—which can easily be
turned to support Christian ideals. As Conley (1990) noted, this dis-
tinction led Boethius to conclude that “rhetorical topics derive their
force from the abstract propositional rules provided by dialectic. Dia-
lectic therefore governs the genus of argumentation, and rhetoric be-
comes a subordinate part of dialectic because it is a species of that ge-
nus” (p. 80).

During the years after Boethius, rhetoric continued to change in
ways congruent with the needs of the Church, particularly the monas-
tic influence that always had been strong. Two new strands of rhetoric
emerged: the art of letter writing (ars dictaminis) and the art of
preaching (ars praedicandi). Grammar and logic became important as
fields of study, with logic increasingly connected to dialectic, which
Bishop Isidore of Seville described in the seventh century as that disci-
pline “which in the most exacting controversies distinguishes the true
from the false” (quoted from Isidore’s Etymologia in Murphy, 1974).
By the ninth century, the study of grammar had replaced the study of
rhetoric, leading the writer Rabanus to define grammar as the science
of speaking and writing correctly. By the end of the 12th century, most

“Plotinus made Plato’s philosophy available to educated readers, but according
to Brown (1967) Plotinus was “one of the most notoriously difficult writers in the
ancient world” (p. 86). Thus, the philosophy was available but not readily accessi-
ble. In addition, reading Plotinus meant that Plato’s philosophy was transmitted
through a filter, and it did not provide the same experience as reading the original
works of Plato.

We now refer to these scholars as “neo-Platonists.”
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schools in Europe weren’t teaching rhetoric at all but instead were
teaching grammar and dialectic (Murphy, 1974).

Interest in rhetoric revived significantly in the 13th and 14th centu-
ries, when numerous classical texts were discovered and made avail-
able to scholars. Gerardo Landriani, bishop of a small town just out-
side Milan, found the complete text of Cicero’s On Oratory in a cellar.
Poggio, who happened to develop the font that came to be known as
Roman, discovered Quintilian’s Instituto Oratoria in the basement of a
monastery. As these manuscripts became widely disseminated, Renais-
sance readers grew curious about the Greek authors the texts cited so
regularly. Their curiosity was more easily satisfied after 1453, when
Constantinople fell to the Turks; Greek scholars fled west in droves
and were able to teach Greek throughout Europe.

Soon, classical texts were systematically integrated into higher edu-
cation, which had the inevitable effect of motivating scholars to ana-
lyze and criticize the rhetorical precepts of Aristotle, Plato, Cicero, and
others. It appears that these criticisms were grounded in a significant
change that was altering the way Europeans looked at the world. The
ancient Greeks and Romans interacted with the world on a qualitative
basis and did not concern themselves much with exact measurements.
Although they used hours to calculated duration, they did not use min-
utes. In addition, they divided a day into 24 hours, but they assigned 12
hours to day and 12 to night, even though the lengths of day and night
vary with the seasons and geography. During the Middle Ages, people
throughout Europe became increasingly concerned with accuracy of
measurement, and the end result was that, as a group, Europeans
shifted from a qualitative to a quantitative worldview. In rhetoric, this
view finds expression in the emphasis on grammar and logic, which are
more quantitative than the general rhetorical principles of Plato and
Aristotle.

Peter Ramus

Peter Ramus was one of the more influential scholars who benefited
from adopting a quantitative approach to rhetoric. The son of poor par-
ents, Ramus nevertheless managed to attend college and earn a mas-
ter’s degree. The title of his thesis, “All of Aristotle’s Doctrines Are
False,” signaled the start of a very difficult and turbulent life. He held
teaching positions at the College de Mans and then at the College de
I’Ave Maria until his written attacks on Aristotle so disturbed other
scholars that King Francis I removed him from his teaching position
and forbade him from teaching or writing philosophy. Ramus then
took up mathematics, only to return to philosophy and rhetoric after
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the plague created so many teaching shortages that in 1547 the Cardi-
nal of Lorraine petitioned the king to lift the ban on Ramus that had
been in place for 4 years. The king complied, and Ramus promptly re-
newed his written attacks on Aristotle, stirring up a new storm of re-
sentment and anger among intellectuals. In 1562, Ramus left the
Church and converted to Calvinism just before religious wars broke
out in France between Catholics and Protestants. He fled Paris but re-
turned in 1570 under the protection of the king. This protection did
not save him, however. In 1572, hundreds of Protestants in Paris were
killed in the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, and Ramus was among
them.

Although most contemporary scholars opposed his ideas, Ramus ar-
gued that rhetoric should be limited to style and delivery. He proposed
that syntax was the proper domain of grammar and that invention,
memory, and arrangement were part of dialectic. In addition, Ramus
argued that dialectic should subsume other features of discourse that
in the past had been part of rhetoric. Dialectic was not merely a means
of determining truth and falsehood; in Ramus’ view it also was the art
of speaking decisively on matters that were in question. However, real-
world applications never figured into Ramus’ consideration. Neither
rhetoric nor dialectic was related to law or politics at that time, and
both primarily involved writing, not speaking, which made the issue of
delivery moot. In making this shift, Ramus expanded the role of dialec-
tic to include forensic and deliberative language.

If Ramus had not died as a martyr, his ideas might never have sur-
vived the 16th century, but martyrdom ensured that his books were re-
printed throughout the Protestant countries of Europe, where they
were immensely popular and influential. This influence is felt today in
several ways. Ramus’ approach to rhetoric finished the long decline of
primary rhetoric. In addition, his attacks on Aristotle took a toll. As
Kennedy (1980) noted, there were no Aristotelian rhetorics developed
during this period or for many generations after. Plato’s notions of
rhetoric and dialectic came to dominate the schools, especially in Ger-
many (Conley, 1990), and we already have seen that Plato was not a
friend of rhetoric. Also, by equating rhetoric with style, Ramus pro-
vided what may be viewed as the natural evolution of St. Augustine’s
work in literary exposition. He thereby set the stage for the belles-
lettres movement of the 18th and 19th centuries that continues to in-
fluence notions of what constitutes good writing even today.

Later scholars refined and elaborated Ramus’ rhetorical proposi-
tions, but generally they did not challenge them. Hugh Blair, for exam-
ple, was following in Ramus’ footsteps when he argued in the late 18th
century that invention was beyond the scope of rhetoric. Invention,
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the process of discovering things to say about a topic had, since ancient
times, provided the content of discourse. What was left if there was no
content? Style. About a hundred years later, Alexander Bain (1866)
made the same point, stating that content was beyond the scope of
rhetoric, leaving nothing to teach or learn but style.

ART OR SCIENCE

Bain stands out because he was the first to articulate the logical result
of the shift from primary to secondary rhetoric, the elevation of dialec-
tic, and the reduction of rhetoric to style. He proposed that rhetoric was
composition. His book English Composition and Rhetoric, published in
1866, was remarkably popular and went through numerous editions in
the United States. Part of its appeal may have been Bain’s attempts to
provide a psychological foundation (Bain was a psychologist) for rheto-
ric and style, but most of the appeal probably lay in how Bain’s views
simplified teaching. From classical times, teachers had stressed the role
of talent in rhetorical training, and where there was no talent there
could be little education. Plato, for example, complained about the lack
of talent that he saw in the young tyrant Dionysius II of Syracuse.
Teaching students how to think is so difficult that not even someone of
Plato’s genius could get ideas to germinate in barren soil. Bain implic-
itly provided a rationale for not trying. If the content of rhetoric, or com-
position, is irrelevant, and if all that remains is style, instruction can fo-
cus on imitation. The rich (and demanding) education that Cicero had
described in On Oratory becomes irrelevant.

As Crowley (1990) argued, the focus on style ended the centuries-
long emphasis in rhetoric on generating knowledge—its epistemic
function—and rhetoric became a vehicle for merely transmitting
knowledge, what was already known. Crowley stated that “the best to
be hoped for from writing was that it could copy down whatever writ-
ers already knew. What writers knew, of course, was the really impor-
tant stuff—but this was not the province of writing instruction” (p.
160). Matters were further complicated by the widespread perception
that students did not really know much of anything, so writing in the
classroom took on the characteristics of an empty exercise.

These views were grounded in the emergence during the 19th cen-
tury of modern curricula throughout Europe and the United States, as
well as the establishment of modern departments and disciplines.
These developments had the unfortunate consequence of further erod-
ing the status of rhetoric. Goggin (2000) provided a critical analysis
when she wrote:
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To claim disciplinary status for an academic subject, scholars had to
demonstrate that their field was a Wissenschaft (a science) rather than
an art. The root wissen means knowledge. A Wissenschaft created theory
and knowing, whereas an art was understood as a practice and a doing. A
Wissenschaft, in other words, accomplished the research ideal of creating
knowledge. Moreover, those seeking disciplinary and departmental
spaces could not just claim any old Wissenschaft; they had to show that
their field was a naturwissneschaft (a science dealing with that made by
nature) rather than a geisteswissenschaft (a moral science dealing with
that made by humans). The former was understood to render universal
truths and the latter was understood to render contingent truths subject
to human whim. (p. 14)

For rhetoric, the question of status—whether is was an art or a sci-
ence—was hotly debated, but in reality, the outcome was predeter-
mined by the fact that rhetoric was housed in English departments.
Clearly, rhetoric was not a naturwissneschaft, and as it had come to be
practiced in English departments, it was not a Wissenschaft, either.
The majority of academics therefore viewed it as an art by default.

Rhetoric nevertheless had the potential to establish itself as a viable
academic discipline, but a number of factors ensured that it did not.
One of the more important: The goal of higher education in America,
at least until 1870, was to discipline the minds of unruly students, not
to provide content (Geiger, 1999, p. 48).®* When Adams Sherman Hill
developed and implemented the first composition courses at Harvard
in 1874, he was responding, in part, to the perception that Harvard un-
dergraduates were largely illiterate. The university had initiated a
writing exam in 1872, and only about a third of first-year students
were able to pass it. Thus, unlike other “arts,” composition placed sole
responsibility for product in the hands of students—from the faculty’s
perspective, ignoramuses all.

The First Composition Courses

These 19th-century views affect us today. Looking briefly at the na-
tion’s first composition courses helps us understand why. Harvard’s
composition courses required students to write themes daily with lon-
ger themes due once a week. These writing tasks covered a range of
topics, but the majority involved literary analysis, which ostensibly

16Tt is widely assumed that higher education in America was reserved for the
wealthy until the democratization of the 20th century. Geiger (1999), however, re-
ported that “many students [in the nation’s premier universities] clearly came
from ... humble circumstances, chiefly sons of farmers” (p. 42).
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provided content. The university hired several readers to handle the
huge paper load, and these young men marked the papers for errors
and provided suggestions intended to help the writers improve.

However, because both the teachers and the readers saw their stu-
dents as intellectual midgets with little knowledge of and even less ap-
preciation for literature, there was no expectation that students would
actually produce anything resembling Wissenschaft. They simply were
deemed incapable of creating knowledge. Thus, the “content” of litera-
ture was largely a charade to mask the fact that the teachers them-
selves were incapable of providing any other content and that they re-
ally wanted to be teaching literature, not writing. Moreover, this
approach established a contradiction that English departments, which
have maintained responsibility for writing instruction, either ignored
or found impossible to resolve: As literature teachers succeeded in
claiming “scientific” status for literary studies, composition increas-
ingly was viewed as neither fish nor fowl. Scholars could debate
whether rhetoric was an art or a science, but in the everyday reality of
the university, composition quickly became identified as a service
course without any academic standing. Its purpose was merely to
remediate illiterate undergraduates until the public schools could be
prodded into doing their job of teaching students how to communicate.

Meanwhile, literature faculty successfully positioned literary stud-
ies as a “scientific endeavor; that is, a theoretical and explanatory one
that created knowledge rather than an artistic or practical one”
(Goggin, 2000, p. 22). Although Adams Sherman Hill was one of the
chief advocates of the rhetoric-is-art position, he was unable to raise
composition above the level of a service course. The course at Harvard
was predicated on the notion that learning how to write is an inductive
process (moving from particulars to generalizations) that involves fo-
cusing on individual features of texts, such as spelling, punctuation,
word choice, and sentence structure. As readers marked papers for er-
rors in word choice and sentence structure, they were exercising the
view that writing skill could be assessed and evaluated on the basis of
form rather than content. Today, few writing teachers question this
view, but in the 1870s, it was a novelty because prior to the advent of
the modern curriculum, writing was assessed largely on the basis of
content—what students had to say about a topic, not their punctua-
tion. Under Hill’s influence, classroom instruction involved discus-
sions of inspirational models, drawn primarily from literature, and
drills and exercises in grammar, which were believed to improve the
style of student writing.

This model for composition instruction spread very quickly to other
universities. Within two decades, it had been incorporated into the
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first year at nearly all of the nation’s institutions of higher education
(Goggin, 2000). Meanwhile, the pressure on public schools to do a
better job of teaching writing did not abate but actually increased.
High schools that hoped to send their graduates on to university were
compelled to modify their curricula to meet increasingly strict admis-
sion requirements. They therefore implemented the Harvard model,
reducing the number of writing assignments owing to the higher stu-
dent-teacher ratio and increasing the amount of time devoted to drills
and exercises. Ironically, the number of students entering schools like
Harvard with unsatisfactory writing skills did not drop significantly.

Today, we find that conditions have changed very little. If anything,
they have become worse. Large numbers of first-year college students
have very poor writing skills. For example, about 70% of first-year stu-
dents in the California State University system have remedial writing
(as well as reading) skills. Colleges and society blame the public
schools, which are seen as failing to provide meaningful training in
composition. In response, most states now require credential candi-
dates to take at least one course designed to prepare them to teach
writing, even though most do not require such students to take any
writing courses beyond first-year composition, which many exempt on
the basis of SAT scores. Unfortunately, most new teachers appear to
abandon nearly everything they learned about writing pedagogy after
2 years or less of full-time teaching. In addition, mandatory testing has
been implemented in nearly every state over the last several years as a
means of holding public schools and teachers accountable, of forcing
them to teach what students need to know. Although scores on these
state-mandated tests have shown modest increases, results on other
measures, such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), indicate that skills continue to decline—raising the question
of what the state-mandated tests are actually measuring. Thus, by any
objective standard, the Harvard model of composition instruction has
failed.
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APPROACHES TO TEACHING WRITING

A commonplace in education is that most teachers teach the way they
themselves were taught. Education classes are designed, in part, to
provide an alternative based on research and theory, but they are not
always successful in moving teachers away from methods based on
their own experiences. In composition studies, several factors influ-
ence teaching, including philosophical perspectives on the relation be-
tween language and mind, the role of individuals in society, the goals
of writing, and the nature of education. One consequence is that there
are multiple approaches to writing instruction—some overlapping,
some in conflict. Teachers often find it difficult to work their way
through the resulting noise and therefore elect to hold to the approach
that feels most comfortable—the one they experienced as students—
regardless of whether it is effective or theoretically sound.

The several perspectives that influence writing instruction today
yield different rhetorical approaches and teaching methods. Although
none of these approaches might be called “ideal,” there are clear and
well-researched variations in their effectiveness. James Berlin pro-
vides a good starting point for examining some of the more widely used
approaches. In 1982, he discussed four major pedagogical influences on
contemporary rhetoric: classical rhetoric, current—traditional rhetoric,
new rhetoric, and romantic rhetoric. Several other influences exist that
Berlin did not consider, such as writing across the curriculum, and
they are included in this chapter.

First, it is important to note that Berlin’s classification raises some
issues. For example, there are elements of classical rhetoric in each of

42
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the other three, and neither new rhetoric nor romantic rhetoric is com-
pletely free of the influence of current-traditional rhetoric, and vice
versa. Elements of romantic rhetoric are particularly prevalent in cur-
rent-traditional classrooms. Nevertheless, these terms have signifi-
cant merit because they allow us to explore various educational, meth-
odological, and philosophical positions that shape the ways writing is
taught today. Because so few teachers or textbooks employ anything
even remotely resembling a fully elaborated classical rhetoric, I do not
discuss it here.

CURRENT-TRADITIONAL RHETORIC

Current-traditional rhetoric is rooted in the 19th century. Its assump-
tions and methods were implemented in the first composition courses
offered at Harvard in 1874. As Berlin (1982) noted, current—traditional
rhetoric is characterized by certain fundamental assumptions about
the world and about writing. One assumption, for example, is that the
world is understood only through the senses; another is that under-
standing and knowledge come through induction (reasoning from the
specific to the general) rather than through deduction (reasoning from
the general to the specific). Commenting on current-traditional rheto-
ric, Hillocks (2002) suggested that yet another assumption is that “the
truth is somewhere waiting to be discovered, that it exists independ-
ently of the investigator” (p. 221).

These assumptions yield a specific rationale and methodology for
writing instruction. The rationale is often expressed in terms of “writ-
ing as thinking,” which leads to a focus on teaching students how to
think. Although thinking of the reflective, critical kind is certainly a
worthy goal, there is some question as to why critical thinking should
be the special province of writing instruction and whether writing
teachers are qualified to teach it. The usual response is that the study
of literature is especially efficacious in developing critical-thinking
skills. Thus, from third grade through high school, language arts
classes are primarily about reading and discussing literature. There is
no evidence, however, that years of contact with literature develops
critical thinking. Seniors may demonstrate higher skill levels than
sixth graders, but this most likely is the result of maturation, not expo-
sure to literature. The notion that studying literature somehow im-
proves critical thinking therefore seems to be at best teacher’s lore and
at worst sheer myth.

What we know for certain is that a majority of writing tasks in lan-
guage arts classes involve book reports that merely summarize the
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reading. The goal is to determine whether students can provide the
names of characters and plot summaries. This goal has the unfortu-
nate effect of turning the act of writing into a form of examination.
With the exception of Advanced Placement (AP) and honors English,
interpretation commonly does not surface until the college level, even
though the act of interpreting does, indeed, require critical thinking.
Some college composition classes are actually introductions to litera-
ture, with the course divided into units on poetry, fiction, and drama,
but where the emphasis on form typically de-emphasizes interpreting.
As literacy skills have declined over the last several decades, many cur-
riculum guides in our public schools also have de-emphasized the essay
(and even summary book reports), on the grounds that it is too difficult
for our students, and have shifted the focus to personal and business
letters. This shift has become so pervasive in the public schools that
letter writing is introduced in many districts as early as first grade. Be-
cause letters tend to be highly pragmatic, they are not conducive to de-
veloping critical thinking. Thus, writing instruction overall in the cur-
rent-traditional approach is unable to actualize its most pervasive
rationale.

Bottom-Up Methodology

The focus on induction results in what is known as a “bottom-up” ap-
proach to teaching. Instruction moves from small units—words, sen-
tences, and paragraphs—to larger ones, defined not by audience, aim,
or even essay, but by “rhetorical modes”—description, narration, ex-
position, and argument. In many current-traditional textbooks and
writing classes, argumentation is dropped, and the focus is on descrip-
tion, narration, and exposition, with exposition divided into definition,
classification, comparison/contrast, process event, and cause/effect.
We should expect teachers and textbooks implementing current—
traditional rhetoric to point out that these modes typically exist only
as parts of whole essays. We are likely to find a definition, for example,
in an expository essay on, say, education, in which a concept such as
“zone of proximal development” is defined for readers. By the same to-
ken, we are likely to find comparison and contrast in an expository es-
say on, say, the causes of the Civil War, in which the North’s and the
South’s views on slavery are analyzed. A discussion of part-to-whole is
consistent with the bottom-up approach to learning that characterizes
current-traditional rhetoric. However, teachers and textbooks rarely
take this step. Instead, they present the modes as independent rhetori-
cal entities, and they ask students to produce a “definition essay” or a
“comparison—contrast essay” or a “process—event essay,” as though
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there really are such things in the world outside the classroom. In-
struction includes little, if any, attention to audience and the reasons
for writing but instead focuses on the form of writing, as though com-
position somehow exists outside a social context.

What gets ignored in this approach is that language is only par-
tially—and in some respects only slightly—about words, sentences,
and paragraphs, or stated another way, structure. It is primarily about
intention and meaning, audience and purpose. Nearly all writing
teachers have been trained to read literature, so it is understandable
that they typically point out that poetry—some of it, anyway—is most
certainly about structure. Be that as it may, the assertion that lan-
guage is primarily about intention and meaning, audience and purpose
is fairly easy to test: In the middle of a conversation, stop listening for
a moment and try to recall the structure of the last two or three sen-
tences uttered. Very few people can do this successfully. The same is
true of written texts. After completing a paragraph, readers can easily
summarize the meaning, but they find it nearly impossible to say much
at all about the structure of the individual sentences that make up that
paragraph. Even readers with extensive knowledge of grammar cannot
recall the structure of sentences they have not memorized. Thus, by fo-
cusing on bits and pieces of writing—sentences, paragraphs, and gram-
mar—the current-traditional approach ignores most of what writing is
about. Moreover, telling students about the structural features of writ-
ing has little, if any, effect on writing skill because as soon as students
actually start composing, they quite naturally focus on intention and
meaning.

Grading Student Papers

Another very visible pedagogical feature of the current-traditional ap-
proach lies in how teachers grade student papers: They edit them as
though they are preparing manuscripts for publication, even though
students never have the opportunity to correct mistakes, then assign a
grade at the end of the paper followed by a written comment justifying
the grade. Typically, the errors—ranging from punctuation and spell-
ing errors to errors in subject-verb agreement—are deemed to be the
result of students’ deficiencies in grammar, so teachers spend a great
deal of time drilling their classes on mechanics, in a self-perpetuating
cycle of failure—failure to teach and failure to learn. These drills never
seem to improve students’ writing, so they are repeated year after year
from grade to grade. A review of any state curriculum guide for lan-
guage arts shows that students study grammatical terminology, punc-
tuation, and sentence/paragraph structure from third grade through
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high school. That’s about 9 years of study for a subject that is not only
easy but also just marginally related to what writing is about.

Pervasiveness of the Approach

Given these serious shortcomings, it should not be surprising that, in
his meta-analysis of composition research, George Hillocks (1986) con-
cluded that the current-traditional approach is not very effective in
teaching students how to write. Nevertheless, it is the most influential
and widely used approach to teaching writing today. The massive
amount of scholarship and research that has accumulated over the last
40 years in composition studies has produced only a single modifica-
tion in current-traditional pedagogy—the incorporation of some fea-
tures of what is known as “the writing process.”

Because current-traditional rhetoric is largely incongruent with lit-
eracy development in general and writing development in particular,
its pervasiveness can be understood only in terms of the comfort level
it provides. Bottom-up pedagogy lends itself to curriculum guides and
syllabi, providing the means to describe orderly, sequenced learning
that has a complete essay as the end goal. In other words, it is concrete.
Also, this approach seems intuitively correct because so much human
activity—from building automobiles to constructing skyscrapers—in-
volves putting pieces together to make a whole. Numerous textbooks
(and the teachers who use them) indeed treat writing a paper as
though it is like building an automobile or baking a cake. They offer
recipes such as “seven easy steps to composing,” “the funnel introduc-
tory paragraph,” and “the five-paragraph essay.” For theoretical vali-
dation, they frequently turn to a taxonomy of behavioral objectives
that proposes that all learning moves from the cognitively simple to
the cognitively complex. Language in general and writing in particu-
lar, however, are more complex than either the recipes or the taxon-
omy can adequately describe. Moreover, they operate on different prin-
ciples. Thus, a cookbook approach to writing and teaching writing is
destined to fail. The five-paragraph model not only has no real coun-
terpart outside the classroom but also inevitably leads to the sort of
shallow, unreflective writing that we all decry as the plague of Ameri-
can public education.

NEW RHETORIC

World War II marks a pivotal moment in the history of rhetoric and
composition. The war laid the foundation in the United States for a re-
organization of society through democratization, which, in turn, af-
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fected rhetoric and composition. Desegregation and the civil rights
movement, as well as the women’s movement, emerged out of wartime
social conditions that forced the nation to reexamine its concepts of de-
mocracy, equality, and freedom. The war disrupted established social
patterns as women replaced men in many areas of the workforce, tak-
ing on jobs and pay rates that had not been available to them prior to
the war; and although segregated in the ranks, blacks became a major
part of the war effort. When the war was over, few were willing to re-
turn to the status quo.

Roger Geiger (1999) correctly noted that the Servicemen’s Read-
justment Act of 1944, more commonly known as the GI Bill, essentially
redefined American colleges and universities. By 1947, the number of
students enrolled in higher education had almost doubled from just be-
fore the war: In 1940, the total student population was 1.5 million, but
in 1947, enrolled servicemen alone totaled 1.1 million (Geiger, p. 61).

In a recent work, Richard Lloyd-Jones (2002) described how this in-
flux of veterans affected campuses, suggesting that the ex-GIs were a
pragmatic bunch who were used to writing battlefield reports that
needed to be clear and detailed and that did not have much room for
stylistic niceties. A majority were interested in earning degrees in sci-
ence and business, areas that emphasized content, not style. Lloyd-
Jones noted that many universities responded by developing writing
programs that were themselves pragmatic, or rhetorical, adjusting
curricula and syllabi to this new type of student.

The turn toward the pragmatic had important consequences. One
was a shift away from fuzzy ideas of inspiration-based composing to-
ward consideration of what writers actually do; another was signifi-
cantly more interest in and attention to pedagogy. As Lloyd-Jones
(2002) noted:

At the 1948 annual meeting of the National Council of Teachers of Eng-
lish (NCTE), a regular convention session intended for collegiate mem-
bers chaired by John C. Gerber was devoted to conferring about prob-
lems of running a composition program. It was jammed. When
participants were supposed to give up the room to another group, those
present simply weren’t done talking. They asked Gerber to arrange a
meeting in the spring of 1949 to explore the problems more fully. That
meeting was intended to serve the functions now taken on by the Council
of Writing Program Administrators (WPA), and it brought together a
number of people who had major vocational reasons for wanting more
knowledge about the subject matter they were responsible for and to
pick up ideas about running programs. (p. 16)

This conference laid the groundwork for publication of College Compo-
sition and Communication, the first issue appearing in 1949.
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Those responsible for teaching composition and running writing
programs at the nation’s colleges faced a major disadvantage. They
could look to other areas for ways to administer their programs, but
there were few sources available on how to teach writing effectively. In
addition, there were no theoretical frameworks in which to situate
rhetoric and composition other than what had been in place since the
19th century—current-traditional rhetoric—and it had proven inef-
fectual.

The Influence of Linguistics

Then, in 1957, Noam Chomsky published Syntactic Structures, a work
that redefined linguistics and provided a tremendous stimulus to rhet-
oric and composition. Prior to Chomsky, linguistics had been almost
purely empirical. It was rooted in anthropology, and its primary
agenda for more than 50 years had been recording and preserving
American Indian tribal languages. Chomsky insisted that any legiti-
mate study of language must include a theoretical component, and he
proposed a new grammar—transformational-generative grammar—as
the means of improving our ability to describe language while simulta-
neously providing a theory of language (and ultimately of mind). One
of Chomsky’s more important proposals was that language acquisition
among children involves developing an internalized grammar of the
language. The mind is predisposed to developing grammar, in this
view, so children do not have to learn terminology or rules consciously;
they simply have to be immersed in a natural language environment
and they will, over a relatively short period, produce grammatically
correct utterances. For many of those teaching writing, Chomsky’s
work provided a theoretical framework as well as exciting new direc-
tions for teaching and research.

New directions were sorely needed, owing to the significant social
changes that were beginning in the early and mid-1960s. The civil
rights movement and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 opened universities
to historically marginalized groups. College enrollments swelled, and
large numbers of the entering students lacked the writing skills neces-
sary to succeed. Much of the emerging research aimed to understand
the problems these students brought to academic discourse and how to
solve them. With interest in rhetoric and composition stirring, teach-
ers and scholars began asking questions about writing and learning
that no one had considered for generations. The National Council of
Teachers of English (NCTE) organized various workshops and discus-
sions about writing and then formed a committee to assess the state of
knowledge about composition. The committee’s results were published
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in 1963 as Research in Written Composition, a seminal book by Richard
Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer that traced several
lines of research in composition and suggested new areas for investiga-
tion. This book essentially redefined rhetoric and composition by pos-
ing a very straightforward question—“What is involved in the act of
writing?” (p. 53). Shortly thereafter, Wayne Booth (1965) asserted
that “we need a new rhetoric for a new rhetorical age” (p. 140).

Drawing on Chomsky’s work, Kellogg Hunt (1964, 1965) began ex-
amining writing maturity in children. Prior to Hunt’s investigation,
maturity was commonly deemed to be related to sentence length, and
the surest way to increase sentence length among children was
thought to lie in having them read works of literature, in which long
sentences abound. Hunt’s findings, however, were at odds with both of
these widely held perceptions. Among the students he studied, there
was some increase in sentence length as the children became older, but
sentence length was not the most significant variable related to matu-
rity. Instead, it was clause length—more specifically, independent
clauses, which for the purposes of his study Hunt termed T-units,
short for minimal-terminal units. Hunt also found that T-unit length
tended to increase as the result of embeddings, usually of dependent
clauses. This second finding was important because narrative-descrip-
tive writing, which commonly holds a prominent place in current-tra-
ditional rhetoric, tends to be characterized by relatively short T-units
but relatively long sentences. Sentence length in narration and de-
scription, however, increases through the addition of phrases, not em-
bedded clauses.! Hunt seemed to be on to something.

John Mellon (1969) saw in Hunt’s research the seeds of a pedagogi-
cal opportunity. Clausal embedding is accomplished through gram-
matical operations that allow us to take two or more short clauses and
combine them into a single unit, usually a sentence. Hunt’s study indi-
cated that, unfortunately, it takes students years to internalize these
operations, which shed light on the common observation that the proc-
ess of becoming a better writer is slow and laborious but which did not
seem to provide much help for writing pedagogy. It occurred to Mellon,
however, that schools might be able to shorten the road to writing ma-
turity if it were possible to teach students directly the grammatical op-
erations necessary to combine short sentences into longer ones. He
therefore taught students in his study the various transformational-
grammar rules associated with embedding, which gave them the ex-

'If sentence length increases through the addition of phrases in narration and
description, it should be fairly clear that sentence length increases through embed-
ded clauses in exposition and argument.
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plicit tools for combining short sentences into longer ones. Because
short sentences generally have just one clause, the effect of combining
is longer clauses and, ostensibly, more mature writing. Then Mellon
asked the students to write essays so he could determine whether the
result was improved writing.

In theory, this program should have worked, but it didn’t. The es-
says that the students produced were not any better than those they
wrote before the study. Some actually were worse. But why?

Frank O’Hare (1972) thought he saw a flaw in Mellon’s approach.
Keep in mind that, according to Chomsky, grammar is internalized at
a fairly young age. O’Hare therefore recognized that students do not
need to have formal knowledge of grammar to combine short sentences
into long ones because every native speaker of English already knows
the grammatical operations implicitly. Teaching students the gram-
mar raises tacit knowledge to a conscious level in ways that interfere
with the efficient language processing necessary in writing. In other
words, students in Mellon’s study probably were thinking more about
the grammar rules than they were about writing, with deleterious ef-
fects. O’Hare therefore altered the focus of Mellon’s research so that
students did not spend any time studying rules but instead focused
simply on combining sentences. The results were impressive. At the
end of the study, students produced essays that were judged far better
than the ones they had written before training. Sentence combining
was born. It became, in just a couple of years, a pervasive technique for
improving student writing, and teachers and students from coast to
coast began combining sentences.

The work of Hunt, Mellon, and O’Hare should be seen as a response
to the changing educational climate of the time. Almost contemporane-
ous with Hunt’s work on writing maturity, for example, William Labov
(1966) published an extensive study of Black English and social strati-
fication, research that recast the nature of Black English and
prompted serious consideration of what constituted “Standard Eng-
lish.” Ironically, the influx of college students from working-class
homes simultaneously led to calls for greater emphasis on grammar as
a means of “improving” student writing. Grammar and logic had been
mainstays of composition for generations, and many people believed
that if teachers just offered more of both, the barbarians pouring
through the gates of academe would become civilized.

Experience should have made it clear to everyone that grammar in-
struction and drills did nothing to improve writing, but in this case ex-
perience was a poor teacher. The belief was unshakable. Indeed, it per-
sists even today. District and curriculum guides across the country
specify grammar instruction from third grade through high school,
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and nearly all link such instruction to writing. Some scholars and
teachers, however, saw the question of grammar instruction as an em-
pirical issue, to be determined by research. Braddock et al. (1963) ex-
amined numerous studies of the relation between grammar instruc-
tion and writing and summarized their findings in a statement that
became highly controversial largely because so few accepted it: “The
teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually dis-
places some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a
harmful effect on the improvement of writing” (pp. 37-38). In his
meta-analysis of an even larger number of studies on this same issue,
Hillocks (1986) also found that teaching grammar has no measurable
effect on writing performance.

Such studies were problematic for those who saw linguistics as a
powerful tool for studying writing. Equally troubling, however, was
the growing body of evidence indicating that transformational-
generative grammar is fundamentally flawed (see, e.g., Williams, 1993,
1999). By the mid-1980s, most composition specialists had abandoned
linguistics, particularly grammar, although a few still saw some prom-
ise in the applied areas of psycho- and sociolinguistics. Stephen
North’s (1987) influential assessment of writing research did not even
mention linguistics as a subfield of rhetoric and composition. This
omission effectively closed the book on what initially had seemed to be
an area of rich opportunities.

An Emerging Field

Throughout the 1960s, interest in rhetoric and composition grew, and
scholars began investigating writing from several perspectives, not
only linguistics but also philosophy and psychology. Numerous re-
searchers adapted empirical designs and methodologies from the social
sciences to tackle the many thorny questions inherent in studying
writing. Prior to about 1965, the overwhelming majority of articles
dealing with composition were anecdotal accounts by teachers report-
ing some particular assignment that had worked for them with a given
group of students. Now a shift was under way. Increasingly, articles
began appearing that attempted to explore underlying issues in com-
position that could be generalized to whole populations of students. A
common goal was emerging: discovering what differentiated good writ-
ers from bad ones and helping bad writers become better.

Although we can look back now and see that the work of scholars
during the 1960s was laying the groundwork for what became the field
of rhetoric and composition, this was not clear to most people at the
time. Indeed, the term rhetoric appears in a minority of these early
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publications. One reason was that the scholars involved were from uni-
versity English departments, where hostility toward rhetoric had been
strong since the 19th century, leading rhetoricians finally to pack their
bags and move to speech communications departments around 1915
(S. Miller, 1982). There was a knowledge gap that made it difficult to
link linguistic and psychological studies of writing to the rhetorical
tradition that extended to ancient Greece. This situation changed in
1971, when James Kinneavy published A Theory of Discourse: The
Aims of Discourse, a complex but clear analysis of the relations be-
tween composition and classical—specifically Aristotelian—rhetoric.
A Theory of Discourse affected the field in several ways. It suggested
that anyone who would be serious about composition needed to go back
to the roots and study the classics, particularly Aristotle, and it provided
a historical and theoretical rationale for viewing composition as part of
a rhetorical tradition 2,500 years old. In doing so, A Theory of Discourse
helped legitimize composition as a field of study. Scholars (particularly
those in literature) had denigrated composition for generations, but
they couldn’t denigrate the classics so easily, and A Theory of Discourse
illustrated how composition and classical rhetoric were intertwined.
In addition, the book’s subtitle suggested not only rich associations
but also a revised methodology. Classical rhetoric had been pragmatic
and closely tied to concerns of audience, but these features had disap-
peared from composition; student essays were school exercises that
generally focused on literary analysis. Using a “communication trian-
gle” (Fig. 2.1) that included “reality” as one of its points, Kinneavy re-
minded readers that people generally use language for good reasons
and that good reasons—as opposed to writing as a form of examination
or as busy work—should underlie school writing. A Theory of Dis-
course also connected composition to important work in the philosophy
of language, where scholars like J. P. Austin (1962) and John Searle

Encoder (Writer) Decoder (Reader)

Text

Reality

FIG. 2.1. Kinneavy’s communication triangle. From Kinneavy (1971).
Copyright © 1971 by Norton. Reprinted by permission.
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(1969) were describing language as a social action. (See Witte, Naka-
date, & Cherry, 1992, for a book-length discussion of the influence A
Theory of Discourse had on composition.) Kinneavy combined these
perspectives with Aristotelian principles and encouraged a reconsider-
ation of the knowledge-generating (or epistemic) function of rhetoric.

An equally important contribution was Kinneavy’s argument that
the entire essay, not sentences or paragraphs, must be the focus of in-
struction. If the aims of discourse determine all other features of writ-
ing, such as structure, voice, length, standards of proof, and ways of
knowing, instruction must begin with the whole essay, not sentences
and paragraphs. A Theory of Discourse suggested that writing instruc-
tion must follow a top-down approach, in contrast with current-tradi-
tional rhetoric and its bottom-up approach.

New Rhetoric and Process

The same year that Kinneavy published A Theory of Discourse, Janet
Emig (1971) published The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders, a
work that Stephen North (1987) called “the single most influential
piece of . . . [composition] inquiry” (p. 197). The details of the process
approach that Emig was instrumental in creating are discussed in the
next chapter. Nevertheless, a few remarks are pertinent here.

In the process approach, teachers work to change students’ behav-
iors with regard to composing, helping them identify and then emulate
the behaviors of successful writers through intensive writing of entire
papers. Thus, process pedagogy is predicated on a top-down model of
language learning and is embedded in the epistemic (or knowledge-
generating) view of rhetoric. Students are encouraged to focus first on
what they want to say rather than on how they want to say it. This fo-
cus leads necessarily to an emphasis on revision. Today, it is difficult to
understand how revision could not be important, which is testimony to
the pervasiveness of the idea. Prior to Emig’s work, however, revision
was not a significant part of writing instruction; in the typical class-
room, teachers gave an assignment, and students wrote a single draft.
Although teachers encouraged students to proofread, they rarely ad-
dressed revision.

Process entails a great deal of close contact among students and
teachers because of the emphasis on revision. Instruction is individual-
ized and collaborative, with teachers commonly joining small groups of
students or meeting with them individually to show them how to solve
rhetorical problems. The degree of contact resembles an apprentice-
ship. A fundamental principle of this approach is that writing proc-
esses themselves are individual. The “universal” features of process
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are quite limited and fairly general. Stated another way, there are a
few behaviors that all good writers share, but many more are particu-
lar. The most salient universal features were identified as “stages” of
the composing process:

o Prewriting.
o Planning.
o Drafting.

« Revising.

« Editing.

o Publishing.

On this account, “planning” is deemed a universal feature, but how
writers actually plan a paper varies from person to person. Some may
outline; others may talk about their ideas with friends or classmates;
and still others may develop a purely mental plan. The process ap-
proach therefore involves helping students adopt and practice the uni-
versal features while giving them opportunities to discover their indi-
vidual processes so they can learn what works best for them.

Another important feature of the process approach is that it de-
emphasizes error correction. The current-traditional approach focuses
on errors in students’ writing; it is common, for example, to find that
the instructor’s manuals of many current-traditional textbooks are de-
signed to train teachers in the use of error-marking methods. “AWK?” is
for marking “awkward” sentences; “FRAG” is for sentence fragments;
“RO” is for “run-on” sentences, and so forth. The manuals explain how
these notations, when placed in the margins of student papers, serve as
learning devices, alerting students to serious errors that they then, pre-
sumably, can correct. Emig challenged this notion, pointing out that
“much of the teaching of composition in American high schools is essen-
tially a neurotic activity. There is little evidence, for example, that the
persistent pointing out of specific errors in student themes leads to the
elimination of these errors, yet teachers expend much of their energy in
this futile and unrewarding exercise” (p. 99).

Since about 1980, nearly all writing instruction at every level has in-
corporated one or more elements of process pedagogy. As Lester
Faigley (1992) noted, “Process pedagogy was extraordinarily valuable
... because it proved widely adaptable across many kinds of writing
courses” (p. 67). This does not mean, however, that all writing instruc-
tion is now process oriented. Although Emig’s work altered the way
composition specialists thought about how we teach writing through a
study of high school students, the practical consequences were felt pri-
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marily in university writing programs, not in high schools. Teachers in
the public schools generally were slow to learn about process pedagogy
and even slower to adopt it. For public schools, the central obstacle is
the apprenticeship method, which is incongruent with the assembly-
line organization of public education. In language arts classrooms with
30 or more students, organizing collaborative work groups can be very
difficult, and conducting individual conferences can be a daunting
challenge.

Most of the public school teachers who did try to adopt the process
approach—encouraged by curriculum guides and the field’s commodi-
fication of process as “stages of composing” (prewriting, drafting, re-
vising, editing, publishing)—not only eliminated some of the more sa-
lient pedagogical features but also fossilized the stages as composing
universals. The results were twofold. In many cases, the pedagogical
features of process were trimmed so severely that there was nothing
left but the effort of implementing a new pedagogy. The preexisting
current-traditional approach was left intact, albeit with the token ad-
dition of one of the process stages, usually prewriting, which had no ef-
fect whatsoever on students’ learning how to write. In other cases, fos-
silization undermined the whole notion of individual composing
processes. Students were (and are) told, for example, that they cannot
produce a paper without first prewriting, which takes the form of out-
lining or brainstorming or freewriting or clustering, depending on the
individual teacher’s orientation. Although prewriting was originally
conceptualized as invention, or discovering knowledge about a topic, it
quickly became a gimmick related almost entirely to structure. In both
cases, writing instruction continues to focus on grammar drills and ex-
ercises and structural correctness—not on process and not on content.

It is important to stress that, in theory, the process approach offers
exciting opportunities for improving student writing by changing the
way teachers approach instruction. However, after about 30 years, it
seems clear that this approach has not met the expectations of teach-
ers and society for improved writing. The most thorough assessment of
writing performance nationwide is the NAEP report published every 4
years. Often called “the report card on America’s schools,” the NAEP
report assesses educational achievement in a variety of areas, such as
math, science, reading, and writing. This report card has shown a
steady decline in the writing abilities of our students, even though
process pedagogy has been incorporated, in one way or another, into
language arts curricula for more than two decades. The failure of proc-
ess pedagogy to improve student writing appears to be related to what
Jon Elster (as cited in Callinicos, 1988, p. 78) called “methodological
individualism,” a powerful presumption in the process approach that
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all social phenomena are explicable only in terms of individuals. In-
deed, this presumption may well underlie—and undermine—each of
the four major methodologies identified by Berlin.

An Emphasis on Psychology

If there was one characteristic feature of new rhetoric, it was the em-
phasis on psychology. Both James Berlin (1990) and Maureen Goggin
(2000) traced the emergence of new rhetoric to developments in cogni-
tive psychology. The National Defense Education Act of 1958, passed
in response to the Soviet Union’s 1957 launch of Sputnik, made im-
proving public school performance a high priority. Educators held nu-
merous conferences over the next several years to develop strategies
that would enable them to meet the challenges presented by the Act,
and an influential leader in these efforts was Jerome Bruner, one of
the foremost psychologists in the country. Drawing on the stage-
development theories of Jean Piaget, Bruner articulated curricula that
emphasized using process to master the core knowledge of academic
disciplines, and his ideas took root. (Efforts to base classroom instruc-
tion on psychological principles often are linked to what is known as
the “progressive education” movement, which generally attempted to
focus attention on schools’ role in giving students the cognitive tools to
lead well-balanced and productive lives.) Berlin’s evaluation of Bruner
is worth quoting at length:

[Bruner stressed the] role of discovery in learning, arguing that students
should use an inductive approach in order to discover on their own the

structure of the discipline under consideration. . .. The student was to
engage in the act of doing physics or math or literary criticism, and was
not simply to rely on the reports of experts. ... The implications of

Bruner’s thought for writing instruction are not difficult to deduce. Stu-
dents should engage in the process of composing, not in the study of
someone else’s process of composing. Teachers may supply information
about writing . . . but their main job is to create an environment in which
students can learn for themselves the behavior appropriate to successful
writing. The product of student writing, moreover, is not as important as
engaging in the process of writing. (p. 208)

On this basis, Berlin argued that Emig’s work emerged from the cogni-
tive context that Bruner in particular and progressive education in
general encouraged.

Cognitive psychology is the study of how people process informa-
tion, including language, so with good reason it offered fertile lines of
research for scholars. Between 1975 and 1985, the majority of influen-
tial studies in composition examined the psychological dimensions of
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writing (Hillocks, 1986). Flower and Hayes (1981), for example, devel-
oped a cognitive model of the composing process that was one of the
more frequently cited studies throughout the 1980s. Matsuhashi
(1981) simultaneously published an important assessment of pausing
and planning during writing, suggesting that effective writers use
pauses during composing to adjust their plans. Williams (1985) studied
micromovements of the articulatory musculature, which becomes ac-
tive during mental activities, and concluded that good writers think
more during pauses than poor ones.

In retrospect, we can see quite clearly that this approach—and with
it new rhetoric—was destined to fail, and why. Today, the numerous
psychological investigations of writing that characterized new rhetoric
can be viewed as merely laying the groundwork for more rigorous and
more revealing research into the particular mental operations associ-
ated with writing. However, this research was never conducted. The
psychological approach was abandoned before it ever reached matu-
rity. The reasons are fairly straightforward.

Many people in composition and rhetoric—indeed, a majority—were
uncomfortable with the cognitive approach. Triggered by the emphasis
on empiricism, the debate over whether rhetoric is an art or a science,
which had lain dormant for some time, resurfaced with more acrimony
than ever. Ken Macrorie, editor of College Composition and Communi-
cation in 1964, for example, spoke out strongly against the influence of
linguists and empirically oriented rhetoricians: “If their efforts dimin-
ish the attention paid to art in composition, the teaching of writing
may become too analytical and mechanical to tap all the human powers
of freshman students” (np). Those on the other side of the issue re-
sponded by establishing their own journal, Research in the Teaching of
English (RTE), in 1966, with Richard Braddock, whose training was in
education, not English, as the first editor. For many in rhetoric and
composition, RTE signaled the beginning of a new era in language re-
search, one in which fuzzy, ill-defined notions of writing were replaced
by the rigor of the scientific method. Conflict was inevitable.

By embracing cognitive psychology, new rhetoric had aligned itself
with science, yet nearly all writing teachers, trained as they were in lit-
erature, saw their work as an art, albeit a malformed one. Even as cur-
riculum guides, teacher-training workshops, and syllabi rapidly incor-
porated at least the language of process and new-rhetoric research,
writing teachers at every level continued to focus on discussions of liter-
ary models and the belleletristic essay. Moreover, the research of new
rhetoric was inherently exclusionary. Prior to the turn to empiricism,
just about anyone could be a writing “scholar” simply through anecdote;
between 1950 and 1965, the vast majority of articles published in Col-
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lege Composition and Communication (CCC) were conference papers,
most of which merely offered reports of successful teaching experiences
(Goggin, 2000). This number declined steadily, reaching zero in some
years between 1965 and 1977, but for reasons that are examined later, it
started to rise again after 1977 and really shot up in 1989.2

Under the new paradigm, however, no one could conduct even a
fairly simple study without significant training in research methods,
design, and statistics. Moreover, simply reading and understanding
cognitive studies also demanded serious training. The people conduct-
ing this research during the decade between 1975 and 1985 were gen-
erally housed in university English departments, where empiricism
was (and is) disdained. Unable to understand empirical research and
unwilling to accept the validity of empirical data, many English de-
partment faculty began suggesting not only that the data were trivial
but also that the entire methodology was reductionist.? Furthermore,
composition and rhetoric scholars were developing graduate programs
that were attracting bright students who otherwise might have elected
to study literature. These students began writing dissertations that lit-
erature-trained graduate studies committees found not only hard to
comprehend but also inappropriate for English departments. Gene Ly-
ons (1976) expressed the problem well when, after criticizing English
departments for ignoring their social responsibility to teach reading
and writing, he concluded that “The business of the American English
department is not the teaching of literacy; it is the worship of litera-
ture” (p. 34). A backlash emerged as established literature faculty,
joined by some manqué compositionists, sought to reassert traditional
literary values.

ROMANTIC RHETORIC

The first signs of backlash manifested themselves through what has
come to be known as “romantic rhetoric” (Winterowd & Blum, 1994).

2College Composition and Communication did not become a peer-reviewed jour-
nal until 1987 (Goggin, 2000, p. 63), which means that, prior to this date, the edi-
tors were solely responsible for selecting papers for publication. All science-based
journals, of course, are peer reviewed. The fact that CCC did not implement peer
review until 1987 is indicative of the difficulty those in rhetoric had with the notion
that the field could be a science rather than an art.

*The most egregious example is Mike Rose. His 1988 article, “Narrowing the
Mind and Page: Remedial Writers and Cognitive Reductionism,” has been cited fre-
quently by those who advocate rhetoric as art, even though it is filled with inaccu-
racies and in some cases blatant distortions.
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Romantic rhetoric (also widely known as “expressivist rhetoric”) is
linked to Romanticism, a movement in literature that lasted from
about 1750 to 1870 and that is characterized by reliance on the imagi-
nation, subjectivity, freedom of thought and expression, idealization of
the individual, a search for individual “truth,” and rejection of rules.
In most respects, Romanticism emerged as a reaction against Classi-
cism, a term used to characterize art governed by conscious restraint,
form, and rationality. However, it also was a reaction against two op-
posites—Rationalism, a system of thought that maintains that reason
is the basis for knowledge, and Empiricism, which maintains that all
knowledge is based on observation and experience. One of the chief
proponents of Romanticism was French philosopher Jean Jaques
Rousseau, who expressed many of the movement’s tenets when he
made a play on Rene Descartes’ famous statement of Rationalism, “I
think, therefore I am,” by declaring, “I felt before I thought.” Roman-
tic rhetoric, then, is concerned with individual feelings and a search for
personal truth.

Winterowd and Blum (1994) argued that romantic rhetoric devel-
oped as a reaction against current—traditional rhetoric. Although there
is much truth to this argument, it is not sufficiently comprehensive or
accurate. Other factors were involved, particularly the development of
new rhetoric and the volatile mix of culture and counterculture that
dominated American society during the late 1960s and early 1970s.
From a broader perspective, social dynamics made romantic rhetoric
possible, and new rhetoric brought it into being. Today, only cur-
rent-traditional rhetoric is more widely disseminated in American ed-
ucation.

Grounded in the Counterculture

To understand the development of romantic rhetoric, it is necessary to
recall that during the 1960s and 1970s colleges and universities in the
United States faced significant challenges as a result of social change.
The civil rights movement and the Vietnam War created a flood of in-
ternal refugees pouring into higher education. Students who in the
past never would have sought admission to university because they
lacked the money or the motivation suddenly had both as the civil
rights movement prompted Congress to make financial aid available
on a large scale, and the war prompted countless working-class young
men to seek safe haven in college, where they could get a draft defer-
ment that kept them out of Vietnam as long as they were enrolled. The
majority of these new students were inadequately prepared for univer-
sity work. Their reading and writing skills were particularly weak, and
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teachers and administrators scrambled to find ways to reduce the fail-
ure rates (see Coulson, 1996; Shaughnessy, 1977). Many educators
were at a loss because there seemed to be no way to advance the na-
tion’s social agenda of providing access to quality education to all while
maintaining traditional standards of language performance.

Even as colleges and universities were becoming more inclusive and
more democratic, students nationwide were criticizing the traditional
undergraduate curriculum and were demanding that administrators
make higher education more personally meaningful, more “relevant.”
Protests and demonstrations became commonplace, and although they
generally are remembered as protests against the war in Vietnam,
more was involved. The campus demonstrations were not led by
blacks, even though blacks made up a disproportionate number of the
soldiers fighting in Southeast Asia. And they were not led by the blue-
collar students who often saw college primarily in terms of a draft de-
ferment. They were led by middle- and upper-middle-class students
who, on the face of it, had no reason to protest. Student protesters
were, by and large, children of what Beers (1996) called “the blue-sky
generation.” With comfortable lives and bright prospects, they lacked
little in the way of material goods, but the seemingly limitless horizons
of the “blue sky” were bounded by the rigid conformity of republican
democracy. The demonstrations of the 1960s therefore are best under-
stood as having multiple goals—protesting the war and supporting
civil rights by demanding greater pluralism, to be sure, but also ex-
pressing a need for greater individualism. At their core was students’
assertion of their right to be individuals, who they wanted to be. Col-
lege campuses saw sit-ins, teach-ins, bra burning, draft card burning,
student strikes, a general hostility toward “the establishment,” and
widespread antipathy toward curricula. High schools faced protests
against dress codes, tracking (which grouped students in classes on the
basis of ability), discipline, and homework. Outside the campuses, a
few cities experienced race riots. Many teachers and most administra-
tors were afraid. Ken Macrorie’s (1968) anxiety, for example, is palpa-
ble in his assertion that “We have a small chance to keep our students
from turning our schools into the shambles remaining after revolu-
tions [sic] in Watts, Newark, and Detroit” (p. 686).* In 1970, at Kent
State University, school officials requested National Guard help in
breaking up a student protest, and the troops complied by shooting
dead four students on the campus green. Even so, the tide of individu-
alism was unstoppable. In unprecedented numbers, politicians and ac-

*What Macrorie was referring to were not “revolutions” at all but rather race
riots.



Contemporary Rhetoric 61

ademic leaders acquiesced to student demands and developed curricula
based on what students wanted at the time rather than on any aca-
demic principle, educational theory, or vision of the future.

The changes in education were linked to such social factors, but
they also were deeply influenced by the reality that many students
simply could not master the traditional curriculum, which increasingly
was labeled elitist and racist (see, e.g., Lunsford, Moglen, & Slevin,
1990). Also, as I’ve noted elsewhere (Williams, 2002), the individual-
ism of the 1960s metamorphosed in the 1970s into extreme individual-
ism, which identifies the “self” as the center of all actions, desires,
ambitions, and goals, while, ironically, sacrificing individuality. Rele-
vance, in this context, translates into a desire to have an individualized
curriculum, one that satisfies personal needs. The fact that this curric-
ulum may be totally inappropriate for other students or for the benefit
of society is quite irrelevant. Then, as well as now, few people recog-
nized that pluralism and extreme individualism are incompatible; it is
easier to assume that schools can readily balance the needs of society
and the demands of individuals. Unfortunately, this balancing act
rarely succeeds in doing anything other than forfeiting the needs of so-
ciety and groups, usually minorities, within society. The reason is that
the tension between the incompatibles—democratic inclusion and ex-
treme individualism—can be attenuated only by abandoning academic
standards. This allows schools to validate individual voices regardless
of how well they approximate existing standards and, simultaneously,
to be completely inclusive.

The Allure of Authenticity

In this context, Ken Macrorie (1968, 1970) and Peter Elbow (1973,
1981) published the foundational texts of romantic rhetoric. Macrorie
set the tone in his 1970 work, Telling Writing. In the Preface, he
wrote:

[The New English movement] allows students to use their own powers,
to make discoveries, to take alternative paths. It does not suggest that
the world can best be examined by a set of rules. It does not utilize the
Errors Approach. It constantly messes around with reality, and looks for
strategies and tactics that work. . . . The program gives the student first,
freedom, to find his voice and let his subjects find him; and second, disci-
pline, to learn more professional craft to supplement his already consid-
erable language skills.

And for both teacher and student, a constant reading for truth, in writ-
ing and commenting on that writing. This is a hard requirement, for no
one speaks truth consistently. (vii-viii)
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Many teachers find these views alluring. “Truth” and “freedom” are
powerful buzz words. A curriculum based on romantic rhetoric asks
students to explore their feelings and thoughts through self-expressive
composing, which makes classroom writing tasks, as creative acts,
marginally congruent with works of literature. Self-expressive writing
also is thought to motivate students to write because it rests on some-
thing they know well and are presumably interested in—their own ex-
periences. T. R. Johnson (2001) characterized it as the pleasure princi-
ple in action. At the same time, a curriculum based on romantic
rhetoric is fundamentally at odds with the educational principles in-
herent in the cognitive approach, which stresses using writing as a ve-
hicle for learning the core knowledge of disciplines. By their very na-
ture, self-expressive tasks do not deal with academic content but
instead reflect a “renegade rhetoric” (T. R. Johnson, 2001, p. 628).

Many feminist rhetoricians have aligned themselves with romantic
rhetoric as an alternative to argumentation, which they view as inher-
ently male and adversarial, because they believe that, too often,
women’s ability to tell their personal stories is suppressed in a patriar-
chal society. Thus, self-expressive writing offers opportunities to break
free of male suppression. By the same token, numerous teachers who
believe strongly in the value and stability of the “self” argue that in an
increasingly materialistic society only true expressions of the “self”
through autobiographical writing can have any real meaning.

The pervasiveness of this latter view is evidenced in William Coles
and James Vopat’s (1985) What Makes Writing Good. Coles and Vopat
asked some of the country’s top composition scholars to submit a stu-
dent essay that represented “good writing” and to explain why it was
good. Nearly all of the submissions were personal-experience, autobio-
graphical essays. Those who submitted the papers repeatedly used
words such as honest, true, and authentic to characterize the works as
“good writing.” Erika Lindemann’s (1985) comment in this collection
seems to sum up the sentiments of all these scholars: “Good writing is
most effective when we tell the truth about who we are and what we
think” (p. 161). This comment echoes the words of Elbow (1981) from a
few years earlier, when he wrote: “That writing was most fun and re-
warding to read that somehow felt most ‘real.’ It had what I am now
calling voice. At the time I said things like, ‘It felt real, it had a kind of
resonance, it somehow rang true’ ” (p. 283). Romantic rhetoric there-
fore redefined success in writing was as “authenticity” of expression
and having “fun.”

There is no question that romantic rhetoric offers a safe solution to
the problem presented by students who for one reason or another can-
not meet academic standards of literacy. This issue became increas-
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ingly important in public schools in the early 1970s as administrators
sought to reduce the high failure rates among minority groups. It con-
tinues to be important today owing to the huge numbers of English-
language learners, or English-as-a-second-language (ESL) students, in
our schools. There is no “right” or “wrong” in self-expressive writing;
there is only the expression of true feeling. Students who cannot rea-
son sufficiently to write analytical papers or who cannot spell or punc-
tuate nevertheless can receive high grades because assessment be-
comes determining whether the writing seems “real.”

But how are we to understand the preferences of scholars such as
Elbow and Lindemann? How are we to address the problem that this
fascination with self-expressive writing presents for literacy in general
and for the language arts and composition classes that society has
mandated will provide literacy education? On a fairly shallow level, the
answer is obvious: Narratives are inherently more interesting than ac-
ademic writing. Most people, including teachers, will prefer an autobi-
ography over, for example, a research report on the mating behavior of
guppies. On this account, we might speculate that the contributors to
What Makes Writing Good may not have been asked to submit samples
of good academic writing. Perhaps they simply needed better selection
criteria.

On a deeper level, however, we have to understand the complex role
that confession—which is the true nature of self-expressive writing—
plays in a liberal democracy based on extreme individualism. It pro-
vides the primary means of gaining recognition when there is insuffi-
cient social capital to gain recognition in any other way. People crave
confession because they crave recognition. Intuitively, extreme indi-
vidualism precludes any real interest in the confessions of others and
should result in a high degree of intolerance for autobiography, but
reciprocity is necessary to make the act of confession possible. More-
over, as Foucault (1978) noted, confessional activities are regularly
used in liberal democracies to instill and enforce discipline; people are
encouraged to “divulge their innermost feelings in the presence or vir-
tual presence of an authority who has power to judge, punish, forgive,
console, reconcile” (pp. 61-62). But why? The power relations inherent
in any confessional act provide a possible answer. They always result
in a significant role reversal: The subject of the narrative inevitably
becomes the object—the object of our recognition and the object of our
pity as the person confessing transforms the autobiographical tale into
a story of victimization. Victims draw on one of the few remaining res-
ervoirs of social capital—our sympathy—and thereby increase the
level of recognition they receive. On this basis, we can account not only
for a common writing assignment in classes based on romantic rheto-



64 Chapter 2

ric—“Describe the most embarrassing event in your life and explain
what you learned from it”—but also the fact that the student papers in
What Makes Writing Good that received the highest level of praise for
being “honest,” “true,” and “authentic” were those relating the most
painful personal experiences.

These factors have made romantic rhetoric popular in public schools
and universities alike. Today, even language arts classes based on cur-
rent-traditional rhetoric generally have a self-expressive writing com-
ponent. For example, the book report, which in the current-traditional
classroom is typically a simple summary of plot, now includes descrip-
tions of how the book made students feel. Interpretation—explaining
what the book means—is not addressed, nor is argument—taking a po-
sition on a topic and providing good reasons for holding that position.

Self-expressive writing is not quite as pervasive in college composi-
tion programs as it is in public schools, largely because of the remedial
role first-year composition assumed during the 1960s. This course was
supposed to provide students with the writing skills necessary to suc-
ceed in their other courses. Nevertheless, the approach is still quite
widespread at the college level and has, in fact, gained momentum
since about 1985. Romantic rhetoric has proved appealing to some uni-
versity writing teachers in part because it is indeed perceived as, if not
a full-fledged “renegade rhetoric,” at least a subtly subversive action
with respect to higher education’s institutional mission.

A full exploration of why college writing teachers might want to see
themselves and their pedagogy as either renegade or subversive is far
beyond the scope of this text. I would suggest here, however, that the
social change that characterized the 1960s, which gave rise to new
rhetoric, also set the tone for what rhetoric was to become. As Fleming
(2002) noted, “the rhetoric that reappeared at this time was not a gen-
eral art of practical discourse; it was rather a highly specialized ges-
ture of complaint, suspicion, and irony” (pp. 111-112). In other words,
the countercultural influences of the age had their effect on rhetoric,
especially when the first generation of new rhetoricians—dJames
Kinneavy, Ed Corbett, Richard Lloyd-Jones, Ross Winterowd, and oth-
ers—retired and their students, the second generation of rhetoricians,
reared in the 1960s, asserted themselves. What many asserted started
with romantic rhetoric, but it changed fairly quickly to become some-
thing else, postmodern rhetoric.

A Matter of Perspective

We are still left, however, with a basic question: Are there benefits to
focusing on self-expressive writing? The answer depends entirely on
what one is looking for. From the perspective of advocates, an invalu-
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able benefit of romantic rhetoric is that it gives students the opportu-
nity to explore their own voices and experiences, which leads to “au-
thentic” writing. In the process, students are “empowered” to express
themselves and do not have to parrot the knowledge and ideas of teach-
ers, textbooks, and institutions. Moreover, romantic rhetoric offers a
solution to the educational problems that pluralism presents, reducing
the focus on mastery of academic writing conventions by emphasizing
honesty, authenticity, and truth. On this account, advocates have
adopted what Fleming (2002) characterized as a “Gorgianic” view of
writing instruction: “There is no such thing as writing; if there were, it
couldn’t be broken down into discrete skills; and if it could, those skills
couldn’t be taught to first-year college students in one semester in a
formal, classroom setting” (p. 117).

Opponents of romantic rhetoric, however, have been quick to chal-
lenge these notions. Joe Harris (1987), for example, complained that
when good writing is defined as “honest” writing, “it reduces writing
to a simple test of integrity” (p. 161). But in practice, such a test may
not be simple at all, for teachers have no way of knowing with certainty
that any given personal-experience paper is fact or fiction. My class-
room observations have shown that teachers who implement the ro-
mantic approach typically put pressure on students to make their writ-
ing vivid, interesting, and moving, and they overtly or covertly
encourage students to reveal intimate information about themselves.
Although there is no question that vivid, interesting, and moving writ-
ing is better than the opposite in some situations, this pressure ignores
the fact that most teenagers have not lived long enough to accumulate
many interesting or moving life experiences. Also, from a professional
perspective, encouraging students to reveal intimacies is just plain
wrong—and students know it. In conversations with students after my
classroom observations, many have admitted to me that they “make
up” events for these assignments because they know what the teacher
wants to read. If these responses are generalizable, and I believe they
are, they suggest that any simple test of integrity will fail.

The notion of “empowerment” seems, at first blush, to be less prob-
lematic. What teacher would want to “disempower” students? But it is
predicated on the assumption that students are suppressed and strug-
gling to break free of the restrictions imposed by a tyrannical society.
This kind of 1960s radical thinking is both passé and inaccurate, based
on obsolete notions of social change and progress through the over-
throw of the dominate political system. Hegel (1956), for example, be-
lieved that history and social progress emerge out of the tension be-
tween the ruling class trying to preserve and enhance their power,
status, and recognition and the working class struggling for some
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measure of recognition as well as for a bigger slice of the economic pie.
Francis Fukuyama (1992), however, argued convincingly that today’s
liberal democracies have brought an end to history because they sat-
isfy people’s needs for material comfort and social recognition. In
other words, a liberal democracy meets all the basic human needs that
have driven political change, and their triumph at the end of the 20th
century signifies the end of political and ideological evolution.? Oppo-
nents of romantic rhetoric therefore reasonably want to know how
teachers are supposed to empower their students and what they are
supposed to empower them to do. Advocates have not been able to an-
swer either question satisfactorily.

In their assessment of romantic rhetoric, Winterowd and Blum
(1994) noted that one of the biggest flaws in this approach is that it is
based on the idea that writing has only one purpose, self-exploration.
However, in reality it has multiple purposes. Anyone who would be-
come a better writer must be able to negotiate these multiple purposes.
They also suggested that this approach does students a disservice be-
cause students need and want to learn how to write academic prose.
Certainly, supporters of romantic rhetoric have the freedom to dismiss
better academic writing as an educational goal and to claim that self-
discovery is more important. In this context, however, Alan France
(2000) stated that such a narrow focus “means that our pedagogy ide-
alizes the seemingly untutored (‘authentic’) expression of personal ex-
perience, a ‘writer without teachers,’” to use Peter Elbow’s koine” (p.
147). It seems quite clear that authenticity of expression becomes a fic-
tion in any classroom in which teachers give students writing assign-
ments. Indeed, “authenticity” seems suspect whenever we consider
the ways in which audiences influence and constrain what we put into
writing. France again provided a revealing comment: “The fiction that
... [student writing] is somehow an authentic expression of personal

°In Our Posthuman Future, Fukuyama (2002) revised his position slightly. He
argued that, although the end of history may have arrived in a Hegelian sense, we
have not reached the end in terms of human development. In the final chapter, he
stated that “We may be about to enter into a posthuman future, in which technol-
ogy will give us the capacity gradually to alter . . . [what it means to be human] over
time. Many embrace this power, under the banner of human freedom. . . . But this
kind of freedom will be different from all other freedoms that people have previ-
ously enjoyed” (p. 217). Whether such a posthuman future, if it comes to pass, will
produce a new political system is an interesting question that can be answered only
speculatively. This much we know: We now can see clearly that the United States is
moving inexorably toward a two-tiered society of haves and have-nots as uncon-
trolled immigration changes the character of the nation so that it resembles a Latin
American country more and more; in such a society, only those with money will
have access to the technology that Fukuyama describes.



Contemporary Rhetoric 67

experience can only be sustained by resort to suspect formulae” (p.
147).

Also troubling is the difficulty advocates of romantic rhetoric face
when they dismiss the claim that they have a professional obligation at
least to try to meet society’s demands for writing instruction. Society
at large expects students to become better writers after studying com-
position, and it expects teachers to try to help them become better
writers. The situation is complicated by the fact that, protestations to
the contrary, it is possible to use empirical measures to determine
whether romantic rhetoric can improve students’ writing skills. In his
definitive studies of the effectiveness of writing pedagogy, George Hil-
locks (1986, 2002) found no evidence that the romantic approach leads
to better writing.

JOURNAL ENTRY

Reflect on your experiences in writing classes. How would you characterize
the approach or approaches used? In what ways do you believe these expe-
riences will influence how you teach writing?

WRITING ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Berlin’s (1982) description of the four influences on rhetoric discussed
earlier was a limited summary of the status of the field at that time. He
did not discuss all the existing influences, nor could he foresee others
that would emerge in just a few years. One of the more important ap-
proaches left out of his analysis was writing across the curriculum
(WAC), which even in 1982 was playing a significant role in rhetoric
and composition.

WAC can be described as an effort to give writing a more prominent
place in classes other than English, and it addresses a remarkable par-
adox.® Writing instruction in the United States is the full responsibil-
ity of English teachers, yet only a small portion of the papers students
write in school, especially at university, are what might be considered
an “English paper.” Instead, they are papers about history, philoso-
phy, economics, sociology, business, psychology, biology, and so on. Af-
ter students leave school and enter the workplace, they never are

It’s important to note that writing across the curriculum is not really a com-
pletely new approach to composition. Colgate College established such a program in
the early 1930s, and UC Berkeley did the same in the 1950s (see Russell, 1987). The
current approach, which emerged in the mid-1970s, is different in that it is more
widespread; WAC programs now exist at the public school level as well as at the col-
lege level.
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asked to write an English paper. In fact, with the exception of college
and university English professors who must publish to be promoted,
not even English teachers write English papers. Many English teach-
ers try to set aside this paradox by asking students to write about
world affairs or local issues rather than works of literature, but these
well-intentioned efforts merely encourage journalistic prose and do
not address the underlying issue, which is that most writing is pro-
duced for a particular audience, not a general one, and therefore must
follow conventions specific to that audience. Neither the English paper
nor the journalistic essay will give students the skills to write, for ex-
ample, a biology lab report or a business proposal.

WAC emerged as a way to address the problem. It is based on a num-
ber of observations and assumptions, one of the more important being
that writing skill is not monolithic: That is, no single set of skills is ap-
plicable in all situations; instead, different kinds of writing for differ-
ent audiences and purposes require different sets of skills. WAC as-
sumes that writing is situation specific and that good writers are
people who can apply different conventions to different writing condi-
tions. From this perspective, practicing self-expressive writing or jour-
nalistic writing would not be helpful if a person had to write a lab re-
port—and vice versa. WAC also recognizes that English teachers
cannot be expected to master the conventions, ways of knowing, and
standards of proof that characterize writing in the many disciplines
that make up the curricula of public schools and colleges. Therefore,
WAC proposes that all teachers are, in one way or another, language
and writing teachers; thus, not just writing assignments but also writ-
ing instruction should be a significant part of teaching in all disci-
plines. WAC thereby eliminates the questionable task of asking teach-
ers trained in literature to know the various discipline-specific writing
conventions by putting responsibility for teaching them in the hands
of content-area teachers who, it is assumed, know them well.

In addition, WAC recognizes that a fundamental issue in writing
classes at all levels is that they are artificial. Real people write for real
reasons: Attorneys write motions to get a judge to grant what they
want; accountants write financial statements to give clients informa-
tion about the fiscal well-being of a company; and so forth. Students,
certainly at the college level, write papers in history and biology and
economics and all other subjects—except composition—to learn more
about topics in these disciplines and to master the ways of knowing,
the standards of proof, and the language of the disciplines. The typical
composition class, as well as the typical language arts class, is quite dif-
ferent. Writing assignments do not involve this sort of learning be-
cause all writing instruction is essentially content free. The lack of
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content is troubling. It allows some teachers to make their students’
lives the content of the curriculum, which not only seems inappropri-
ate and pedagogically unsound but which also causes many people in
and out of education to view composition instruction as highly suspect.
As Fleming (2002) noted:

The intellectual “thinness” of the first-year [composition] course has be-
come impossible to overlook. By “thin” I mean several things at once.
First, the teaching of writing at the post-secondary level is undeniably
modest, the entire enterprise typically contained in a single, fifteen-week
course. . . . [Also,] the first-year writing class typically lacks substance,
as it usually is focused on some abstract process, skill, activity, or form,
and, therefore, often lacks intellectual content. . .. [AInd perhaps most
damning of all from an academic standpoint, the course is often just
plain easy. ... (pp. 116-117)

These factors make teaching writing in a language arts or a composi-
tion class problematic because few students are motivated to write for
no reason.

A central component of WAC, therefore, is its effort to make writing
tasks more realistic by linking them to content-area courses. Typically,
students view content-area assignments as having a genuine purpose,
especially at the college level where many such assignments are linked
to students’ majors. They consequently take them more seriously,
work harder on them than they do on assignments in their composi-
tion classes, and tend to view them as more meaningful. To the extent
that an English teacher is involved in these assignments, his or her
role changes to that of a facilitator or resource, which many find re-
freshing and validating.

WAC at the Elementary Level

At the elementary level, teachers have more flexibility in implement-
ing WAC than do middle and high school teachers. They are able to
build integrated units that link science, social studies, math, and lan-
guage, in which reading and writing activities work together to build
skills. For example, during art lessons, some elementary teachers may
have children work in teams. After finishing their artwork, the chil-
dren can write stories for one another’s pictures and then bind them
into books. Also at the elementary level, science lessons provide rich
sources of writing opportunities. Jim Lee (1987) related how several
different writing tasks can be linked to a unit on garden snails. In an
assignment that calls for description, students are asked to “Write an
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account of a day in the life of a snail.” For narration, they are asked to
“Write a story in which . . . [they] speculate or fantasize about how the
snail got its shell.” Then, for exposition, Lee offered the following:
“Suppose that the sun is moving closer to the earth each day. Using the
theories of natural selection and survival of the fittest, project what
physical changes might occur in the snail as it attempts to cope with its
changing environment” (p. 39).

In each of these tasks, students interact cooperatively in work
groups, but the latter assignment better utilizes the potential of col-
laborative learning. Illustrating the inquiry method in action, this hy-
pothetical situation prompts students to brainstorm ideas as they ex-
amine the potential effects of the sun’s shift. The writing assignment
becomes a stimulus for learning, the social interaction of the work
group becomes the vehicle for learning, and the resulting papers repre-
sent students’ formulation of their learning.

WAC at the Middle and High School Levels

Writing-Intensive Model. The most popular approach to WAC in
junior and senior high schools involves designating selected content-
area classes as writing intensive. This approach has multiple goals. One
is to give content-area teachers more responsibility for writing instruc-
tion. Another, however, is to use writing as a vehicle for learning about
the subject matter of the selected courses. Students in these classes
don’t just do more writing. They do writing that is focused in ways that
help them master content. In the process of writing about the subject
matter of a course, students learn more about it and simultaneously
gain familiarity with the language and writing conventions of the disci-
pline, with the content-area teacher helping students understand not
only the core knowledge of the field but also the ways of knowing, stan-
dards of proof, and writing conventions that characterize it.

Writing teachers in this approach serve as resource persons for
other faculty, providing suggestions on how to use writing more effec-
tively in the content areas. They commonly conduct training work-
shops for their colleagues who will be teaching the writing-intensive
courses.” Writing teachers also offer help throughout the year on how
to structure assignments, how to conduct conferences, how to use stu-
dent work groups to effect collaborative learning, and how to evaluate

"At some schools (especially colleges and universities), faculty members receive
a stipend for attending the training sessions. At the secondary level, in-house writ-
ing teachers seldom, if ever, conduct the training when a stipend is available to par-
ticipants.
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papers. The goal is to make teachers in fields outside English better
writing instructors. Such training typically includes instruction on
how to implement what is known as a workshop environment (based
on collaborative learning). Rather than lecture on the Civil War, a his-
tory teacher might have students work on group projects that immerse
them in the material to be covered for a given lesson. A math teacher,
on the other hand, might have students, working in small groups,
write problems or describe situations that call for application of a
newly learned mathematical principle.

Close cooperation among teachers and the nurturing support of ad-
ministrators allows the writing-intensive approach to work fairly ef-
fectively at these levels, and in theory, it has the potential to improve
students’ writing skills significantly. One of the more important fea-
tures of this approach is that it puts teachers with subject-matter ex-
pertise in charge of writing assignments dealing with that subject mat-
ter, which greatly increases the perception among students that their
writing tasks are meaningful. However, the writing-intensive ap-
proach does have several drawbacks whenever it is applied, as ex-
plained later.

WAC at the College Level

WAC at the college level has been implemented in three different ways.
Many schools use the writing-intensive approach because it is cost
effective and because it offers the most efficient way to distribute re-
sponsibility for writing instruction. Unfortunately, the writing-inten-
sive approach has not been very successful overall. Many content-area
professors object strongly to the additional work inherent in any writ-
ing-intensive class. They are extremely reluctant to increase the
amount of writing their students do because additional assignments
translate into more time spent grading. Content-area faculty also
strongly resist the idea that they are (or can be) writing teachers,
claiming not only that WAC instruction takes time away from the sub-
stance of their courses but also that they cannot possibly learn enough
about composition pedagogy to perform the job well. Some complain
that the workshops they attend for their basic training in writing ped-
agogy are not effective—they are too shallow in some instances and too
dense in others. In any case, they rarely feel adequately prepared to
provide formal instruction in writing. Some school administrators
have responded by mandating WAC, essentially forcing faculty to com-
ply. These efforts are seldom successful because faculty, who are noto-
riously independent, resist such heavy-handed administration and end
up simply going through the motions. A successful WAC program re-
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quires more than a halfhearted effort from participants. In addition,
those involved in a WAC program too often assume that a single set of
workshops is sufficient to implement and maintain the writing-in-
tensive approach. Yet as Walvoord (1996b) and others have noted, the
energy and enthusiasm content-area faculty bring to WAC dissipates
quickly; within 3 years, writing-intensive classes are indistinguishable
from regular classes whenever faculty do not attend regular follow-up
workshops to reinforce the principles of WAC.

Generic Model. The generic model for WAC was developed largely
to circumvent the problems inherent in asking content-area faculty to
take a more active role in teaching writing. This is its strength and its
weakness. In this approach, instruction stays in the hands of English
teachers who, ostensibly, help students master the conventions of writ-
ing in different disciplines. The first-year composition course is usually
divided into three parts devoted to writing in humanities, social science,
and science, respectively. Students then practice writing in each of the
three broad disciplines as a way of mastering the associated conven-
tions. There are no additional costs involved because there is no need for
faculty training, and it precludes any anxiety content-area teachers may
feel about being asked to teach writing. For these reasons, the generic
model probably is the most widely used approach to WAC at the college
level. Certainly, it is the only approach for which textbooks have been
written.

Nevertheless, the generic model has several inherent deficiencies.
The notion that all teachers trained in literature can master the con-
ventions that characterize writing in other disciplines is dubious. They
can fairly easily recognize superficial features, such as the fact that the
humanities use the MLA (Modern Language Association) format for
documentation whereas the social sciences use the APA (American
Psychological Association) format. But other discipline-specific con-
ventions are often missed entirely, such as how the humanities refer-
ence previously published works in the present tense and how the sci-
ences and the social sciences reference them in the past tense.
Furthermore, writing teachers seldom have enough knowledge of
other subjects to help students with the content of their papers. The
rhetorical difficulty is obvious: Writing on a topic one knows very little
about is extremely hard. When writing serves as a vehicle for learning,
students come to know more about their topics and about the subject
matter as a whole, but they benefit from the guidance a knowledgeable
teacher can provide. Indeed, this is a fundamental principle of educa-
tion. Without this guidance, any number of problems can arise. Con-
sider: I once helped a student with his geology paper even though I had
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no knowledge of the subject; meeting with the geology professor later,
I learned that the student’s paper was filled with incorrect terms and
inaccurate observations that I had no way of detecting because of my
ignorance.

The generic model necessarily leads to a focus on style rather than
content, and thus it is not far removed from the current-traditional
approach to composition. There is, of course, no question that style is
important, at least insofar as it is a manifestation of the conventions
that govern a particular writing task, but it should not be the focus of
instruction or writing. With the exception of certain kinds of journalis-
tic texts, real readers of expository prose are interested in content, not
style. I would go so far as to argue that whenever the style of an exposi-
tory text draws attention to itself, the writing starts to fail. Does this
mean that “voice” has no place in student writing? With regard to
most academic disciplines, the answer is yes. In fact, the writing con-
ventions of science and social science are intended to suppress “voice”
as much as possible.

In addition, the idea that there can be a generic approach to WAC
should raise our suspicions. I’ve noted elsewhere (Williams, 2001) that

if the audience of a paper “belongs to an identifiable group, . .. [one]
will be writing for insiders” (p. 33). But if the audience “does not be-
long to such a group, ... [one] will be writing for outsiders” (p. 33).

Writing produced for insiders is, by its very nature, exclusive, whereas
writing produced for outsiders is inclusive. The most illustrative exam-
ples are professional journals (exclusive) and books on science written
for people who know little or nothing about science (inclusive). Articles
in professional journals use language, concepts, interpretations, and
references that only insiders fully understand, so they exclude people
who are outsiders. Books on science that are written for nonscientists,
however, use vocabulary, concepts, and interpretations that any rea-
sonably intelligent reader can understand. They are designed to be as
inclusive as possible.

The generic approach to WAC inevitably focuses on writing that is
highly inclusive, not exclusive, because the teachers in these classes
lack sufficient content-area knowledge to help students produce texts
for insiders. It therefore is at odds with the very concept of WAC be-
cause the conventions that govern inclusive texts are “journalistic” in
the broadest sense of the term.

The numerous textbooks that have been published to support the
generic approach have only exacerbated this problem. They make no
attempt to introduce students to discipline-specific features of writing.
Most are merely collections of essays with little or no discussion of spe-
cific writing conventions. The essays themselves are journalistic pieces
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that deal with fopics in science, social science, and humanities. They
fail to provide a model of the kind of writing that characterizes the dis-
ciplines. Instead, these textbooks suggest that the only factor that dif-
ferentiates writing in the various disciplines is topic. This suggestion
is false.

Linked Model. The linked model emerged out of efforts to solve
the problems inherent in the writing-intensive and generic approaches
to WAC. It involves linking a designated composition class to a content-
area class, such as psychology, history, literature, or geology. All the stu-
dents in the composition class must be simultaneously enrolled in the
content course, and the two courses work together. The content-area
course is writing intensive, with at least two major assignments, and the
composition class is structured such that all of the major writing activi-
ties support the work students are doing in their content class. Thus,
students submit the two major content-area papers to their content in-
structor as well as to their composition instructor. These papers receive
separate grades, but close collaboration between the two teachers en-
sures that the grades are congruent. Composition classes necessarily re-
quire more than two writing assignments, so the other assignments are
related to the topics covered in the content-area class. They become op-
portunities for students to learn more about these topics while practic-
ing their use of the discipline’s writing conventions.

The linked approach presents some obvious difficulties. Coordina-
tion between composition teachers and content-area teachers is abso-
lutely critical to the success of the effort; they must do nearly every-
thing as a team—developing syllabi, writing assignments, grading
standards, and so forth. Yet such coordination can be challenging ow-
ing to conflicting schedules, time constraints, and even different per-
spectives on learning and writing. The latter factor is often the most
vexing because teachers with the best of intentions often have radi-
cally different ideas about what constitutes good writing. Many schools
have found that the best way to address this issue and ensure smooth
coordination is to put all teachers through an intensive training work-
shop that not only provides common ground for goals, objectives,
methods, and grading but also bonds the teachers into effective teams.
Unfortunately, these workshops generally require a week of 6-hour-a-
day effort, which few teachers are willing to give without compensa-
tion. After all, the workshop is above and beyond what they would nor-
mally do. Thus, the most serious drawback of the linked model is that
it is costly.

The advantages, however, are enormous. Students participating in
a linked program find that their writing is more meaningful and,
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equally important, that their composition class is a valuable resource,
not merely a painful requirement. The writing teacher takes on the
role of a coach or facilitator who helps the students meet the expecta-
tions of the content-area teacher—expectations, of course, that actu-
ally were developed jointly by the two teachers. In addition, the value
and place of writing are reinforced and elevated via two sources, giving
students a fresh perspective on writing. For large numbers of first-
year college students, writing is an onerous task to be avoided at all
costs because, in their past experience, it was fairly meaningless. But
when content-area teachers begin placing the same emphasis on writ-
ing as composition teachers, this attitude changes, and we see students
taking an interest and actually striving to improve their writing. Most
of them succeed. Indeed, there is little debate that the linked model is
one of the more effective approaches to improving overall writing
skills.

Those schools that have implemented either a writing-intensive or a
linked WAC program generally have seen measurable improvement in
students’ writing, with the degree of improvement varying by the
model implemented and the commitment of faculty and administra-
tion to make WAC work. Some colleges have combined the three mod-
els in hybrid programs that are highly effective. At Soka University in
California, for example, students in their first year of study take a one-
term generic WAC class in composition; during their junior year they
take an advanced composition course that is linked to a course in their
major. Meanwhile, all other courses are designated as writing inten-
sive. The result is that writing is taught, practiced, and reinforced
throughout the entire undergraduate curriculum.

Implementing WAC

It is relatively easy to implement WAC at a public school because the
small staff keeps coordination simple. WAC commonly begins when
two or more teachers decide that they want to find effective ways to
improve the reading and writing skills of their students (Walvoord,
1996a). Their informal discussions usually lead them to contact a com-
position specialist at a local university for information, and then they
take a proposal to the school principal. A few meetings and a workshop
or two later, and all the teachers at most schools will be ready to pro-
ceed.

These efforts usually are initiated by English teachers, who must
keep in mind that the conventions that govern the typical English es-
say seldom are applicable to other disciplines. Science reports, for ex-
ample, have a structure that is quite different from a humanistic essay.
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If good writers are flexible writers, students benefit from experience
with a variety of composition requirements; they benefit from master-
ing the conventions that underlie writing in different disciplines. To
suggest, even implicitly, that only the belles-lettres essay has any
value is to undermine the very foundation of WAC—and it is certain to
alienate and frustrate teachers in disciplines other than English.

Above all, successful implementation depends on reaching consen-
sus among colleagues about the role of writing in students’ lives and in
their education. Ideally, those involved will consider the role of writing
in light of pragmatic concerns associated with academic performance
in public school and beyond, as well as society’s needs for a literate citi-
zenry. The role most definitely should not be limited to considerations
of self-concept and personal growth through self-exploration; these is-
sues are important, but they cannot be defining.

On the face of it, such a consensus should be easy to achieve, but in
reality it can be difficult because writing has been and continues to be
a widely neglected part of most curricula. Moreover, teachers and ad-
ministrators frequently have conflicting views of writing, which makes
consensus building a challenge. In every school that I have visited or
reviewed, reading, math, computers, science, and social studies always
take precedence over writing, and it is rare to find two educators who
agree on the goals and objectives of writing instruction. Matters are
made more difficult by curriculum guides that often require teachers
to provide instruction that is outdated, atheoretical, or even irrele-
vant. Large numbers of teachers, for example, teach the three sentence
types (declarative, interrogatory, and exclamatory) merely because
these items are on a state-mandated test, not because knowledge of
these terms has any bearing on writing. There also is the irrational in-
sistence on teaching cursive writing, a 19th-century skill, in a society
in which all writing (with the possible exception of family grocery lists)
is printed. The point is that without some consensus on the value of
writing and on the goals and objectives of writing instruction, any
given school will find it difficult to develop a WAC program.

Another criterion for implementing a successful WAC program is
that a school must agree to make writing a priority by requiring stu-
dents to do more writing. As Ackerman (1993) and Walvoord (1996b)
noted, the majority if our public schools continue to offer curricula
that have few opportunities for writing. The situation is especially
troubling at the elementary level, where it is common for students in
Grades 3 through 6 to have only one or perhaps two real writing as-
signments all year—everything else that passes as writing is actually
busywork, which does nothing to improve writing skills. As S. D. Miller
and Meece (1999) reported in their study of third graders’ motivational
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preferences, children prefer challenging tasks and despise busywork.
Children given challenging tasks in this study felt creative and in con-
trol of their success, and they worked harder. Children given busy-
work, which by definition is not challenging, questioned their ability to
do the work and felt that the tasks and school were boring.

This problem is multifaceted: Developing meaningful writing as-
signments is hard, time-consuming work; reading and responding to
them can create a crushing paper load; and like parents who use the
TV as a babysitter, many teachers use writing as a way to keep stu-
dents quiet and in their seats. The motivation to keep students quiet is
strong, in spite of evidence that getting students talking to one an-
other about their writing is a powerful tool in improving writing per-
formance. Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, and Pendergast (1997), for ex-
ample, reported that in their study of eighth- and ninth-grade English
classes, students rarely engaged in discussions, and they concluded
that these silent classrooms were a serious obstacle to learning.

School boards and administrators typically are less than helpful.
They generally argue that students need to develop reading skills be-
fore they begin writing, which has the effect of de-emphasizing real
writing tasks. But this argument is hard to support. Scardamalia and
Bereiter (1983) showed many years ago that writing skill has strong
developmental components that must be triggered early. Recently,
partially as a result of state-mandated testing, there has been some
movement toward introducing writing tasks earlier and making them
more meaningful. SRA/McGraw-Hill, publisher of the widely used
Open Court Reading program, released in 2002 a K-6 Open Court lan-
guage arts series that includes composition as a major component; a
K-6 language arts series that focuses on composition is in press as of
this writing. Although both are curriculum driven and include numer-
ous inappropriate features, such as writing business letters in Grade 1,
they nevertheless represent a step in the right direction.

The Argument Against WAC

Although WAC has been successful and remains a popular model for
composition, it has come under attack in recent years as being an unac-
ceptable approach—not because it fails to improve writing skills but
because it stifles individual “voice” and perpetuates what is deemed
“institutional” writing. Kirscht, Levine, and Reiff (1994) suggested
that hostility toward WAC is the result of incompatible views of what
writing and education are supposed to do. They noted that some teach-
ers see WAC as a means of improving learning whereas others see it as
a means of mastering discourse conventions specific to given disci-
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plines. Consequently, “writing to learn” just doesn’t mean to English
teachers what it does to those outside English. For English teachers,
writing to learn is related to personal, social, and political growth; for
most other teachers it is related to the content knowledge the academy
makes available to students. Those who hold these different views sup-
posedly now form two camps, and the hostility toward WAC emerges
out of disagreements about the nature of learning.

This analysis, however, misses the mark. As I have already sug-
gested, the real issue is that during the past 15 years or so academic
writing itself has come under attack by numerous composition schol-
ars, such as Ann Berthoff (1990), Pat Bizzell (1992), and Peter Elbow,
James Berlin, and Charles Bazerman (1991). WAC happens to be a
highly visible means by which students are taught how to write aca-
demic prose. The argument, perhaps most forcefully articulated in
Elbow et al., is that academic writing leads students to adopt the
thoughts and views of corporate America, as well as to “detachment.”
As a result, they are unable to become “liberated” but instead are
pawns in what Patrick Courts (1991) characterized as the “military-
industrial complex.” WAC, therefore, is seen to perpetuate the status
quo, so it is at odds with postmodern ideology, at odds with “liberation
pedagogy,” which aims to get students to resist education insofar as it
is a manifestation of the dominant values and institutions of American
society. Susan Welsh (2001) captured the flavor of this view when she
argued that “Resistance theory commits teachers to hierarchical de-
terminations of the distance that learners have traveled beyond the
status quo” (p. 556). Drawing on Henry Giroux’s (1983) “Theories of
Reproduction and Resistance in the New Sociology of Education,”
Welsh noted further that as teachers attempt to dismantle academic
writing, they can “tolerate compromised oppositional behaviors and

. seek to understand the circumstances that produce them, but fi-
nally . . . [they should] accept little or no incorporation of mainstream
culture into the formation of legitimate resistance” (pp. 556-557)

Parents and people in other disciplines have a hard time under-
standing the argument that students should not learn how to write ac-
ademic prose, and they have an even harder time accepting the prem-
ise that underlies the argument that students are oppressed and need
to be “liberated” through resistance pedagogy. They have a hard time
believing that students are suppressed and controlled by some “mili-
tary-industrial complex.” From a historical perspective, talk of the
“military-industrial complex,” “liberation,” and “resistance” sounds
like a relic of a bygone era that existed before socialism and Marxism
lost their allure even for armchair activists. Moreover, it paints an in-
accurate picture of society and the power relations that govern society,
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one in which power is invested in centralized authorities that suppress
individual freedoms. A more accurate and revealing analysis may be
Foucault’s (1979) in Discipline and Punish, where he argued that po-
litical power is decentered and dispersed throughout a society and that
it does not suppress but rather “normalizes” individuals, shaping
them from birth to be members of their communities. This process
may not seem any less insidious than the Marxist view—until one rec-
ognizes that any society that fails to “normalize” its citizens will be
faced with, at best, antisocial scofflaws or, at worst, sociopaths and an-
archists. Fukuyama (1999) suggested that most Western societies al-
ready face this problem. In spite of these criticisms, however, the seri-
ousness with which so many leading composition scholars make this
“liberation” argument suggests that it should be acknowledged. What
remains inescapable, however, is that formal education inherently is a
process of preparing children to take their place in society. When
schools fail, and many of them have, society begins to fall apart. Liber-
ation pedagogy seems bent on facilitating the unraveling of society and
therefore strikes many as being antithetical to the best interests of
both children and the nation.

As for WAC, it grew out of the perception that students can more ef-
fectively learn to write when they have a purpose for composing and
when they have exposure to the types of writing that people in identifi-
able communities actually produce. It is difficult to see any overt polit-
ical agenda in the work of pioneers in the WAC model. It is easy to see,
however, great concern for the pragmatic question of how to help stu-
dents become better writers.

JOURNAL ENTRY

A common observation among experienced writing teachers is that students
can learn the Periodic Table of elements in about 30 minutes but can’t learn
the five major conventions that govern comma use in 7 or 8 years. How
would you explain this phenomenon?

THE SOCIAL-THEORETIC MODEL

The rapid rise of WAC as a powerful influence on rhetoric and composi-
tion was fueled by work in Aristotelian rhetoric, linguistic pragmatics,
and the philosophy of language, each of which encouraged a view of
writing as a social action. Increasingly during the late 1970s and early
1980s, writing, like speech, was understood to be a tool to get things
done in the world, whether it be a letter asking a telephone company to
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reverse incorrect charges or a book arguing for a particular interpreta-
tion of the causes of the Civil War.

The effect of this view was significant because it altered our under-
standing of the writer. In his communication triangle (see Fig. 2.1),
Kinneavy (1971) designated writer, reader, and reality as the three
points that shape text. Although the communication triangle was
useful, some scholars recognized that it was a bit misleading. For ex-
ample, designating “reality” as a point suggests incorrectly that writ-
ers and readers exist outsider reality; and depicting “text” in the cen-
ter of the triangle fails to illustrate how texts influence readers and
writers. Even more troubling is that the communications triangle in-
correctly suggests that writers exert a great deal of control over a
text. It therefore reinforces the erroneous positions of current-tradi-
tional rhetoric, new rhetoric, and especially romantic rhetoric, which
put the writer at the center of composing and generally ignore the in-
fluence of audience. Using Elster’s (1988) terminology, it is an exam-
ple of “methodological individualism.”

Discourse Communities

One of the more important influences of WAC was its emphasis on how
audience shapes writing. With respect to given disciplines, audiences
are understood to be discrete groups who are either insiders or outsid-
ers. By the same token, writers themselves are either insiders or out-
siders. Thus, a key to understanding the interaction between writers
and groups is the notion of discourse communities. Because real writ-
ing is always produced for a specific discourse community—even if it is
what might be called a “general audience”—writers must decide in ad-
vance what their position will be vis-a-vis that community. In other
words, they must adopt a particular rhetorical stance. There is a very
limited number of options: (a) insider writing to insiders, (b) insider
writing to outsiders, (c) outsider writing to insiders, and (d) outsider
writing to outsiders.

Rhetorical stance, linked as it is to reader expectations, determines
nearly all features of a text. The reason is that members of discourse
communities share not only values and views but also language and
language conventions. To a significant degree, mastering the language
of a given group is a basic requirement for admission. People who want
to become attorneys have to be able to use the language of law, and
those who want to become psychologists have to be able to use the lan-
guage of psychology. Obviously, more is involved than merely knowing
which terms to use. Students have to understand the core knowledge
of the discipline and the way members of the discipline view reality.
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But these factors are intimately related to language, and in all in-
stances, an underlying pattern is visible—language differentiates in-
siders from outsiders.

The social-theoretic model of composition recognizes that people be-
long to a variety of discourse communities, each with its own require-
ments for membership and participation, its own core body of knowl-
edge, and its own values and ways of looking at the world. It also
proposes that writers produce texts in response to the social demands
of these groups, not in response to an innate need to communicate or
express themselves. It describes writing as an interaction between
writers and their environment. Some scholars refer to the model as so-
cial construction on the grounds that society constructs our realities,
our ways of thinking, and even the realities of our texts. The problem
with this term is that it is easy to confuse “social construction” with
social constructivism, which is a stage-based model of cognition and
development that rejects innate processes. In this model, children are
blank slates who are shaped entirely by society. “Social theory” avoids
this potential confusion and has the added advantage of avoiding the
Marxist connotations that adhere to “social construction.”

The groups writers belong to consist of people with shared interests
and goals who will use the finished text in some pragmatic way. Mari-
lyn Cooper (1986), in an important article that was the first fully artic-
ulated presentation of the social-theoretic model, characterized this
environment as the “ecology” of composing. In this view, groups define
their members, giving them an identity and insisting on adherence to
certain behaviors and language. Members also define themselves on
the basis of their membership in the group, but they simultaneously
define the group through their participation in it. The social-theoretic
model proposes, as a consequence of these factors, that the texts people
produce are governed comprehensively by the writers’ membership
and participation in a particular group (see, e.g., Allen, 1993).

The interactions of writer, audience, and text are shown graphically
in Fig. 2.2. Unlike Kinneavy’s communication triangle, this dynamic
social-theoretic model places writers, readers, and texts in the context
of reality. Writers can be either insiders or outsiders, depending on the
writing task, and in a sense they serve as a bridge between the two
groups. Most important are the interactive lines of influence, which
are reciprocal in all directions. Writers influence their texts, but so
does the audience. In addition, the text influences both the writer and
the audience. Some of the interactive lines of influence are stronger
than others. The audience influences the writer more than the writer
influences the audience because the audience controls what the writer
can produce and how he or she produces it. That is, the audience con-
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Reality

FIG. 2.2. A social-theoretic model of composing. Writers adopt a rhetori-
cal stance with regard to the audience. They are either insiders or outsid-
ers writing for insiders or outsiders. The arrows indicate the relative de-
gree of reciprocal influence that exists in any act of writing. The darker the
line, the more significant the influence.

trols both content and form. To return to an earlier example, an attor-
ney writing a motion for the court must deal with the matter at issue
and must follow very strict guidelines regarding format. He or she
could not, under any circumstances, submit a motion written in, say,
verse. Necessarily, then, we understand that the audience exerts sig-
nificant influence on the writer and also the text. The writer’s contri-
bution to the text typically is threefold, consisting of his or her knowl-
edge of the subject at hand, any interpretation of that knowledge, and
his or her skill at communicating that knowledge and interpretation
clearly and effectively.

It is possible to view the development of the social-theoretic model as
a correction to approaches to rhetoric and composition that overempha-
sized the individual writer. None of the most influential approaches—
current-traditional rhetoric, new rhetoric, or romantic rhetoric—de-
scribes adequately the way writers work in real situations. Both new
rhetoric and romantic rhetoric emphasize the writer, are predicated on
the assumption that writers have some innate desire to express them-
selves, and presume that writers are in control of what they produce. In
real situations, however, there are very few people who write because
they want to; most write because they have to. Moreover, they have very
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little control over any aspect of the task and often write as part of a
team. Professional texts are nearly always collaborations, not individual
efforts, and there are very few opportunities for individual expression.
Even textbooks like this one are collaborations. They typically are re-
viewed at least a dozen times by other scholars, each of whom provides
suggestions for revision that must be addressed, and they receive fur-
ther input, often extensive, from the editors. Any published text there-
fore reflects many voices, not just one.

Although the social-theoretic model is elegant and revealing, it has
come under attack for several reasons. J. Harris (1989), for example,
complained that the concept of “discourse community” was overly sim-
plified because it usually is presented as cohesive, if not monolithic, be-
cause it ignores the fact that some communities have competing dis-
courses, and because it does not adequately define “membership” in a
community. Bizzell (1982) criticized the social-theoretic model be-
cause it implicitly advocates a neutral pedagogy, one governed by the
discourse conventions of specific groups, which necessarily suppresses
the political issues that, in her view, should be the focus of instruction.
Other writers, such as Gregory Clark (1994), have argued that the em-
phasis on discourse communities leads to excessive democratic plural-
ism that silences minority voices and that focuses on human similari-
ties rather than differences. As Clark expressed it: “The problem is
that a discourse of pluralism . . . maintains connection and cooperation
by excluding the most divisive forces of difference” (p. 64).

J. Harris’ (1989) observations are accurate, but they may not pro-
vide legitimate grounds for criticizing the model. Most models, but es-
pecially those in the social sciences, are simplified descriptions that
commonly ignore actions and characteristics that fall outside the
mainstream. Psychiatry presents a useful example. There are different
branches of psychiatry, and each offers a slightly different method of
describing human behavior, resulting in “competing discourses.”
Within the area of clinical psychiatry, psychoanalysis provides one
such method, and it “competes” with the biomedical method. Never-
theless, current models of clinical psychiatry ignore psychoanalysis be-
cause it falls so far outside the mainstream of psychiatric treatment,
which is based almost exclusively on the use of medications to modify
behavior. As for cohesiveness, members of a given community, such as
psychiatry, may disagree on many things, but they remain a very cohe-
sive group because they are bound together by training, language, val-
ues, goals, and their work. Likewise, the question of defining member-
ship in a community may, upon causal consideration, seem to be
problematic, but in most instances, especially with regard to profes-
sional communities, membership is defined on the basis of some certif-
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icate, degree, or license, which makes determining who is and who is
not a member of a given group fairly straightforward (see E. Cohen,
1994; Hertz-Lazarowitz, Kirkus, & N. Miller, 1992; D. Johnson & F.
Johnson, 2000; Wiersema, 2000).

Much harder to answer are the criticisms of those who argue against
the social-theoretic model, like Bizzell and Clark, on the grounds that
it suppresses politics and emphasizes community rather than diver-
sity. They are operating with premises for what writing classes are or
should be about that are incompatible with the premises that underlie
instruction that aims to improve students’ writing skills. The most sa-
lient of these antisocial-theoretic premises can perhaps be expressed as
follows: (a) all actions are political; (b) the writing class is a venue for
creating agents of social change; (¢) differences among people and
groups are more important than similarities.

The suggestion that all actions are political, however, is not particu-
larly revealing. Because most actions are trivial, their political content
is inconsequential. However, is a teacher’s failure to engage in radical
pedagogy a political statement? Of course. It is a statement that social
change, if it is to come, should be in the hands of literate rather than il-
literate citizens. Furthermore, the idea that writing classes should be
training camps for agents of social change illustrates the tension that
currently exists in rhetoric and composition between theorists and
practitioners. Teachers who on a daily basis face dozens of students
with minimal reading and writing skills may be compelled to con-
cluded that this particular premise seems out of touch with socio-
political realities of the 21st century and that it also is contrary to the
social mandate that created these classes as places where students
learn to be better writers.

Few parents are likely to embrace the proposal that our schools
should be preparing young revolutionaries. The notion that differ-
ences are more important than similarities should be especially trou-
bling because it is completely counter to the spirit of egalitarianism
that drove the democratization of education over the last 50 years and
because it so easily lends itself to identity politics, demagoguery, and
discrimination. The focus on diversity was born of an infatuation with
extreme individualism, and it fails to recognize that every person in a
society must give up some measure of his or her individualism if that
society is to function.®? The real danger does not lie in a pedagogy that

8As used in education, diversity has come to mean “uniformity” rather than “va-
riety”—uniformity in thinking and ideology. No advocate of diversity in faculty hir-
ing, for example, would support a proposal to hire a feminist as well as a sexist or a
fascist as well as a Marxist, even though doing so would certainly increase the ideo-
logical diversity on a campus, at least in the traditional meaning of the term.
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suppresses political issues or that emphasizes community rather than
diversity. The real danger lies in the prospect that some teachers, once
they close their classroom doors, are so shut off from the communities
they serve that they aim to produce anarchists and scofflaws rather
than contributing members of society. In this context, the assessment
of Jean Baudrillard (1988) seems cogent: “the people least able to un-
derstand America are its intellectuals, who are shut away in their cam-
puses, dramatically cut off from the fabulous concrete mythology de-
veloping all around them” (p. 23).

Writing in a Social-Theoretic-Oriented Classroom

From the perspective of the social-theoretic model, writing does some-
thing. Consequently, people write for a reason. In school, students
write because they must demonstrate that they have learned course
material, that they can interpret information using what they’ve
learned in class, or that they can work independently or in a group.
Underlying each instance is an individual reason for writing, which is
called rhetorical purpose. Rhetorical purpose includes the writer’s per-
sonal goals for producing a text. These goals are not the same as the
aim of a text, which may be to inform, argue, or persuade. Rhetorical
purpose is about the writer, whereas the aim of a text is about the audi-
ence and the effect the text should have on readers.

The range of individual purposes is broad but not limitless. Within
professional groups, there are three categories of rhetorical purpose:
traditional, innovative, and confrontational. It is common to think of
scientists, for example, as people who typically write to create knowl-
edge and then use writing to disseminate it. In such instances, we find
an innovative rhetorical purpose. Many scientists, however, replicate
experiments to validate work others have performed. They do not cre-
ate knowledge but rather confirm it. In these instances, we find a tra-
ditional rhetorical purpose. Scientists who attempt to overturn estab-
lished conclusions may be said to have a confrontational rhetorical
purpose. In some texts, we may see various combinations of rhetorical
purpose, but usually one dominates.

The social-theoretic model is elegant and powerful because it de-
scribes accurately the various factors associated with real writing. Peo-
ple do participate in discourse communities, and these communities do
determine to a significant degree the “what” and “how” of writing.
However, the composing students do in school is usually far removed
from real writing, so in practice we see the notion of discourse commu-
nity applied to students only in marginal ways. True, students belong
to several communities, the most obvious one being that of “students,”
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but these groups are amorphous and inclusive, whereas the discourse
communities described by the social-theoretic model, like those in
WAUC, are discrete and exclusive.

In response, some teachers have proposed that the classroom itself
is a discourse community. This proposal, however, is based on a misun-
derstanding of the social-theoretic model, specifically that a discourse
community is merely a group of people sharing common experiences
(the class). Real communities are complex and are defined by more
than the shared experiences of their members. The only theoretically
congruent efforts at building a discourse community in the classroom
are those that engage students in role playing. For example, a class
might take on the role of a business, with groups of students assigned
specific roles within that business, such as marketing, accounting, and
personnel. But this sort of role playing doesn’t work very well at the
public school level because it requires a commitment on the part of stu-
dents to participate. High absenteeism and lack of discipline in the
public schools work against such efforts. Furthermore, role-playing ac-
tivities seldom account for a key factor in the social-theoretic model—
individual motivation to become a member of a given discourse com-
munity. True, some students, especially by the time they reach college,
know what they want to do professionally as adults, which should al-
low them to assume the role of insider and thereby practice the con-
ventions that govern written discourse in that field. But the suggestion
that all students, whether in college or high school, know “what they
want to be” should be considered cautiously, and teachers should be
concerned about the viability of getting students to take on the role of
insider when students have little knowledge or understanding of what
constitutes insider status.

POSTMODERN RHETORIC

Postmodern rhetoric began to emerge around 1985. I attended a con-
ference that year at which several presenters argued that new rhetoric
lacked any viable theory, and they argued that rhetoric and composi-
tion should turn to literary criticism for legitimate theoretical founda-
tions. At about this time, postmodern approaches to literature, partic-
ularly deconstruction, were very popular (and had been for several
years), and these approaches quickly were applied to rhetoric.
Many factors gave rise to postmodern rhetoric, and it is not possible
to examine all of them here. A few, however, stand out as being partic-
ularly important. For example, this approach seems linked to the long-
standing tension between rhetoric and composition specialists on the
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one hand and literature specialists on the other. Chapter 1 examined
the debate over whether rhetoric is an art or a science and noted that
literature faculty successfully positioned literary scholarship as a
Wissenschaft. From the perspective of higher education, these faculty
created knowledge, whereas their rhetoric and composition counter-
parts did not. But matters became quite complicated when new rheto-
ric adopted the methods of the social sciences and suddenly laid claim
to Wissenschaft status.

In record time, from about 1975 to 1985, more than two dozen grad-
uate programs in rhetoric were organized and implemented, and pro-
jections indicated that, by 1990, new hires in rhetoric and composition
would outnumber those in literature. A hot job market and institu-
tional validity bestowed by the growing doctoral programs made the
future look bright, and the confidence of new rhetoricians soared. One
consequence of this confidence was that composition specialists on
many campuses began efforts (followed by very few successes) to di-
vorce writing programs from English departments.

But it soon became apparent that the future was not so bright, after
all. Many people had chosen to ignore the fact that most of the gradu-
ate programs in rhetoric and composition required students to take
numerous courses in literature. The requirement had been a compro-
mise with literature faculty in most instances, necessary to gain sup-
port for the new programs, and few in composition recognized that it
was a poison pawn. Departments frequently used the concentration in
rhetoric and composition—and the hot job market for composition spe-
cialists—to recruit students whose primary interest was literature, not
rhetoric.® These students finished their degrees and took jobs as com-
position specialists, but what they really wanted to do was teach litera-
ture. They wrote dissertations that had the term rhetoric in the titles
but that nonetheless were exercises in literary criticism. Students
without much interest in literature were frequently pressured into
writing dissertations with a literary emphasis, and it was understood
that they had to align themselves with literature faculty in one way or
another. In addition, owing to their greater numbers, literature fac-
ulty could increase the literature requirement essentially at will,
weakening the graduate programs in rhetoric in the process.

°The job market also motivated many people trained in literature to embark on
quick reeducation programs—they read the most popular works in rhetoric and
composition and then advertised themselves as composition specialists. At UCLA
in the late 1970s, Dick Lanham developed the University Writing Programs as a
place where, under his tutelage through occasional workshops, PhDs in literature
could teach writing while engaged in such reeducation. To be fair, it must be said
that many of those who retooled found a real calling in rhetoric and composition
and became significant contributors to the field.
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The rush that accompanied the growth of rhetoric and composition
during this period was quickly followed by dismay in the face of the
hard realities of campus politics. Deans and provosts, no doubt encour-
aged by English departments and seeing an opportunity to add to the
bottom line, generally refused to grant full programmatic status to in-
dependent writing programs. Teachers would not be tenured faculty
but rather adjuncts and/or graduate teaching assistants, all of whom
could be hired to teach composition at a fraction of the cost of a full-
time, tenure-track faculty member. Yes, many new graduates, doctor-
ates in hand, were being hired all over the country, but in nearly all in-
stances these new hires did not add to a critical mass of composition
scholars, nor did they form the foundation of an institutional effort to
develop a rhetoric and composition faculty. Instead, they assumed ad-
ministrative or quasi-administrative roles as directors of writing pro-
grams and writing centers; they trained and supervised adjuncts and
graduate teaching assistants; and they served as a resource for litera-
ture faculty forced to teach composition. In many cases, a writing pro-
gram would have a director with a PhD in rhetoric and composition
who supervised teachers whose training was entirely in literature. In
other cases, the new hires were those who had concentrated in rhetoric
but who actually wanted to teach literature—the manqué compo-
sitionists. Their goal, usually implicit, was to reverse the direction of
new rhetoric and to make the study of rhetoric and composition more
like the study of literature, which by 1985 had taken a turn toward
sociopolitical issues. Thus, from a political perspective that considers
the level of control over funding, hiring, promotions, institutional in-
fluence, and so forth, rhetoric and composition faculty were in a very
vulnerable position made even more tenuous by the fact that so many
composition courses were being taught by literature faculty or gradu-
ate students who were striving to find places for themselves in litera-
ture, not rhetoric.

Another important factor in the development of postmodern rheto-
ric was English department infatuation, which began in the mid-
1970s, with modern French philosophy. The focus of this infatuation
were the works of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Jacques
Lacan, who were instrumental in developing postmodernism.

Raschke (1996) defined postmodernism as everything that “cannot
be compressed in the term modern” (p. 2), but what exactly does that
mean? More than a set of fixed ideas, modernism implies an attitude, a
method of thought. On a broad level, the attitude can be described as
an abiding self-confidence in the steady progress of Western civiliza-
tion; the inherent superiority of Western science, technology, social
structures, and political systems; the value of formal education; and
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the value of high culture, represented in standard works of literature,
classical music and opera, and art. The method of thought in modern-
ism is dominated by empiricism and rationalism, with special status
given to the scientific approach. Although modernism’s roots extend to
the 18th century, it gained impetus during the early 1900s, until as
Docker (1994) noted, it “flowered into a great aesthetic movement,
challenging and transforming every received art form, from literature
and music to painting and architecture” (p. xviii).

Postmodernism is essentially the antithesis of modernism. It not
only devalues all that modernism holds dear but also insists on finding
significant political issues in every facet of life. Early converts in the
United States borrowed much of their political perspective from Her-
bert Marcuse, a popular philosopher during the 1960s who advocated
leftist politics and who was a severe critic of Western (especially Amer-
ican) society.!® Marcuse blended Marxism with Freudian psychoana-
lytic theories and reached the conclusion that Western society is cor-
rupt and repressive. In Eros and Civilization (1955) and One-
Dimensional Man (1964), he argued that in the West the “ruling
classes” have established scarcity in lands of plenty by deliberately
withholding resources, goods, and services from “subject populations”
so as to keep them deprived, downtrodden, and miserable.

Western society, insofar as it is defined as the prevailing traditions
and institutions that are deemed to be of historical significance, is fun-
damentally evil, according to Marcuse, and must be overturned by any
means necessary. For example, in 1965, he argued that only those with
left-wing views should be afforded the right of free speech. This right
should be denied to those with incorrect thoughts by invoking the
“natural right” of “oppressed and overpowered minorities to use extra-
legal means” to silence opposing points of view. The similarity between
these sentiments and the political correctness that now dominates
American society, especially college campuses, is not mere coincidence.
As Seidman (1994) indicated, “the idea of . . . postmodernity has been
advanced largely by Western, mostly academic, intellectuals, many of
whom are connected to the social rebellions of the sixties and seven-
ties” (p. 2).

%Seeking refuge from Nazism, Marcuse immigrated to the United States from
Germany in 1934. Although later he often seemed to urge the overthrow of the
American government, he worked, ironically, for various intelligence agencies dur-
ing World War II. Postmodern thought is deeply indebted to Marcuse, who intro-
duced the ideal of “transcendence” into his social theory in Reason and Revolution,
published in 1941. He argued that personal “liberation” involved transcending the
archaic social traditions that keep people alienated and unhappy, a thought that
has become doctrine in postmodernism.
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The antifoundationalism of the 1960s significantly informs post-
modernism, giving it a radical—some might even say revolutionary—
edge. As it emerged, postmodernism rejected high culture in favor of
popular culture, eschewing Hamlet for Frasier, Mozart for Michael
Jackson, Socrates for Bart Simpson. If in modernism all the world’s a
stage, in postmodernism all the world’s a spontaneous carnival, but
much less fun (see Eco, Ivanov, & Rector, 1984, for a discussion of the
“festive” elements of postmodernism). Although often predicated as
“play,” the postmodern carnival has a dark side. As Blanding (1997)
noted, “In our imagination . . . , the carnival is still the terrain of those
who don’t fit—of runaways and vagabond teenagers [and] down-and-
outs” (p. 2). And Raschke (1996) argued that “Postmodernity is the
transcendence, ‘overcoming,’ of all archaic or ‘legendary’ orders of sig-
nificance that have underwritten cultural discourse” (p. 2). In other
words, an important goal of postmodernism is to overturn established
values, principles, and ways of thinking, which are held in contempt
(Norris, 1993; Seidman, 1994).

One factor in this goal is the postmodern perception that modern-
ism insists on assuming a unity in the world where none exists. In-
stead, society is deemed to be fragmented, chaotic. With regard to lan-
guage, especially texts, this perception leads to the conclusion that
“meaning” does not exist. This position has been most vigorously ad-
vanced as deconstruction, a philosophical method of inquiry developed
by Jacques Derrida.

Defining deconstruction is difficult, even for Derrida. When asked
to provide a definition in an interview, he stated (Caputo, 1996): “It is
impossible to respond. . . . I can only do something which will leave me
unsatisfied. . .. I often describe deconstruction as something which
happens. It’s not purely linguistic, involving text or books. You can de-
construct gestures, choreography. That’s why I enlarged the concept of
text” (p. 17). Scholars who have interpreted Derrida have had an
equally difficult time. James Faulconer (1998), for example, stated:

Some words are their own worst enemies. Deconstruction is one of
them. . . . Coined, more or less, by the contemporary French philosopher,
Jacques Derrida, the word deconstruction began its life in the late sixties,
but it has only become part of the American vocabulary in the last ten
years or so. In that time, however, it has moved from a technical philo-
sophical term adopted by literary critics for their related uses to a word
that pops up in offhand remarks by everyone from botanists to the
clergy. Whatever its original meaning, in its now widespread use, decon-
struction has come to mean “tear down” or “destroy” (usually when the
object is nonmaterial).
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One of the principal features of modernism that Derrida attacked
was the idea that words signify something, that they have meaning. A
paper on Romeo and Juliet might argue that the play is primarily
about the misfortunes that follow when people can’t control their emo-
tions and that it is not primarily about romance. In this framework,
the word romance signifies a certain meaning; likewise, all the words
together signify that the paper is an argument, that the argument
reaches a certain conclusion, that the writer advocates this conclusion,
and so on.

In his book Of Grammatology, Derrida (1976) argued that the ques-
tion of meaning in writing was meaningless because there is no con-
nection between reason and what words signify:

The “rationality” . . . which governs a writing thus enlarged and radical-
ized, no longer issues from a logos. Further, it inaugurates the destruc-
tion, not the demolition but the de-sedimentation, the de-construction,
of all the significations that have their source in that of the logos. Partic-
ularly the signification of ¢ruth. (p. 10)

Advocates of postmodern rhetoric adopted Derrida’s position on
meaning as a way to attack traditional notions of language and rheto-
ric.!! Derrida denied in this passage (and throughout Of Gramma-
tology) the existence of an objective reality, a reality that exists inde-
pendent of individual acts of mentation. In Derrida’s view, if words
don’t signify anything, determining what they mean is impossible (see
Quine, 1960, and Putnam, 1975, for further discussion of significa-
tion). This indeterminacy goes beyond replacing objectivity with sub-
jectivity because denying a link between language and logos suggests
that not even the speaker or writer of given words can know what they
mean. As the term de-construction indicates, the result is an attitude
that denies the value of creating, of writing. In its place is reading.
Deconstructive reading, however, cannot focus on what words mean,
because meaning is indeterminate. Instead, it must focus on what
words do not mean.

A perspective that denies meaning, even a subjective one, is hardly
conducive to teaching students how to writer better. In Fragments of
Rationality, Lester Faigley (1992) accurately described one conse-
quence of deconstructionism’s influence:

By the end of the decade [the 1980s], . . . disturbing versions of decon-
struction had come to composition studies, questioning the advice given

One of the first casualties, however, was professionalism.
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in composition textbooks to use thesis statements, topic sentences, head-
ings, and other cues to the reader. Such advice, from a Derridean per-
spective, gives writers a false sense of confidence that their meanings
can be readily intelligible, and more insidiously, teaches them to ignore
other meanings and other perspectives. (pp. 37-38)

Thus, one of the more salient features of postmodern rhetoric is that
it largely abandoned concern for what differentiates poor writers from
good ones. Indeed, it abandoned any attempt to help improve the writ-
ing of students. This position was most recently expressed in Al¢
Dis: Alternative Discourses and the Academy, edited by Christopher
Schroeder, Patricia Bizzell, and Helen Fox (2002). This book argues
for encouraging “alternative” writing styles among students. Such alt
dis includes the emoticons (="." =, 1), :0, ~0", etc.) and abbrevia-
tions (LOL, BRB, BTW)'? that are used by some people in online chat
rooms, as well as alternative graphemic forms like the following,
WhIcH mAKe REadIng vERy DiFFiCuLt, eSPeciAILY wHEn tHe
WoRDs hAVe MoRE tHaN oNe SyLlaBIE. at tHe cOnFEreNCe oN
TEaCHiNg CoMpOSiTIoN sPoNSoReD by the Southern California
Writing Program Administrators (WPA), held in the spring of 2002,
Andrea Lunsford expressed excitement and enthusiasm at the pros-
pect of seeing alt dis make its way into student papers within 5 years.
More traditional teachers argue that if the proponents of alt dis pre-
vail, students will be unfit to advance academically, and they will be
unfit for the workplace.

By abandoning the goal of improving student writing, postmodern
rhetoric drove much deeper the wedge that already separated theory
and practice in rhetoric and composition, leaving them essentially sep-
arate enterprises. Postmodern rhetoric replaced pedagogical concerns
with an abiding but ultimately naive interest in politics, as manifested
in the neo-Marxist writings of Berlin (1992a, 1992b) and others.
Owens (1994, p. 225), for example, argued that freshman composition
as a venue for teaching academic discourse should be abandoned be-
cause such discourse imposes “debilitating restrictions” on writers.
Fitts and France (1995, p. 324) opposed “ ‘writing’ in general” and ar-
gued that it should be replaced with “cultural studies” that focus on
“cultural critique, even ideological transformation.” More recently,
France (2000) argued that the lack of content in composition reduces
writing classes to worthless exercises on “skills”:

21,OL = laughing out loud, which people in chat rooms seem to do quite often.
BRB = be right back. BTW = by the way.
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What is there of intellectual substance in composition? Does our teach-
ing subject, our professional claim to expert knowledge, consist merely in
an ensemble of techniques adequately represented as “skills” (such as
knowing how to correct or avoid dangling modifiers by embedding
agency in introductory verbal phrases)? (p. 146)

Institutional realities have prevented calls for abandoning composi-
tion from having much effect on first-year writing. Colleges and uni-
versities are not about to dismantle writing programs, which not only
are an expected part of the college experience but which also generate
huge revenues. That so many postmodern rhetoricians ignore the poli-
tics of writing programs is, of course, highly ironic. But the calls to dis-
mantle composition as an educational enterprise also are, or should be,
disturbing. On one level, we have to recognize that the efforts of
postmodern rhetoricians have been amazingly destructive. They have
not killed the field of rhetoric and composition but have done some-
thing more insidious—made it irrelevant. And there is every indication
that the careers of these rhetoricians have likewise become irrelevant,
now mirroring those of literature faculty, their work of interest only to
a coterie of insiders and of questionable significance. On another level,
we have to recognize that colleges have a way of insulating themselves
from the workaday world, so we expect a fair amount of idealized theo-
rizing. Yet the ability to communicate well in writing is such a central
part of our society that efforts to dismantle a program that tries, how-
ever badly, to improve this ability seems particularly out of touch with
the needs of young people to succeed once they leave school. The jobs
they take have required, for many years now, more writing, not less,
and we can be certain that employers who assign this writing will ex-
pect it to be readable and to mean something.

POST-POSTMODERN RHETORIC

Currently, rhetoric and composition is a fragmented field. Unlike the
new-rhetoric period, no one approach dominates, and both scholarship
and pedagogy seem adrift, lacking direction. Many in the field appear
to have adopted a perspective similar to the one Jean-Francoise Lyo-
tard (1985) expressed in The Postmodern Condition: By splintering
culture into a multiplicity of differences, postmodernism has had a
“liberating” influence on society. This is the “liberation” that accom-
panies extreme individualism, however—and it has come at a high
cost. In The Great Disruption, Fukuyama (1999) described in detail the
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loss of social capital, increasing levels of crime, changes in family
structure, the lack of true intimacy, and the triumph of individualism
over community that have characterized the postmodern period. We
could easily add to this list the loss of civility, courtesy, service, and
professionalism.

Lester Faigley (1992) suggested that much of the postmodern ma-
laise should be blamed on the new globalism:

Diminishing of spatial barriers has created a world bazaar of products to
satisfy an enormous appetite for diversity in consumable form. The mid-
dle class eagerly patronizes ethnic and foreign restaurants, listens to an
extraordinary range of music, watches films, and buys cars, clothing, fur-
niture, art, and many other products from around the world. The middle
class as consumers seemingly cannot get enough diversity and novelty,
but the triumph of the world market economy has also changed the na-
ture of social interaction . .., [and] the demise of stable institutions is
for the middle class the dark underside of the joys of consuming.” (p. 78)

But this idea seems wide of the mark. It cannot escape anyone’s notice
that globalism and capitalism are functions of modernism and its be-
lief in progress. One of the more lasting images of postmodernism is
the protesters in Seattle, circa 2000, battling police as they demon-
strated against a meeting of the World Trade Organization (WTO),
whose primary purpose is to promote globalism. It is not America’s
fondness for ethnic food and German automobiles that threatens to
destabilize social institutions and to fragment society but rather the
postmodern attack on both.

A more accurate analysis suggests that the consumerism Faigley
(1992) described is linked to post-postmodernism and the triumph of
liberal democracy (see Williams, 2002). In this context, the WTO pro-
testers are an anachronism, fighting a postmodern battle in a war that
has already been lost in the post-postmodern world. The success of lib-
eral democracy is based on its ability to provide ample material goods
and sufficient recognition to keep citizens contented, if not happy.
Fukuyama (1992) argued that the citizens of the Third World under-
stand this economic reality and are generally willing, if not eager, to
sacrifice their insular ways if it means increasing their standard of liv-
ing. What they want are more VCRs and satellite television, not more
native dress.

From this perspective, we can see that America’s institutions are
not unstable but rather have been reorganized in the new social order
along the lines of the service sector, which, of course, provides no ser-
vice. It is the ultimate oxymoron. Contrary to Faigley’s (1992) claim,
the only “dark side” of consumerism for consumers is the prospect of
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diminished buying power—and the inability to find anyone willing or
able to fix our electronic gadgets when they break. In post-postmodern
America, what drives people is not ideology, not activism, not politics,
but economics. Some post-postmodernists, such as Jean Baudrillard
(1988), embrace this pragmatic position as well as the idea that the
goal in this “new utopia” of liberal democratic capitalism is to accumu-
late as much wealth as possible. The social implications, as Baudrillard
noted, are significant:

If utopia has already been achieved, then unhappiness does not exist, the
poor are not longer credible. ... The have-nots will be condemned to
oblivion, to abandonment, to disappearance pure and simple. The ulti-
matum issued in the name of wealth and efficiency wipes them off the
map. And rightly so, since they show such bad taste as to deviate from
the general consensus. (p. 111)

“Empowerment” in a liberal democracy means something completely
different from what postmodernists, trapped as they are in a neo-
Marxist mind-set, assume it means. It is the right, based exclusively on
one’s ability, to hold down a good job, with prospects, that affords the
nice house, the nice car, and weekend trips to Las Vegas. As Baudrillard
(1988) noted, those who lack this ability become “disenfranchised”:
“You lose your rights one by one, first your job, then your car. And when
your driver’s license goes, so does your identity” (p. 112).

For those who find these views as distasteful as those of post-
modernism, Fukuyama (1999) held out hope that we have turned a
critical corner and are on the way toward a “Great Reconstruction”
characterized by increased levels of social capital, reduced crime, and a
greater sense of community. More and better education lies at the
heart of this change. If Fukuyama is correct, we are shifting into a
post-postmodern period that will require us to remove postmodern-
ism’s fossilized methodology and to develop new research programs to
better inform approaches to writing.

This is likely to be difficult. In Goggin’s (2000) assessment, we now
see a separation of the “activities of knowing from those of doing” (p.
201), in part because a “multidimensional construct” of rhetoric that
would combine research, theory, and pedagogy “has been unable to
find a stable home within most departments of English and within
higher education more generally” (p. 201). On this account, Fleming
(2002) argued convincingly that “the two-pronged project of composi-
tion-rhetoric seems to have stalled” (p. 114). And again, Fleming:

Though the relation between teaching and research is tense in every dis-
cipline, in composition-rhetoric, it is, I believe, especially unstable and
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becoming more so. In the field, there is often a literal separation between
the two projects, with part-timers, adjuncts, graduate students, commu-
nity college teachers, and women shouldering a disproportionate load of
“composition,” while tenure-track professors at research universities do
most of the “rhetoric.” This causes problems on both sides: The teachers
complain about the irrelevance of theory and research to their day-to-
day work; the researchers complain about the inexorable pull of peda-
gogy in what should be an epistemic enterprise. (p. 114)

Nowhere is this separation more visible than in the professional
journals. A review of the literature of the last 5 years indicates that
rhetoric has become all about theorizing and dissecting sociopolitical
contexts, whereas composition has lapsed once again into anecdotes
separated from real research and meaningful theory. Thus we find, as
noted earlier, that the number of conference papers published in Col-
lege Composition and Communication that merely offer reports of suc-
cessful teaching experiences has increased dramatically since 1989. In
addition, as the influence of postmodern rhetoric has faded, the rheto-
ric of science, feminist rhetoric, and workplace rhetoric have emerged
as important strands in the field. But these strands focus almost en-
tirely on research. They have no pedagogical component. What has
happened, then, to the question that was at the heart of rhetoric’s re-
naissance in the 1960s: How do we improve students’ writing?

Many people in rhetoric and composition now argue that this ques-
tion cannot be answered and that debates about influences and meth-
odologies are useless, which may explain the quiescence that also char-
acterizes the field today. The literature of the last 5 years suggests that
those who identify themselves as new rhetoricians, romantic rhetori-
cians, postmodern rhetoricians, and so on have reached détente. It is
rare to find an article actually exploring whether one methodology is
better than another at improving students’ skills. In fact, the entire is-
sue of improving students’ writing is seldom addressed. There simply
are no articles in any of the major rhetoric and composition journals
that consider the continuing decline in students’ writing as docu-
mented in the last three NAEP reports. These reports indicate that all
the efforts in research, theory, and pedagogy not only have failed to im-
prove student writing but also have failed even to stem the tide of de-
cline. They should be setting off alarms nationwide. Instead, it is as
though this huge problem doesn’t exist.

Ironically, the research published over the last 5 years deals primar-
ily with public school writing, not college writing. As recently as 1995,
the situation was reversed. Quite striking is the fact that this research
focuses on small groups of students or individuals, which severely lim-
its the usefulness of the findings because they are not generalizable.
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Moreover, few articles published during the last 5 years deal with writ-
ing performance. They focus, instead, on social issues and contexts,
which teachers generally cannot influence or control and which, there-
fore, have questionable value to classroom teachers, who may always
have seen such scholarship as irrelevant.

At the public school level, the situation has become particularly
acute because the “research” conducted by “rhetoricians” has, over
the last dozen years, moved further and further away from the reali-
ties of teaching young people how to communicate. The typical K-12
teacher isn’t paid very much but nevertheless finds great value in
making a contribution to society by educating young people. The grati-
fication that comes from making a contribution makes the low pay
bearable, even in the face of heavy teaching loads at the junior and se-
nior high levels that result in working with about 150 rambunctious
students each day. It is therefore easy to understand why so many pub-
lic school teachers have little patience with college professors of rheto-
ric who argue not only that the composition class should be a place to
subvert the very institution that provides professional and personal
validation but also that the enterprise of teaching writing is absurd. If
the separation of rhetorical research and theory from composition ped-
agogy continues in this post-postmodern period, it seems certain that
rhetoric in the broad sense will shift from its current “stalled” status
to a moribund state. Quite simply, writing pedagogy without research
and theory has no legitimacy. By the same token, rhetorical research
and theory without pedagogy is empty and, ultimately, meaningless.

JOURNAL ENTRY

Preparing to Teach Writing argues steadily that writing instruction should fo-
cus on helping students meet the demands of writing in content-area
courses and the workplace and that most writing instruction is not oriented
toward this goal. What is your position on the goal of writing instruction?
What is your position on the pragmatic goal of helping students write in con-
tent-area courses and the workplace?
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HOW DO WE TEACH WRITING EFFECTIVELY?

Rhetoric and composition experienced a significant shift away from ped-
agogy after the mid-1980s as the field immersed itself in social issues
and cultural studies. Romantic rhetoric, for example, aims to give stu-
dents opportunities to engage in self-expressive writing, and as Hillocks
(2002) suggested, its pedagogical focus is on getting students to see
more clearly the world around them and to describe and share their feel-
ings; there is little attention to audience, rhetoric, or structure because
this approach privileges the writer and thereby subordinates standard
writing conventions and reader expectations. Moreover, romantic rheto-
ric commonly demonstrates hostility toward preparing students to per-
form the writing tasks assigned in college or in the workplace, which
anyone concerned with helping students succeed in life must view as a
serious shortcoming. Postmodern rhetoric has even less interest in ped-
agogical issues, rejecting the idea that writing instruction has meaning.
Indeed, some advocates of postmodern rhetoric have called for the aboli-
tion of composition classes and for a focus on cultural and political is-
sues, a move that can be characterized not only as antieducational but
also as antisocial.

The movement away from pedagogy was led primarily by faculty at
large research universities who, if they teach composition at all, have
very light teaching loads. In most cases, this movement has not ad-
dressed or even considered the needs of teachers at smaller universi-
ties, community colleges, and public schools, where the teaching loads
are heavy and where unparalleled immigration since about 1980 has
resulted in classrooms with ESL populations as high as 90% in many
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areas. If one is not teaching composition, it is easier to ignore or even
dismiss the workaday reality of those who are charged with improving
the writing of scores of students each week, and, for many reasons—
some of which were examined in the previous chapter—scholarship in
rhetoric and composition today is not positioned to offer much support
to teachers in these situations. Fortunately, earlier work has already
provided important insights into what works and what doesn’t in the
classroom, allowing us to explore much of what constitutes best prac-
tices in writing instruction.

THE PROCESS APPROACH TO COMPOSITION

The process approach has been implemented in writing classes nation-
wide since the late 1970s. Curriculum guides in most states include
some statement about teaching writing as a process. Unfortunately,
there is no evidence that this implementation has had a significant
effect on student writing skills. Over the last 20 years, during which
process has been integrated into instruction nationwide, all NAEP re-
ports have shown a gradual decline in writing performance. The NAEP
1996 Trends in Writing report (U.S. Department of Education, 1996),
the most current comparative report as of this writing, showed that
holistic scores (on a 6-point scale) for fourth-grade writers changed
from 2.82 in 1984 to 3.02 in 1996. This change is statistically insignifi-
cant. The percentage of run-on sentences actually increased during
this period, as did the percentage of sentence fragments. The more re-
cent 1998 NAEP Writing Report Card (U.S. Department of Education,
1999) does not look at longitudinal data but nevertheless allows us to
compare student performance as reported in the 1996 Trends in Writ-
ing report. The 1998 report examined results for Grades 4, 8, and 12
and found that percentages of students performing at the basic (below-
average) level were 84, 84, and 78, respectively. The percentages of
those performing at the proficient (average) level were 23, 27, and 22,
respectively. Only 1% of students at each grade level performed at the
advanced (above-average) level. If we compare the 1998 and the 1984
data, we find that the above-average figure is unchanged for 1998, that
the average figure is lower for 1998, and that the below-average figure
is higher for 1998.

As woeful as these findings are, the problem appears to lie in the im-
plementation of process pedagogy, not in the concept itself. NAEP data
indicate that when the process approach is compared to other ap-
proaches, it offers the best chance for improving students’ skills. The
NAEP 1996 Trends in Writing (U.S. Department of Education, 1996)
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report concluded, in fact, that “the process approach to writing, in
which planning, writing, and revision through several drafts are prac-
ticed, gives students the opportunity to write more and to employ edit-
ing strategies, which in turn affords them the opportunity to improve
their mastery of . . . writing conventions” (p. 34). What follows is a de-
tailed discussion of the various features of process pedagogy and the
best practices that are associated with it.

Although Janet Emig (1971) is rightly credited with originating
process pedagogy in composition, it is important to recognize that the
late 1960s witnessed an intellectual shift in many fields toward pro-
cess, a shift grounded in “process philosophy,” a worldview that identi-
fies reality with pure process. Some of the more vivid examples come
from art, where process emerged as a new voice in artistic expression.
In 1976, for example, the artist Christo made headlines when he ran a
nylon ribbon 18 feet high and 24 miles long across a California hillside.
The artistry did not reside in two dozen miles of nylon, the art critics
noted, but in the process of erecting the ribbon in such an unlikely
place. The process movement in rhetoric and composition, therefore,
can be said to reflect the spirit of the times.!

Prior to the advent of the process approach, writing instruction fo-
cused on a student’s finished product. Certainly, a well-written paper
is (or should be) a goal in all composition classes, but most other
approaches to composition instruction have either negligible or unin-
formed pedagogical components, resulting in little real writing in-
struction. In the current-traditional approach, for example, the as-
sumption is that students improve their writing by reading and
discussing works of literature and by studying grammar and topics re-
lated to composition, such as “introduction,” “thesis,” and “transi-
tions.” Often, students are asked to follow rigid rules that are assumed
to lead to good writing, such as “all paragraphs must have a topic sen-
tence,” “all essays have an introductory paragraph, three body para-
graphs, and a concluding paragraph,” and “all concluding paragraphs

'Postmodernism, on the other hand, is generally hostile to process, preferring
performance, instead. The difference is significant. Whereas “process” connotes
communication, “performance” connotes dramatics. In a postmodern performance,
communication in the usual sense is not even a goal. As Raschke (1996) noted,
postmodernism’s aim is to tear down the notion of “language as social interaction”
(p. 3). To accomplish that aim, it has redefined “logic as ‘aesthetics,’ . . . message as
medium, communication as dramatics, . . . [and] truth as embodiment” (p. 2). One
consequence is that much postmodern writing is difficult to read owing to its per-
formance dimension, which includes putting braces and brackets around words.
Another is that even after readers work their way through the peculiarities of form
that hinder processing, they discover all too often that there is surprisingly little
content because the “message is the medium.”
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reiterate the information in the introduction.” But regardless of which
of these rules or activities obtain, the “instruction” remains rooted in
the form of writing, with unhappy results. Applying rigid rules, study-
ing grammar or composition topics, or reading works of literature does
not improve student writing. How wonderful if good writing could be
reduced to a recipe. Students would just put the necessary ingredients
together and have a readable paper.

Instruction in the process-oriented classroom is different. First, it is
top-down, not bottom-up, which means that the focus is on producing
entire papers, not on grammar or parts of papers. Perhaps more im-
portant, however, is that process instruction aims to modify student
behaviors to match those of good writers; it does not concentrate on
form or rules or literature. These behaviors, identified through obser-
vations, interviews, and analyses of good writers at work, are consoli-
dated as the following various “stages” of composing:

e Invention (or prewriting).
o Planning.

o Drafting.

« Pausing.

o Reading.

« Revising.

o Editing.

o Publishing.

It is important to note here that the stages are hypothesized as uni-
versals. That is, every writer is assumed to engage in these stages to
some degree. However, the process approach recognizes that writing is
a very personal activity in numerous respects, which means not only
that there are many behaviors that are not universal but also that
there is variation within the universals. Thus, invention may take the
form of discussion, brainstorming, outlining, and so forth, depending
on a given writer’s preference and, no doubt, on the writing task at
hand.

Student-Centered Instruction

One of the more significant innovations of the process approach is based
on the realization that the key to improving student writing consists of
three factors: (a) asking students to write often, in meaningful contexts,
(b) providing frequent feedback on work in progress, and (c) requiring
numerous revisions based on that feedback. Again, the NAEP data pro-
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FIG. 3.1. Students’ reports on the frequency with which their teachers
talk to them about what they are writing: 1998. Percentages may not add
to 100 due to rounding. From U.S. Department of Education (1999).

vide compelling insights. As Fig. 3.1 shows, with the exception of Grade
4, performance improves when teachers talk to students about their
writing, which is a factor in providing a meaningful context.” Figure 3.2
shows, again with the exception of Grade 4, that performance im-
proves when teachers ask for more than one draft of a paper.

In the 1970s, rhetoric and composition as a field adopted a reorgani-
zation of writing classes as “writing workshops” in which students

2The NAEP scale score is based on a total of 300 and a mean of 150. Thus, a stu-
dent with a scale score of 150 is writing at the average level.
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FIG. 3.2. Students’ reports on the frequency with which their teachers
ask them to write more than one draft of a paper: 1998. Percentages may

not add to 100 due to rounding. From U.S. Department of Education
(1999).

share their work with one another and teachers intervene regularly as
students develop compositions through several drafts. The writing
workshop was, and continues to be, seen fairly widely as the most ef-
fective way to deliver the three factors listed previously.

To turn a classroom into a workshop, teachers abandon traditional
rows of desks and create work groups in which students arrange their
desks in small circles. Each work group usually consists of five mem-
bers. These groups become collaborative teams in which students help
one another succeed. The teacher’s role in the workshop largely is one
of coach or facilitator. As students practice the behaviors that charac-
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terize good writers, the teacher offers advice and suggestions that not
only guide the drafting or revising process but also model for students
the way to read and comment on a text. Activities focus on writing, dis-
cussing drafts, and rewriting—not on grammar exercises or discus-
sions of literature. Thus, in the process-oriented class, students do a
great deal of writing and revising in class. When discussions of pub-
lished texts occur, and they do, the texts are not literary but rather are
expository works that illustrate how to deal with a topic or ways to
solve rhetorical problems. In other words, reading professional texts
aims to provide rhetorical models that students can use to develop the
discourse and genre familiarity necessary for effective writing.

Language arts classes, of course, are not composition classes. Lan-
guage arts teachers must engage students in many different activities in
addition to writing. This point, although well taken, does not detract
from the effectiveness of workshops. Workshops can form the founda-
tion of a class regardless of the lesson or unit. The goal is to use the
small work groups to get students talking, thinking, and writing about
the given lesson, whether it be on writing or literature. In fact, work-
shops offer an effective way of linking reading and writing activities.?

One result of the workshop approach is that it provides students
with the means to assume a more active role in learning. Members of
work groups are always busy talking, writing, thinking, researching.
Unlike the traditional classroom, in which students assume a passive
role as they listen to teacher-talk, the workshop requires teachers to
say very little. This approach is referred to as student-centered instruc-
tion, and it is a central component of process pedagogy.

Educators have paid lip service to student-centered instruction for
so many years that it has become a buzzword that too often is misun-
derstood and misapplied. Large numbers of teachers and administra-
tors, for example, assume that student-centered instruction means
simply putting students’ concerns and welfare first. This perspective
should immediately raise our suspicions, for what teacher would want
to put them second or third or fourth? Others characterize student-
centered instruction merely as individualized pedagogy. Both concep-
tualizations are inaccurate. Student-centered instruction actually is
quite specific and, for most teachers, a challenge to implement. It con-
sists of shifting the focus of classroom activities from the teacher to the
students.

Observations of language arts classrooms have for years shown that
our schools employ a very traditional delivery system. Teachers talk,

3The study of literature, however, should not be linked to writing instruction
unless it is part of a fully developed WAC program. See chapter 2.
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and students supposedly listen. Even when teachers believe that they
do not lecture, they often do. For example, when Nystrand et al. (1997)
studied a large sample of eighth and ninth graders, they found that
teacher-talk dominated the classes they observed. Many participating
teachers insisted that their classes were “discussion based,” yet Ny-
strand et al. observed that discussions actually averaged less than a
minute per day per class. In the few classes in which teachers encour-
aged dialogic interactions and asked authentic questions rather than
questions that served merely to test knowledge, there were higher lev-
els of achievement.

Student-centered instruction also involves using a variety of activi-
ties as well as a classroom structure, such as a workshop, that allows
and, indeed, encourages student interactions. With regard to composi-
tion, activities consist of tasks associated with the composing process.
To facilitate invention, for example, a teacher might direct students to
brainstorm in their groups for a period of 10 minutes; at the end of this
period, each group would report its results, thereby producing a whole-
class discussion. Or consider editing. Students exchange papers with
their groupmates, and then the teacher might direct them to identify
prepositional phrases to reduce nominalization or to combine sen-
tences to increase sentence variety. In all cases, the focus of the class
shifts from the teacher to the students and their work. Students are
actively engaged in learning, and the talk in the room is student-talk,
not teacher-talk. As a general guideline for a truly student-centered
classroom, teacher-talk should not exceed 15 minutes in a 50-minute
class.

Teacher as Coach

As with most other complex skills, people bring any number of bad
habits or poorly learned techniques to the writing process. Weak writ-
ers, for example, have a tendency to assume that the only reader of
their essays will be the teacher, who already knows what the topic is,
so they fail to identify the topic explicitly in their texts. Many of these
writers also learned a variety of myths associated with writing that
hinder them whenever they compose. For example, they may believe
that they cannot begin a sentence with a coordinating conjunction:
and, but, for, nor, or, yet. They may believe that they cannot use the
personal pronoun I or end a sentence with a preposition or use contrac-
tions. And when more knowledgeable teachers try to help them over-
come these myths, the writers may resist.

In most cases, students will adopt more effective writing behaviors
when they are encouraged and corrected on the spot. Advocates of the
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process model therefore propose that effective teachers think of them-
selves as coaches in a workshop environment. Coaches intervene regu-
larly in the learning process, immediately correcting those things stu-
dents do wrong and praising those things they do right, giving
reinforcement when it is most useful and most beneficial. When teach-
ing writing, the same principles apply. In practical terms, such inter-
vention requires that teachers ask students to produce multiple drafts
of an assignment. Class time is devoted to revising drafts on the basis
of feedback that the teacher as well as fellow students provide.

Stages of the Composing Process

The process model proposes that a finished paper is the result of the
complex interaction of activities that include several stages of develop-
ment (see Table 3.1). Not every writing task passes through every
stage, however. In some situations, a writer may not have an opportu-
nity to do much planning, or an editor may be responsible for editing.
Nevertheless, these stages are believed to reflect in a general way how
successful writing develops.

TABLE 3.1
Stages of Writing

Writing
Process Definition Description
Prewriting Generating ideas, strategies, and Prewriting activities take place
information for a given writing before starting on the first
task. draft of a paper. They include
discussion, outlining, free-
writing, journals, talk-write,
and metaphor.
Planning Reflecting on the material pro- Planning involves considering

duced during prewriting to de-
velop a plan to achieve the aim
of the paper.

your rhetorical stance, rhetori-
cal purpose, the principal aim
of the text, how these factors
are interrelated, and how they
are connected to the informa-
tion generated during
prewriting. Planning also in-
volves selecting support for
your claim and blocking out at
least a rough organizational
structure.

(Continued)
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(Continued)

Writing

Process Definition Description

Drafting Producing words on a computer Drafting occurs over time. Success-
or on paper that match (more ful writers seldom try to pro-
or less) the initial plan for the duce an entire text in one sit-
work. ting or even in one day.

Pausing Moments when you aren’t writing  Pausing occurs among successful
but instead are reflecting on and unsuccessful writers, but
what you have produced and they use it in different ways.
how well it matches your plan. Successful writers consider
Usually includes reading. “global” factors: how well the

text matches the plan, how well
it is meeting audience needs,
and overall organization.

Reading Moments during pausing when Reading and writing are interre-
you read what you’ve written lated activities. Good readers
and compare it to your plan. are good writers and vice versa.

The reading that takes place
during writing is crucial to the
reflection process during paus-
ing.

Revising Literally “re-seeing” the text with  Revising occurs after you’ve fin-
the goal of making large-scale ished your first draft. It in-
changes so that text and plan volves making changes that en-
match. hance the match between plan

and text. Factors to consider
usually are the same as those
you considered during planning:
rhetorical stance, rhetorical
purpose, and so on. Serious re-
vising almost always includes
getting suggestions from friends
or colleagues on how to improve
the writing.

Editing Focusing on sentence-level con- Editing occurs after revising. The
cerns, such as punctuation, sen- goal is to give your paper a pro-
tence length, spelling, agree- fessional appearance.
ment of subjects and predicates,
and style.

Publishing  Sharing your finished text with Publishing isn’t limited to getting

its intended audience.

a text printed in a journal. It
includes turning a paper in to a
teacher, a boss, or an agency.

107
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Invention

Invention activities (also known as prewriting activities) help writers
generate ideas, strategies, information, and approaches for a given writ-
ing task. They are processes that engage the mind with the writing task
at hand. From this perspective, invention, in its broadest sense, is the
thinking and reflecting good writers do before they start composing.

The sections that follow describe some of the more effective ways to
stimulate student thinking about a topic. It is important to stress that
there is not one best way to go about invention. What works well for
some students doesn’t work so well for others; what works well for one
assignment will not work well for another. Some writers use various
combinations of invention activities, whereas others are committed to
only one. Students should experiment to determine what works best
for them.

Discussion. Discussion provides multiple points of view on a given
topic. Teachers usually initiate the discussion by asking the class ques-
tions regarding how to proceed. Discussions tend to be most helpful
when they occur a day or so after students receive an assignment. The
time in between allows students to begin formulating a plan that they
can modify and enrich through the discussion. Teachers should urge
students to listen as well as contribute and perhaps to jot down notes.

Following is a checklist of questions that students can use to stimu-
late and guide discussions. Although they are not comprehensive, the
questions illustrate the kind of thinking that is part of an effective dis-
cussion.

Outlining. Outlines can be a very beneficial invention device if
used properly. Too often, however, the focus is on the structural details
of the outline rather than its content. That is, students spend much ef-
fort deciding whether an A must have a B; whether a primary heading
begins with a Roman numeral or an upper-case letter; whether a sec-
ondary heading begins with a lowercase letter, a lowercase Roman nu-
meral, or an Arabic numeral, and so on.

Such details aren’t important. Outlines begin when writers list the
major points they want to address in their papers, without worrying
much about order. They become more useful when they acquire more
features. In other words, outlines start with general points and shift to
specific ones. It is worth noting, however, that outlines appear to work
most effectively when writers use them to generate ideas about topics
and theses that they’ve already decided on.
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DISCUSSION CHECKLIST

v Who is the audience for this paper?

v What am I trying to do in this assignment? Interpret? Explain? Ana-
lyze? Compare and contrast? Am I writing a term paper that reflects
everything I learned during the semester? Am I writing a paper that
applies a single principle studied during class? Am I writing a research
paper that demonstrates my ability to identify and interpret leading
work in the field?

v What effect am I trying to produce in those who read my paper? Am I
writing as an insider or an outsider? Do I want to show the audience
that I understand the topic? Do I want the audience to understand the
topic better? Do I want the audience to accept my point of view?

v What point or message do I want to convey?

v How should I begin?

v Where will I get information about my topic? Through library re-
search? Through experience? Through background reading?

v When explaining a point in the paper, what kind of examples should I
use? How will the examples work to make my paper more readable, in-
formative, or convincing?

v If I make a claim in the paper, how do I support it? On the basis of ex-
perience? By citing authorities? On the basis of reason? On the basis of
emotion?

v What’s the most effective way to organize the paper, to make sure that
the various parts fit together well?

v What should the conclusion do?

Freewriting. Freewriting, popularized by Peter Elbow (1973),
draws on the perception that, when present too early, concerns about
audience, aims, organization, and structure can keep writers from fully
exploring potential ideas and meanings for topics. Freewriting is in-
tended to force writers to set such concerns aside while they consider
potential ideas. The main goal is to discover things to say about a topic
rather than to plan the paper.

This technique involves writing nonstop for 5, 10, or 15 minutes.
During this period, students keep generating words, even if they can-
not think of anything meaningful to say. The rationale is that, eventu-
ally, they will begin producing ideas that they can develop later into an
effective paper. Sometimes freewriting is combined with an activity
called looping, in which students stop freewriting after 5 minutes and
reread what they’ve produced. If they find a good idea on the page,
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they use it as the basis for another freewriting period, repeating the
process for about 15 minutes.

The freewriting sample that follows was produced by Amy, a high
school student who had to write a history paper about the Civil War:

Freewriting Sample

[7] I have to write a paper about the civil war, but I don't know wuch about the
civil war yet. I'm only a sophomore so how-am I supposed.to know-anything about itz
But the teacher says I have to write the paper and that I can find out information
about the war in the library. I hate going to the library—it'’s so full of books! I feel
helpless. How can anyone expect me to know as much as the people who wrote
books, for goodness sake. Maybe I can fake it and not really go to t/wldmuy. This is
damb. I'd much vather be at the lake, but what does myteadwr cave. He tsw’t inter-
ested in how-hawd, it is to write and /wurborilt:q the civil war is. I mean, who cares?
Seems to m&t/mtth&w/wl&thdtﬁ was a mess, o Wpeopl&dymg tHey, how-did 1
remember that? olg}/ea/r,; mytea,dwr talked about the civil war in class on&da}/.
What did he say? Something like 600,000 people died in the war, more than in any
other war in American history.

[2] Hmmm. I wonder about that. I mean, everyday I hear about how the country is
so mc&s‘tandwwythinﬁ, but?‘ﬁmuicwésmdemc&tplac&, w@d{dw many
white :oldier:ﬁﬁht and die to end:lamuy? That doesnw’t make sense, does it?

[3] T/tatmiﬂ/ttmak&fnrmmwruﬁnﬁpaper, though. I vemember grandma tell-
ing m&fltatherjru(dfat/wrfnuﬁhtiwtkem. I wonder fIcould,wor/cthatim See,
I just don’t know-enouqh! I quess I have to 4o the librawy after all.

Journals. Journals are like diaries: Each entry has a way of help-
ing students reflect on their experiences. They are places where stu-
dents can filter and process ideas in private. One of the more effective
ways to help students plan writing tasks is to have them keep a reading
journal, in which they record their reactions to all the reading they do,
assessing texts, summarizing their main points, linking them to one an-
other and to ideas. Many teachers encourage students to use their jour-
nals as the starting place for writing because it will contain not only a
wealth of information but also their reactions to and interpretations of
this information, which are central to success as a writer.

Following is an excerpt from a journal that Steve kept for his high
school English class in which students were reading Moby Dick:

Journal Sample

[1] Ok, I've read so much of this book and it’s tough. People don't talk this way.
T/wm:mtm&:jo omforwar. W/W in the world do I have to read this t/u'nﬁ? How
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couldwowt/u'n/cth«k boo/cb:wjreat work? And the teacher said that the whale
was symboliz/. .s}/mbolioofw/mt.? I guess that’s what Im supposed to ﬁjmf&out. well,
th&whale/wpretty evil. It ate Ahab’s leg and now Ahab wants to kill it no matter
what. It’s like he’s wforc&fnr jood or :ouwthinﬁ, out to dartro)/ evil. Yeah. And Mel-
ville made the whale white to wW&peoplebecam&w/uZt&u;ualé/ is Linked to
jood‘ But in this case it’s linked to evil.

Talk-Write. Another prewriting activity is based on the perception
that speaking, listening, reading, writing, and thinking are intimately
related and mutually reinforcing. It also is based on the idea that if stu-
dents can explain a concept or an operation to someone they probably
understand it pretty well.

Talk-write involves asking students to construct a plan mentally
and to deliver an oral composition to the class. The goal is to have stu-
dents develop a plan that is as complete as possible, with minimal reli-
ance on writing. Generally, they have a short time for planning—about
20 minutes. They may jot down a few notes initially, but when they de-
liver the oral composition, they must do so without using any notes.
After they finish, classmates provide suggestions and comments de-
signed to help improve and elaborate the plan. The next step is for stu-
dents to begin writing, using what they learned from their presenta-
tion to develop a first draft of the assignment.

An advantage of talk-write as an invention activity is that it forces
students to develop fairly elaborate plans very quickly and to internal-
ize their details. The writing itself is usually easier as a result, and it
also tends to be more successful. Researchers account for this conse-
quence in fairly complicated terms that come down to a simple princi-
ple: A person has to understand a topic to explain it to others. A valu-
able fringe benefit is that making such oral presentations is likely to
increase one’s self-confidence about speaking in public (see Zoellner,
1968).

Another version of talk-write consists of having students use a tape
recorder to compose a paper orally. They then transcribe the recording
to produce a written draft. This technique is particularly beneficial for
a special category of students. For reasons that are not very clear,
some native speakers of English cannot readily write grammatical sen-
tences. Many people might find this statement amusing because they
assume that this is the problem with all student writers, but they
would be mistaken. The situation is unusual for three reasons. First,
nearly all of the problems writing teachers identify at the sentence
level as being “grammatical” are not—they are usage problems (see
Williams, 1999, for a full discussion of the difference between problems
of grammar and problems of usage). From a linguistic perspective, for
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example, the sentence Fritz and me are going to the movies is not un-
grammatical but reflects a problem in usage—the subject pronoun me
is in the objective case rather than the nominative, or subject, case. A
truly ungrammatical sentence is one that violates English word-order
patterns, as in Fritz the movies and me to are going. Second, with a few
notable exceptions, native speakers of any language do not produce
truly ungrammatical sentences unless they consciously try to do so.
And third, these students are fully capable of creating grammatical
sentences when speaking, although they often use a restricted register,
which means that they have a very limited vocabulary and thus have a
hard time dealing with abstract concepts and using language precisely.
If asked to tell someone what Romeo and Juliet, for example, is about,
such a student is likely to offer few, if any, details but might describe
the play as a love story with “lots of romance, fighting, and stuff.” Stuff
and things are two words that figure prominently in the language of
these students.

The grammatical problems in their writing are unusual in that they
are not like the example of a truly ungrammatical sentence shown pre-
viously. Instead, the ungrammaticality is of a different order. The
most common problem is that these students tend to link two clauses
together that have no real connection, as in the sentences that follow,
taken from a student paper on censorship written in a first-year col-
lege composition class:

1. Censorship is usually something the right wants to do, and burn-
ing books transcends the parents who should control what chil-
dren read.

2. If parents pay more attention to what their children read, politi-
cal correctness has gotten out of control.

3. The harmony alleviates when nice people do dumb things be-
cause of the good that comes from the enforcement of politically
correct thinking into a society of discrimination that Hentoff is a
liberal so it must have been painful for him to write.

As these sentences also illustrate, another problem for these students
is their use of words that carry no meaning in the context of the work.
In Sentence 1, “burning books ¢ranscends the parents” means nothing.
The same is true in Sentence 3, “The harmony alleviates.”

Asking such students in conference what they mean in sentences
like these isn’t helpful because they commonly state that they don’t re-
ally know. Indeed, reading the students’ problematic sentences aloud
always evokes a similar response: They express surprise that they
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wrote something that makes no sense to them. They often will check
the sentence on the page to ensure that the teacher read it correctly.

Particularly interesting is that when asked what they wanted to say
in a given sentence, these students can produce something orally that
is both grammatical and relevant to the task at hand, although, again,
it may be in restricted register. This response is what makes talk-write
with a tape recorder so potentially beneficial. When they produce an
outline to ensure some measure of organization and then talk about a
topic, these students show significant improvement, with far fewer un-
grammatical sentences and inappropriate words. With a working draft
in hand that is readable, teachers then can help a student revise and
edit in meaningful ways.

Metaphor. The last invention activity discussed here is one that
isn’t often considered in examinations of prewriting. Metaphor is a de-
scription in which one thing is compared to another. Following are some
simple metaphors that illustrate how the comparison works:

o The car was a lemon.

o The party was a bomb.

o Fred was a real animal.

o The outgoing governor was a lame duck.
 Rita sure is a hothead.

Many discussions of metaphor suggest that it is merely a figurative
use of language that helps writers create special images. In this view,
metaphor is a feature of style. However, metaphor can be a powerful
model-building device that helps students generate ideas and informa-
tion. Metaphor includes comparisons such as those just mentioned, but
it also includes metaphorical language, that is, statements that use im-
agery without the formal comparison associated with true metaphors.
For example, consider the following sentences:

e The day I came home from my vacation, several science projects
greeted me when I opened the refrigerator.

o It was raining cats and dogs.

o Fritz insisted that he wasn’t thin, really, but when he stripped to
his swim trunks at Macarena’s pool party, I decided that Webster’s
Dictionary needed to add a new entry under the definition of
“toothpick.”

« Historians have described American Indians in one of two ways—as
noble tribesmen living in harmony with nature on the one hand, or
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as vicious brutes caught up in perpetual warfare with their neigh-
bors and then the white settlers on the other—and neither is quite
correct. In reality, American Indians were examples of evolution in
action, people driven to the brink of extinction when faced with so-
cial and technological changes that they couldn’t understand,
couldn’t even grasp.

The novelist Richard Wright left a valuable record of how metaphor
can work as an invention technique. Shortly after he published Black
Boy in 1945, he was asked to write a short essay discussing how other
autobiographical narratives had influenced his life and work. In the
first draft of this essay, Wright listed a number of books that had influ-
enced him, and then he stated that “these books were like eyeglasses,
enabling me to see my environment.”* In the second draft, Wright ex-
panded this metaphor and changed it from “eyeglasses” to “eyes.” He
stated, for example, that the books that influenced him were “eyes”
through which he could see the world as the authors saw it, enabling
him to “understand and grasp” his own experiences. This metaphor
continued in the third draft, but again there were changes. The para-
graphs that show Wright’s revisions illustrate how he used the meta-
phor to develop his thoughts.

By the time Wright got to the final draft, however, he shifted the
metaphor again. Books were no longer “eyes” but “windows.” The
change is significant, in part because it allowed Wright to become
the agent of seeing rather than the beneficiary of others’ sight.

Planning

Planning is one of the more effective features of the writing process,
although it also can be one of the more challenging. Useful planning
involves considering a variety of questions that influence every text:
Who is the audience? What is the writer’s position with respect to the
audience, insider or outsider? What is the aim of the paper; that is,
what is it supposed to do? What is the purpose of the paper; that is,
why write it? What kind of organization is most appropriate? Which
writing conventions will govern the text? Does the paper require re-
search? If so, how much and what kind?

These questions are so straightforward, obvious, and necessary to
effective writing and writing instruction that they may seem trivial at

*Technically, Wright uses a simile when he writes “these books were like eye-
glasses.” Similes are a certain kind of metaphor that normally use the preposition
like to make a comparison. Differentiating metaphors from similes doesn’t appear
to provide many benefits, so the term metaphor is used here for both.
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first glance. Yet many teachers never discuss planning with their stu-
dents, and most students will not even consider these questions on
their own. The 1998 NAEP Writing Report Card (U.S. Department of
Education, 1999) noted, for example, that approximately 30% of teach-
ers in Grade 8 never discussed planning with their students. A remark-
able 45% of students never engaged in planning before writing, which
suggests that some students failed to plan even when their teachers
encouraged them to do so. The figures for Grade 12 students are al-
most identical. As we should expect, there were significant differences
in writing performance between the groups. For eighth graders whose
teachers asked students to plan before writing, the average scale score
was 163.5 (out of a possible total of 300), whereas for those whose
teachers did not address planning the average score was 140.5. For
12th graders, the numbers were similar, 160.5 and 141, respectively.

These figures reveal more than just the benefit of planning. They
suggest that process pedagogy, pervasive though it is, has not been im-
plemented very effectively. We have no way of knowing from the data
whether all the teachers in the study were trained in the process ap-
proach, but it seems reasonable to speculate that those who lacked this
training comprised less than 30% of the total. If so, then those trained
teachers who did not ask students to plan before writing simply were
ignoring their training. In addition, a process-oriented classroom re-
quires teachers to structure and then monitor writing activities closely
to ensure that students stay on task and follow through. The fact that
45% of students did not engage in planning suggests that many teach-
ers who encouraged planning for writing tasks failed to provide appro-
priate structure and monitoring. The differences in the students’ writ-
ing scores show the consequences of failing to implement process
pedagogy appropriately.

Drafting

After students have generated some ideas about topics and devel-
oped a working plan, the next step is to begin writing a first draft. Sev-
eral factors influence a successful drafting process. Discipline is per-
haps one of the more important, so students need to be encouraged to
budget their time and plan ahead. Flexibility is another factor. The
downfall of many student writers is their belief that their first draft
should be perfect; they spend far too much time fiddling with sen-
tences and punctuation rather than concentrating on getting their
ideas on paper. Some writers, in fact, will get a good idea while writing
a draft and will worry so much about how to express the idea that it
slips away or becomes strangely less appealing as the frustration level
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mounts. Students need to understand that early drafts don’t have to be
pretty or well organized or even highly readable. A first draft simply
should chart the territory of the topic. It should be like a road map,
marking the general direction the paper will take.

The benefit of producing more than one draft is evident from the
NAEP data shown in Fig. 3.2. Although multiple drafts had no measur-
able effect on the writing of fourth graders, it did for eighth and 12th
graders. Students in these grades who produced more than one draft
had scale scores of 156 and 153, respectively, whereas students who did
not had scores of 143 and 146.

In addition, students should be encouraged to use a computer for all
their writing, including drafts. Computers make drafting easy for sev-
eral reasons. Most people can type faster than they can write by hand,
and the work is easier to read, too. Moreover, computers can check for
spelling errors, so writers are freed from the worry of whether they are
spelling something incorrectly. Having a typed draft is particularly im-
portant if the class is divided into work groups. People read more intel-
ligently and efficiently when they have a typed paper rather than one
written by hand. As a result, they are able to give better feedback
about what works and what doesn’t. Perhaps the greatest benefit,
however, is that computers allow writers to move text around at will,
cutting, pasting, and rewriting with ease.

These advantages seem to translate into better writing. Figure 3.3
shows the 1998 NAEP data for students who produced drafts or final
versions of their papers on computers. As we have seen previously,
there appears to be no effect on the writing of fourth graders, but for
eighth and 12th graders using a computer resulted in significantly
better scores, 151 and 155, respectively, compared to 146 and 138 for
students who did not use a computer.

In the first century B.C., a Greek author named Longinus recom-
mended that writers who were serious about their work should set a
draft aside for 9 years before going back to it and making changes.
His idea was that the passage of time would allow writers to see their
writing more clearly and to determine whether it was worth improv-
ing. Longinus was a bit extreme in recommending a wait of 9 years,
but the principle he advocated was right on target. All writers, but es-
pecially students, need to allow some time to pass before making
changes.

How many drafts should students produce before a paper is fin-
ished? There’s no answer to this question. Every paper is different; ev-
ery paper has its own context and requirements. Sometimes a single
draft will be sufficient, other times a paper may require 5, 6, or even 10
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FIG. 3.3. Students’ reports on the frequency with which they use a com-
puter to write drafts or final versions of stories or reports: 1998. Percent-
ages may not add to 100 due to rounding. From U.S. Department of Educa-

tion (1999).

drafts. Unfortunately, many students assume that their first draft is
their final draft. Teaching them to think otherwise is a difficult, but
necessary, challenge.

Pausing and Reading

Ann Matsuhashi (1981) examined what happens when people write
and saw that the scribing of her subjects (the time that they actually
applied pen to paper) was interrupted frequently by pauses. Williams
(1985) examined pausing in more detail and suggested that pauses are
linked to thinking during writing. His data indicated that good writers
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use pauses to think about factors such as audience and aim, whereas
poor writers use them to think about punctuation and word choice. In
addition, good writers use pauses to read what they have written.
Reading enables them to assess how effectively their work is following
their plan, how well it matches the audience, and so on. Poor writers
reported doing little reading, and what they did was limited largely to
word choice, which should have come later, during the editing stage,
not during writing.

Studies like these suggest that pauses serve an important role in the
writing process. In many respects, pauses continue the planning that
begins before students start writing. Good writers appear to use
pauses for reviewing their plan and for making changes in it. Poor
writers, on the other hand, appear to stick rigidly to their initial plan,
with bad results. A key to improving student writing therefore may lie
in helping them to use pauses more effectively.

Revising

Many people in rhetoric and composition believe that revising is the
most important part of writing well, yet students generally have an un-
clear perception of what revising is about. They may concentrate on
sentence-level concerns, changing individual words or reorganizing
sentences. Actually, revising occurs on different levels and at different
times. The level just described, fiddling with sentences and punctua-
tion, is more accurately called editing, which is discussed later in some
detail. Editing deals with the surface features of writing and is gener-
ally performed after a paper does what writers want it to do. Revising
is more properly what writers do to the writing before a paper does
what they want it to do.

Good writers appear to revise mentally during pauses in composing,
and they tend to focus on “global” changes that are intimately linked to
their audience, purpose, and stance. Revising, then, requires that writ-
ers consider their role and that of their readers in regard to the topic. In
addition, effective revising depends on having knowledge about an audi-
ence’s motivation for reading a paper. It requires that writers be critical
readers (D. Johnson, 1993). They must be able to look at writing that
has taken time and effort to produce and see it as it is, not as they wish
it to be. They must be willing to cut sentences and paragraphs that don’t
work. They must be willing to shift sections from one place to another to
enhance the overall organization of the composition. Shifting the focus
of writing activities to the classroom workshop makes these difficult
tasks easier to perform because it is a relatively risk-free environment
where making changes in drafts is a given.
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Editing and Publishing

During the invention stage, writers generate ideas, and during the
planning stage they reflect on how these ideas match the goals of the
paper. During the drafting stage, they put these ideas into some rough
order. Then, during the revising stage, they hone organization and ex-
pression. Finally, during the editing stage, they deal with sentence-
level concerns such as spelling, punctuation, and usage.

In some respects, editing is one of the harder parts of writing. One
reason is that as malformed ideas about process found their way into
composition pedagogy, many teachers were left with the mistaken belief
that errors in form don’t matter in student writing. As a result, large
numbers of students simply are never taught how to edit. Another rea-
son is that editing requires conscious effort. Most students, however, err
in assuming that writing should be like speaking—essentially effortless,
requiring little if any thought as to form or expression. Applying fo-
cused, conscious thought to questions of punctuation, sentence struc-
ture, word choice, and so forth is hard work that many students cannot
perform consistently or easily. In addition, writers generally have trou-
ble spotting surface errors in their own work because they tend to read
for content rather than form, so they will not see an error in, say, spell-
ing, but rather will see the correct form. Providing editing activities that
ask students to edit one another’s papers in class is an effective way to
help them improve the quality of their work while simultaneously giv-
ing them needed practice in attending to surface details.

Publishing is used in composition to refer to the act of making a fin-
ished paper public. It doesn’t suggest that a paper is printed in a jour-
nal or book, although many public school teachers often bind student
papers into a book because it is motivating for students. Making a pa-
per public may involve simply sharing it aloud with other students, or
it may involve posting it on a bulletin board or some other place where
people can read the work. There is a popular but mistaken perception
among students that writing is private. An important part of teaching
writing is helping students understand that writing is a social action
and that their work inherently is intended for others to read.

JOURNAL ENTRY

Consider the writing classes you have taken. What approach did they follow?
Looking back on those classes with the benefit of what you have read so far
in this chapter, what were some strengths and weaknesses of the instruction
you received?

It is important that writing teachers be writers themselves. Reflect on your
own writing process. How do you go about writing papers? Can any of the in-
formation in this chapter enhance your writing?
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A Phase Model of the Composing Process

One of the difficulties inherent in most discussions of the composing
process is that the stages are presented as discrete steps that lead to
the production of a text. The suggestion is that students cannot begin
drafting until they have finished prewriting, that they cannot begin re-
vising until they have finished drafting, and so forth. Thus, the stages
of the composing process appear to be part of an algorithm—a step-by-
step procedure—that should ensure effective writing. In numerous
classroom observations and discussions with teachers, I have found
great reluctance to move away from this algorithmic approach. The
stages have become so fossilized that many teachers are resistant to
any suggestion that students might be able to produce a good paper
without first going through, say, invention. Yet we know that compos-
ing does not consist of discrete stages and that, in fact, there are no
stages at all, as such. Although solid evidence is not available, it seems
likely that the widespread perception that process stages are part of an
inviolable algorithm has been instrumental in the failure of process
pedagogy to improve student writing in our schools.

A more effective way of conceptualizing the various activities asso-
ciated with successful composing is through a phase model rather
than a stage model. Phase models occur most commonly in science.
Water, for example, when described with a phase model, has three
dominant states—liquid, vapor, and solid—and it can be understood
to be always in a state of flux between states. Thus, water in a liquid
state is turning into vapor through evaporation; water in a solid state
is turning into both vapor and liquid. The composing process also
may be thought of as having dominant states—planning, drafting, re-
vising, and so on—but these states can be understood to be in a state
of recurrent flux. On this account, students revise as they draft; they
plan as they edit; and so forth. A phase model has the advantage of de-
scribing the simultaneous and recurrent nature of the composing
process; planning, drafting, and editing may occur more or less simul-
taneously and in a recurrent manner. The stage model does not
readily account for or describe either the co-occurrence or the recur-
rence. [ don’t want to suggest, however, that the idea of focus has no
relevance in writing. It does. Students should begin editing after
their content is fully developed and organized, for example. If they
don’t, they are likely to lose their concentration on content. All expe-
rienced teachers are familiar with the error-free paper that says very
little because the writer’s attention was on form at the expense of
content.
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As far as I can determine, few teachers have embraced the phase
model, in part because it does not lend itself to print. There is no easy
way to represent or describe the phase model graphically. The stage
model, on the other hand, lends itself quite readily to both. This unfor-
tunate situation has led to perpetuation of a model that is a bit inaccu-
rate and that is not fully supported by many scholars in the field.

MAKING WRITING MEANINGFUL

As chapter 2 noted, the social-theoretic view of writing is pragmatic
and recognizes writing is a social action. Stated another way, real writ-
ing actually does something in the world. It follows, then, that a cor-
nerstone of best practices involves making writing meaningful to stu-
dents. When teachers make writing meaningful, the majority of
students still may not be able to see themselves as historians, musi-
cians, accountants, or whatever, but they at least may stop seeing
themselves merely as students and start seeing themselves as writers
who can get things done with written discourse. At the 2002 Confer-
ence on College Composition and Communication in Chicago, Irene
Clark noted in this regard that writing assignments represent a genre,
or role, that students must assume to succeed. “Writing assignments
are like stage directions for a play,” she stated, “and students are like
actors who have never seen a play.” I would add that matters are com-
plicated even further by the fact that most students don’t want to be in
the play.

Helping students see themselves as writers is rewarding and, fortu-
nately, not very difficult. In most situations, the key lies in making cer-
tain that writing tasks are related to the world outside the classroom.
What does this mean in practical terms? Too often, the answer to this
question leads to artificial assignments. Students are encouraged to
“write a letter to the editor,” “write a letter to a senator,” or “write a
letter of complaint” to a company that has provided unsatisfactory ser-
vice or a shoddy product. In fact, reflecting a significant pedagogical
shift, letter writing is now a major focus of curriculum guides in a ma-
jority of districts in numerous states; students are expected to begin
producing business letters as early as Grade 1. Although teachers must
comply with the dictates of their districts, it should strike all of us as a
bit unsettling that our schools now allow commerce to exert such influ-
ence on young lives. This point aside, we surely must recognize that
few students of any age are motivated to write letters to editors or sen-
ators. Many will not even know what an editor or senator is or why
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anyone would possibly write to these people. Such assignments, there-
fore, do not relate writing to the real world.

E-mail Pen Pals

Yet letters can play an important role in writing development, espe-
cially in this age of e-mail. Many teachers use the Internet to establish
pen-pal programs for their students with children not only from differ-
ent parts of the country but also from different parts of the world. Cor-
responding with a peer hundreds or even thousands of miles away is a
rich educational experience for most young people. They learn some-
thing about different schools, towns, and countries; they learn some-
thing about the commonalties and differences among people; and they
also learn something about writing.

Some of my classroom observations stand out more than others. A
young woman I’ll call Rita was a high school junior who was struggling
in all her courses and who had below-average grades at a school that
treated grade inflation as a professional obligation. Although a native
speaker of English, Rita’s writing was full of problems that years of
writing instruction had failed to solve. Following is a paper Rita wrote
on censorship for her language arts teacher. The class had read Fahr-
enheit 451, and the teacher had devoted approximately a week to tell-
ing students what the book was about, noting that the book burning
that the story describes is a form of censorship. Then, rather than ask-
ing students to write about the novel, the teacher asked them to write
about censorship. The actual assignment follows: We noted that Fahr-
enheit 451 is a book about censorship. Write a five-page paper about
censorship. Rita managed to produce two paragraphs:

Censership is an important issue. When I hear the word censership it im-
mediately brings to mind. Right winged conservitives are trying to cut us
down, they don’t let us speak. They don’t let us write what we want.
Communication is imporant because we have to share that there are im-
portant things about life. The government needs to do something to stop
this. This is a bad situation. But I think maybe the government is the
blam.

And anyways what about other freedoms? How come we can’t dress
the way we want at school? Isn’t this a form of censership? Doesn’t the
constatution say that we have all these freedoms? Then why can’t I do
what ever I want? I think lots of students want to do lots of things and its
not right. Anyways, that what I think about all this.

While recognizing that the teacher’s assignment is very, very poor,
the focus here must be on Rita’s response. The problems in Rita’s “es-
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say” range from faulty spelling and sentence construction errors to too
many rhetorical questions. Perhaps the biggest problem is the near to-
tal lack of anything worth reading. Experienced teachers, unfortu-
nately, see this sort of writing regularly, and it is easy enough to as-
sume that students who produce it are simpleminded and uneducable.
However, another perspective (albeit one that requires us to ignore for
the purposes of this discussion the serious pedagogical issues associ-
ated with the lesson on Fahrenheit 451 and censorship and the result-
ing writing task) suggests that Rita is merely going through the mo-
tions on this assignment because she is not engaged or motivated to do
well. She realizes that her teacher is her only reader, that her teacher
knows much more about censorship than she does, and that, essen-
tially, this is an empty exercise designed to take up time. From this
perspective, the writing assignment does not call for writing that does
something, for writing that is a social action, for writing that is mean-
ingful. It is simply busywork.’

After attending a workshop on effective assignments, Rita’s teacher
decided to make some changes in her pedagogy. Two days a week, she
arranged to have students meet in the computer lab rather than in
their classroom. Through friends, she contacted a high school in Japan
and set up a pen-pal program for the students. After 3 weeks of corre-
spondence, Rita’s writing had changed significantly, as the following
letter shows:

Dear Kumiko,

I enjoyed your last letter, but I was amazed to learn that everything costs
so much in Japan. When I read that you pay about $25 for one movie
ticket, I was shocked! Even the most expensive movies here are only $9. I
don’t think I would be able to see many movies if tickets here were so ex-
pensive.

I really liked the pictures you attached of your family and your house.
I’ve attached some of my own here. Hope you like them! I couldn’t help
but notice that your brother’s hair is really long. Is he in a band, or is
that just the style in Japan? Boys here don’t wear their hair long at all.
In fact, they keep it very short. Some actually shave their heads. It
seemed strange to me to see your brother’s hair—it reminded me of pic-
tures I've seen of boys in the 1960s, when everyone was a hippy. You can
see my parents in one of the pictures I’ve sent. Everyone says I look like
my mom. I've also included one of my room. If you look closely, you can

®In my experience, more than 75% of writing tasks in public schools are assigned
either as busywork—the students have to be doing something—or as punishment.
There is no question that student resistance to writing is grounded in this dismal
reality.
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see my cat, Bruno, lying on my bed. He’s a funny thing, likes to hide un-
der the bed and attack my feet as I walk by, and he’s really lazy. In fact,
in this picture, he’s sleeping—and I think he had been sleeping nearly all
day when I took this.

Well, I will sign off now. I want to hear more about your school. I can’t
believe that you have to attend classes on Saturday. Yuck! How do you
stand it?

Your friend,
Rita

The first thing we notice about Rita’s letter is that it has no surface
errors. The writing is smooth and engaging. For an 11th grader, how-
ever, this is just the starting point. Today’s curriculum is fairly rigor-
ous: In addition to her English class, Rita was enrolled in history,
Spanish, biology, and economics—all of which required papers. Suc-
cessful letter writing alone would not allow Rita to succeed on these
papers. Rita’s language arts teacher teamed with the history teacher
for the next writing assignment. They agreed that students could sub-
mit one paper for both classes. She then assigned Monica Sone’s Niset
Daughter, which is a story about life in American concentration camps
during World War II. In their history class, students were studying the
war, so this book greatly personalized the experiences of Japanese-
Americans during that period. In addition, of course, the book pro-
vided a starting point for a series of e-mail exchanges with students in
Japan about the war. The unit culminated in a paper about the intern-
ment. A portion of Rita’s paper follows:

A few military officials and politicians claimed that the Japanese-
Americans were a threat to the security of America because their loyal-
ties were with Japan. They claimed that they could easily sabotage
power plants, dams, and harbors. But no one ever found any evidence
that this was true. There was not one recorded case of sabotage, and
there was not one piece of evidence to support the claim that the Japa-
nese-Americans were disloyal. Why, then, were they put in concentra-
tion camps?

Two factors played an important role. First, and most obvious, was
prejudice. Americans had always been prejudiced against Asians, and the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was designed to exclude Chinese. The Im-
migration Act of 1906 was designed to bar Japanese. The second was eco-
nomic and is less known. But Japanese-Americans produced about 75%
of all the strawberries and fresh vegetables on the West Coast, and white
Americans wanted the land and crops for their own. The war gave them
the means of taking everything for themselves.
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Although not perfect, this excerpt illustrates the great improvement
that Rita achieved in her writing. Two influences worked to motivate
Rita to do better work. The first was her communication with Kumiko,
her pen pal in Japan. Kumiko knew almost nothing about the concen-
tration camps but was very interested and wanted Rita to share her re-
search information. This real audience had the effect of making Rita a
teacher of sorts, even though she may not have been fully conscious of
that role. Because she wanted Kumiko to think highly of her, Rita or-
ganized her research material and sent it to Kumiko via e-mail for her
feedback. In a sense, she was planning and drafting in meaningful
ways that then transferred to the actual writing assignment. The sec-
ond influence was the link between the language arts and the history
classes. Rita no longer was writing merely for her English teacher—
she was writing for an audience that included her history teacher and
Kumiko, different people with different levels of knowledge and expe-
rience. She knew her writing had to be clear to satisfy the needs and
expectations of both. In this situation, her language arts teacher could
more readily serve as a coach.

Simulation

One of the more effective methods for making writing assignments
meaningful is simulation. Simulation consists of asking students to
take on roles and to act in character. In history classes, for example,
students may take on the roles of soldiers, loved ones, and political
leaders in the Civil War; they then write letters, diary entries, and pol-
icy statements related to their experiences and the war. In language
arts classes, they may take on the roles of characters in books they are
reading and write any number of texts that are congruent with their
characters. In most instances, students have to research periods,
places, and events to engage successfully in a simulation, which en-
hances the learning experience. Students also seem to enjoy role play-
ing a great deal, and thus they are highly motivated by simulations. A
clear strength of simulations is that they offer students reasons to
move out of their role of student and into the role of writer.

Even though simulations offer one of the more effective ways of
making writing meaningful for students, they are not used widely for a
couple of reasons. First, with class sizes hovering around 30 or more, it
is very difficult to get all students assigned to individual roles. Second,
the amount of planning and organization required is significantly
greater than what goes into a traditional class. Although there is no
remedy for the second problem, the first one is solved through the
workshop structure, which puts students in groups of five. Each group
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then takes on an individual identity, reducing the number of roles
from 30 to 5 or 6.

An example from a ninth-grade English class illustrates how this ar-
rangement can work. The class had just finished reading Homer’s The
Odyssey. During the course of their reading, the class had discussed
the historical accuracy of the poem, Heinrich Schlieman’s excavations
during the late 19th century, his removal of ancient artifacts, and the
efforts by the government of Turkey to get these artifacts returned.
The teacher assigned a role to each work group, with one representing
a team of scholars engaged in studying the connections between the
poem and the historical site, one representing Schlieman and his crew,
one representing the German government, one representing the gov-
ernment of Turkey, and one representing a philanthropical group
working to restore the ancient ruins. Each group began researching in-
formation related to its particular role, and the teacher provided a va-
riety of writing tasks that students completed individually in their
groups. The group representing the government of Turkey, for exam-
ple, produced arguments for the return of the ancient artifacts from
Germany as well as letters demanding the same; the group represent-
ing Schlieman and his crew produced an argument justifying his exca-
vation methods and his removal of artifacts to Germany; and so on.
These activities not only led to improvements in students’ writing but
also put students in control of their own learning, with the result that
they knew far more about The Odyssey and ancient Troy than they
ever would have if they had merely read the poem.

EXPECTATIONS AND STANDARDS

Since the 1970s, researchers have conducted numerous studies into the
role of teacher standards and expectations in academic achievement.
The results have shown fairly conclusively that teacher expectations—
sometimes referred to as teacher efficacy—are one of the more impor-
tant factors in student success (Ashton, 1984; Benard, 1995; Brook,
Nomura, & P. Cohen, 1989; Edmonds, 1986; Garbarino, Dubrow,
Kostelny, & Pardo, 1992; Howard, 1990; Kohl, 1967; Levin, 1988; Perl &
Wilson, 1986; Proctor, 1984; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, Ouston, &
A. Smith, 1979; Slavin, Karweit, & Madden, 1989; Werner, 1990).
Expectation theory proposes that teachers make inferences about a
student’s behavior or ability based on what a teacher knows about a
student. Willis (1972) found that contact with students leads to the
formation of stable (and largely accurate) differential expectations
within a few days after the school year begins. The formation of expec-
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tations is normal and is inherently neither good nor bad. The critical
issues are whether the expectations are accurate and whether the
teacher maintains flexibility with regard to modifying those expecta-
tions. Inaccurate expectations are extremely problematic and will seri-
ously jeopardize a student’s chance of success.

Teachers, like all other adults, respond positively to anyone who ap-
pears interested in learning but negatively to those who appear disin-
terested, disengaged, or antisocial. This natural tendency can have a
potentially damaging effect on students and is sometimes referred to
as a “self-fulfilling prophecy.” Students who appear to be unwilling to
learn generally do not, in part because teachers are unwilling to inter-
act with them and provide them with the same level of education that
they provide to more engaged students. Cultural factors also influence
teacher expectations. Because blacks, Hispanics, and nonnative Eng-
lish-speaking students historically have manifested achievement lev-
els below whites and Asians, expectation theory predicts that teachers
will be inclined to expect less from their nonwhite and nonnative Eng-
lish-speaking students. Behaviors in class that deviate from middle-
class norms—ecalling out or talking out of t