
VISIBLE r 
to be understood; 
we write in order 
to understand. 

C. Day Lewis. 

< J 

C) 
z 
< · 

Volume XIV Number 4 
Special Issue 

Dynamics ofWriting 
The research journal 

concerned with all that 
is involved 

in our being literate 

~ H1HISIA 



VISIBLE LANGUAGE 

The research journal concerned with all that is involved in our being literate 

Volume X IV Numbe1· 4 ISN 0022-2224 

S pecia! isstte 

Guest editor 

Dynamics of Writing 

Peter Wason 
Universi ty College London 

34 1-350 Am , Crafts, G ifts, and Knacks 
Richard E. Young 

35 1-363 Conformity and Commitment in W riting 
Peter Wason 

364-375 The Effect of Conflicting Goals on W ri ting : 
A Case Study 
David Galbraith 

376-382 Writing as Conversation 
• Addendum: a Letter to a Novelist 

Richard Stack 

383-387 Mixing Levels of Revision 
David Lowenthal 

388-399 Wri ting as Problem Solving 
John R. H ayes and Linda S. Flower 

400-4 22 W riting as a Cognitive Activity 
Robert] . Bracewell 

424-427 Abstracts of Articles in French, German, and Spanish 

428-429 The Authors 

430-432 Index to Volume XIV 

"'» 

Visible Language, Volume XIV, Number 4, 1980. Published qua~ Visible 
Language, Box 1972 CMA , Cleveland, O H 44106. Copyright 1980 by Visible 
Language. Second-class postage paid at Cleveland, Ohio, and at addit ional mailing 
offices. ·~ '{f 



Merald E. Wrolsrad, Ph. D. , Editor and Publisher 

P. 0. Box 1972 CMA, Cleveland , OH 44106 

ADVISORY BOARD 

Colin Banks, Banks and Miles, London 

Fernand Baudin, Bonlez par Grez-Doiceau, Belgium 

George Bauer, University of Southern California 

Pierer Brarringa, Form Mediation International , Amsterdam 

Murray Eden, National Institutes of Health, Bethesda 

I. J. Gelb, Oriental Instirute, University of Chicago 

Kenneth S. Goodman, University of Arizona 

James Hartley, University of Keele, England 

Albert Kapr, Hochschule fUr Grafik und Buchkunst, Leipzig 

Paul Kolers , University of Toronto 

Alexander Lawson, Rochester Institute for Technology 

C. L. Lehman, Tigard School District, Oregon 

Aaron Marcus, University of California, Berkeley 

Dominic Massaro, University of Wisconsin, Madison 

Alexander Nesbirc, Newport, Rhode Island 

Thomas Ockerse, Rhode Island School of Design 

G. W. Ovink, Terrerode-Nederland, Amsterdam 

P. David Pearson, University of Minnesota 

Sharon H. Poggenpohl, University of Kansas , Lawrence 

Marvin A. Powell, Jr., Northern Illinois University 

Wayne Shebilske, University of Virginia 

Mary Ellen Solt, Indiana University 

Jack W. Stauffacher, The Greenwood Press, San Francisco 

Robert St. Clair, U niversiry of Louisville 

William C. Stokoe, Jr., Gallaudet College, Washington 

Michael Twyman, University of Reading 

_.., Richard Venezky, University of Delaware 

Dirk Wendt, Chrisrian-Albrechrs-Universitar, Kiel 

Michael Wood, University of Aberdeen 

Bror Zachrisson, Grafiska Insriruet (Emeritus), Stockholm 

Hermann Zapf, Darmstadt, Germany 

338 Visible Language XIV 4 1980 

General Information 

Visible Language is concerned with research and ideas rhar help define 
rhe u'nique role and properties of wrircen language. Iris a basic premise 
of rhe Journal that writing/read ing form a distinct system of language 
expression which must be defined and developed on irs own terms . 
Published quarterly since 1967, Visible Lang11age has no formal organi­
zational affiliation. All communicat ions should be addressed to 

Visible Language 
Box 1972 CMA 
Cleveland, OH 44 106 USA 

Telephone 216/421-7340 

Subscription Rates 

One Year Two Years Three Years 
Individual subscription $15.00 $28.00 

Institutional subscription 25.00 47.00 

Foreign subscribers: add $1.00 for postage to each year's 
subscri pdon. 

$39.00 

66.00 

All orders must be prepaid. To be honored free of charge, claims for 
missing issues must be made immediately upon the receipt of the 
next published issue. 

Back Copies and Reprints 

A folder listing the contents of all past Journal issues is available on 
request. Individual reprints are nor available. A limited quantity of 
all back numbers is available at a per issue cost of$ 3. 00 to individ­
uals and $5.00 to institutions. 

Mamtsct·ipts 

Manuscripts, inquiries about research articles, and other 
contributions to the Journal should be addressed to the Editor. A 
guide for the organization, preparation, and submission of 
manuscripts is available. Three copies of a manuscript (including 
the original) should b.co accompanied by an abstract typed on a 
separate sheer of paper. 

Advet·tising 

Derailed information for advert isers is available upon request. 

339 General Information 



Introduction 

"Any fool," wrote the poet Gray, "may write a most valuable book by 
chance, if he wi ll only tell us what he heard and saw with veracity." This is a 
nice remark and typical of the kind of thing which might have been said in 
the ordered society of eighteenth-century England. Today we are told that 
there is a "wri ting crisis," and that not only do young men and women of 
the highest education find it difficult to write decenrly, but that many do 
not want to write at all. Indeed, some academics appear to hate writing, as 
David Lowenthal and I discovered in our Times Literary S11pplement survey. 
Even within my own lifetime it seems to me that writing has become more 
of a problem for those who are obliged to write. This may be connected with 
the insecurity and uncertainty of life today and the confused state of many 
intellectual disciplines. If one does not know what to believe, or if one feels 
that so much is meaningless, it may inhibit saying anything in a way which 
literally leaves its mark on the external world. 

Anyway, my conviction in assembling these papers is that it is important 
to write in order to make sense of experience, regardless of whether one's 
interests and passions lie in the arts or the sciences, and that the process of 
writing is consequently uniquely gratifying. Hence, on June 5, 1979, I 
invited seven friends, all of whom are professionally involved in one way 
or another with the practice of writing, to contribute to a special issue of 
Visible Language; and, at the last moment, I was tempted to write an essay 
myself. I declined to restrict the scope of the contributions. For what I 
wanted to do was attract a number of distinctive articles about different 
aspects of writing. It would be wrong co suppose that there is one best 
way to understand how people write , or that one aspect of this process is 
more deserving of study than another. There is a place for hammering out 
agreements and disagreements, and we have set up a discussion group at 
University College London to consider in depth the so-called "problems" 
of writ ing. Unlike many such groups, our goal is not just talk, but a 
collaboratively written document on "the writing task." But this issue 
pursues a less convergent policy because, without benefit of face-to-face 
discussion, the problem appears to be open-ended. 

I dislike the beguiling tones of an "overview," and so I leave you with 
these papers in the hope that some may strike a chord of recognition, or 
provide a spur for further enquiry. I should like to thank all my authors for 
their work, and apologize to some for the delay in getting this collection 
into print. 

Peter Wason 
University College London 
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Arts, Crafts, Gifts, and Knacks 
Some Disharmonies in the New Rhetoric 

Richard E. Young 

Despite sharing assumptions about the val11e of studying and teaching the 
process of composing, especially the earliest stages of discovery and invention, those 
teachers and scholars who have come to be known as the "new rhetoriciaw" are 
divided on ass11mptions about the nat11re of rhetorical art, some holding a vitalist 
theory of art and composing, others holding a tech1zical theory. The theories in­
fluence judgments abo1tt what can be taught i1z the composing process and how it 
can be taught. The division creates a dilemma for the rhetoricimz since the dura­
bility of the theories and the pedagogical mccesses of both groups mggest that 
in some sewe both are right . 

Glamour and grammar or, in French, grimoire and grammaire were originally 
the same word and thus combined, even in t he vocabulary, the magical 
and rationalistic aspects of speech . 
Jacqueline de Romilly, Magic atld Rhetoric in Ancient Grttrt 

• 
1 To understand the new rheroric, at least the new school rheroric 
which is the subject of this paper, we must see it as a reaction to an' 
earlier rheroric. Hence I would like to begin with a series of statements 
by the nineteenth-century rhetorician John Genung whose textbooks, 
most notably The Practical Elements of Rhetoric (1892), helped establish the 
paradigm that has dominated the teaching of rhetoric in the United 
States for nearly a century. "Rhetoric, " he says, " is literature, taken in 
its details and impulses, literature in the making; . .. it is concerned, as 
real authorship must be, not with a mere g rammatical apparatus or with 
Huxley's logic engine , but with the whole man, his outfit of conviction 
and emotion, imagination and will, translating himself as it were into 
a vital and ordered utterance" (190 1, p. vii). ' ' 

However, Genung argues that , in spi te of rhetoric's being - in 
theory - concerned with the entire process of making literature , any 
practrcal t reatment of the subject must exclude those acts we would 
call creative, particularly those associated with the genesis of the 
composing process: "All the work of orig ination must be left to the 
wri~er himself; the rhetorical text-book can merely treat of those mental 
habits and powers whidt give firmness and system to his su gestive 
faculty ... " (1892, p. 8). 1 

Viiible Language, XlV 4 , pp. 341-350. 
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Genung makes a similar point in explaining what he means by 
"praccical rhetoric." Certain rhetorical capacities, he says, " though very 
real and valuable, are not practical because the ability to em ploy them 
cannot be imparted by teaching. They have to exist in the writer him­
self, in the peculiar bent of his nature" (1892, p. xi). 

Since creative ability cannot be taug ht , he arg ues, a practical rhetoric 
m ust be limited to the convenrions and m echanics of discourse- for ex­
ample, to the modes and structures of d iscourse , the characteristics of 
various genres, the norms of style and usage - a knowledge of which is 
valuable primarily in organizing, editing, and judging what has already 
been produced by more m ysterious powers. "Literature is of course infi n­
itely more than mechanism ," he says, "but in proportion as it becomes 
more , a text-book of rhetoric has less business with it. It is as mechanism 
that it must be taught; the rest must be left to the student h imself" 
(1892, p . xii). For Genung, then, the ability to write with ski ll requires 
both a creative g ift and a mastery of rhe craft ; bur rhe discipline of rhet­
oric is, necessarily, concerned only with craft since only that is reachable. 

By way of contrast , consider now this statement by Gordon 
Rohman, written a dozen years ago when "new rheroric" was becoming 
a fashionable term : 

Writing is usefully described as a process, something which shows contin­
uous change in rime like growch in organic nacure. Different chings happen 
ac different stages in the process of putting thoughts inca words and words 
onto paper .... We divided rhe process ar rhe point where rhe "writing idea" 
is ready for the words and che page: everything before char we called 
""pre-writing," everything after "writing" and "re-writing" .... 

What sort of "chinking" precedes writing? By "thinking," we refer co 
rhar activity of mind which b1·ingJ forth and develops ideas, plans, designs, 
nor merely the entrance of an idea into one's mind; an active, not a passive 
enlistment in the "cause" of an idea; conceiving, which includes consecutive 
logical chinking but much more besides; essentially rhe imposition of pat­
cern upon experience ( 1965, p. 106). 

For Genung , rhetoric was a body of information about the forms 
and norms of competent prose and their uses in the later stages of t he 
composing process - the rhetoric of the finished word. For Rohman, 
rhetoric includes a craft of writing bur goes beyond it , for ir also in­
cludes-and assig ns primary importance to- that effort of origination 
that Genung argues lies beyond the boundaries of a practical rhetoric. 
"Students," Rohman says, "must learn rhe structure of thi nking that 
leads to writing since there is no other 'content' to writ ing apart from 
the dynamic of conceptualizing" (1965, p. 107). 

In these statements by Genung and Rohman we can see the century­
old tradition of school rheroric and what has become rhe p rincipal 
argument against it . And this arg ument- i.e., rhe insistence on the 
importance of what Rohman calls the "dynamic of conceptualizing" and 
elsewhere "creative d iscovery"- is for many the distinctive feature of the 
new rhetoric , at least the rhetoric that is now establishing itself in the 
schools. W. E. Evans and J. L. Walker describe the difference between 
the two positions this way: 

342 Visible Language X IV 4 1980 

While rradirional rhetoric was concerned wirh ski ll in expressing precon­
ceived arguments and points of view, rhe new rhetoric is concerned wirh rhe 
exploration of ideas .... The new rhetoric, in short , is based on rhe norian 
char rhe basic process of composition is discovery ... (1966, pp. 5 3-4). 

Much of the recent work of rhetoricians has been devoted ro finding 
ways of teaching the process of discovery, of making it parr of a rhetoric 
that is both new and practical. 

2 Yet the new rhetoric is not nearly so homogenous as this character­
ization suggests , for we can d iscern in the developments to which we give 
that name two apparently irreconcilable positions. And the difference 
between them is as important theoretically and pedagogically as the 
difference between the new and the old rhetoric. 

One of these positions has been called the "new romanticism. " The 
term is Frank D 'Angelo's (1975, p. 159) and is, I think , an appropriate 
one. Though we lack the historical stud ies that permit generalizing with 
confidence, the posi t ion seems not so much an innovation in the discipline 
as a reaffirmation of the vi talist philosophy of an old romanricism enriched 
by modern psychology. It maintains that the composing process is, or 
should be, relatively free of deliberate control; char intellect is no more 
in touch with reality than non-logical processes; and that rhe act of com­
posing is a kind of mysterious growth fed by what Henry J ames called 
" the deep• well of unconcious cerebration" ( 1934, pp. 22-3). Above all , it 
insists on the primacy of the imagination in the composing p rocess. "The 
mystery of language," says J ames Miller, an advocate of this position, 

is, in large parr, rhe mystery of the processes of the imagination .... For 
coo long the assumption has been made char language used by an individual 
originates in rhe orderly processes of his rational mind, in his reason, in his 
faculty of systematic logic. Instruction in language-use has therefore been 
largely aimed ar this logical faculty, in rhe belief rhac che reaching of orderly 
processes will resu lc in good writing. The result, though, has coo often been 
nor good wricing but dead writing, obedient co all the inhibitions and re­
straints drilled into the reason, but generally dehumanized and unreadable 
(1972, pp. 3-4). 

The new romanticism presents the reacher of composition with a 
d ifficult problem: i.e., how does one reach a mystery? William Coles 
makes the point well when he says that "the reaching of writing as writ ing 
is the teaching of writing as art. When wri ting is not taught as air , as 
more than a craft or a skill , it is not writing that is being taught, but 
something else .... On the other hand, art because it is arr, cannot be 
taught" ( 1967, p . 111). Like Genung, Coles believes that the art of 
composing, as opposecR:o the craft , cannot be caught; bur ~e Genung, 
he does not on t hat basis regard a concern with the ·creative process as 
impraccical : "What is wanted, then , for the reach ing of writing as 
writ ing, is a way of reaching what cannot be taugh t, a course to '· 
make possible what no course can do" ( 1967, p. 111). ·'~r 

The solution to the dilemma is to change the role of the reacher. He 
is tO be no longer a purveyor of information about the craft of writing bur 
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a designer of occasions that stimulate the creative process. O r to pur it 
another way, the expository mode of teaching is to be replaced by the 
hypothetical mode (Bruner, 1965, p. 83). In contrasting what he calls 
the "classroom of correction" and the "creative classroom ," Miller 
(1974, p . 42) says that the latter would be "a place where language 
would be surrounded not by dogma but by mystery - the mystery of 
creation .... " And , he continues, "the teacher would be free, and would 
not be telling, but would be exploring with the students, alert for the 
spontaneous, the intuitive, the innovative." Such a si tuation need nor be 
devoid of rigor, a frequently heard accusation against the new roman­
ticism. For example, Coles ( 1978) establishes a kind of apprentice-master 
relationship with his students, encouraging them to emulate his own 
rough-minded intellectual probing and linguistic precision. They learn 
to be good stylists, in the broadest sense of that term, by observing and 
trying to imitate the way a good stylist works. If, as the new romantics 
maintain, the art of writing cannot be taught, the teacher can nevertheless 
offer students situations in which it can be learned. 

The primary difference between the new romantics and those repre­
senting the second position I want to discuss- chose we might call , for 
want of a better term , the "new classicists" - is a difference in what 
constitutes an art. For the new romantics, art contrasts with craft ; the craft 
of writing refers to skill in technique, or what Genung called "mechan­
ics, " a skill which can be taught. Art, on the other hand, is associated 
with more mysterious powers which may be enhanced but which are, 
finally, unteachable. Art as mag ic, as glamour. 

For the new classicists, art means something quite different: it means 
the knowledge necessary for producing preconceived results by conscious, 
directed action. As such, it contrasts not with craft but with knack, i.e., a 
habit acquired through repeated experience. An art , for the new classicist , 
is the result of an effort to isolate and generalize what those who have 
knacks do when they are successful. The distinction is apparent in the 
opening sentences of Aristotle's Rhetoric: 

All men . . . endeavor ro criticize or uphold an argument , ro defend them­
selves or accuse. Now, rhe majority of people do th is either ar random or 
wirh a familiarity arising from habir. Bur since borh rhese ways are possible, 
it is clear char marrers can be reduced ro a system, for ir is possible ro 
examine rhe reason why some arrain rheir end by famil iarity and ochers by 
change; and such an examination all would ar once admit ro be the function 
of an art (1959, p. 3). 

In the Rhetoric we find a clear instance of what R. G. Collingwood 
(1958, pp. 17-29) called the " technical theory of art " - art as grammar. 

Aristotle pursues the d istinction between knack and art in the 
Metaphysics (1941), where he argues that art comes to men through 
experience, emerging as they become aware of the causes of success in 
carrying out a particular activity. Both the man of experience (i. e., the 
man who has a knack) and the man who has an art can carry out that 
activi ty, but, he says, we view artists "as being wiser not in virtue of being 
able to act, but of having the theory for themselves and knowing the causes" 
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( 1941, p. 690). One crucially important implication of this difference, he 
maintains, is that the artist can teach others to carry out the activity, while 
those who merely have a knack cannot: "Iris a sign of the man who knows 
and of the man who does not know, that the former can teach , and therefore 
we think art more truly knowledge than experience is; for artists can teach, 
and men of mere experience cannot" ( 1941, p . 690). Aristotle is no doubt 
the most appropriate spokesman for this position, but it is apparent today in 
the work of rhetOricians such as R ichard Weaver, Edward Corbett, Richard 
Hughes , Albert Duhamel , Ross Winterowd, Francis Christensen, and 
those of us working on ragmemic rhetoric. As this list suggests, one need 
not be an Arisrotleian to embrace the theory. 

3 Specifically, what is it that the new classicists teach ? The question 
is worth answering in detail, partly to clarify their conception of art 
and to d ispel misconceptions, which abound , and partly co elaborate 
on what is in practice a fundamental difference between the two 
groups of rhetoricians . But a derailed answer also suggests that there 
may be a basis for accommodation between art as g rammar and art 
as g lamour. 

What is taught? The answer is "heuristics," that is, explicit 
strategies for effective guessing. H euristic procedures are not to be 
confused jlith rule-governed procedures; for if we fa il co make the 
d istinction, we end by rejecting the use of explicit techniques in 
composing since there are few rule-governed procedures possible in 
rhetoric. A rule-governed procedure specifies a finite series of steps 
chat can be carried out consciously and mechanically without the 
aid of intuition or special ability, and if properly carried out always 
yields a correct result-for example, the procedure for making 
valid inferences in syllogistic reasoning. On the other hand, a heuristic 
procedure provides a series of questions or operations whose results 
are provisional. Although explicit and more or less systematic, 
heuristic search is not wholly conscious or mechanical; intuition, 
relevant knowledge, and skill are also necessary. 

The use of heuristic procedures implies certain assumptions about the 
process they are designed to facilitate. First, their use implies a generic 
conception of the process. For co use a heuristic appropriately the writer 
must see the situation he is confronting at the moment as a specific variant 
of the kind of situation for which the procedure was designed; he must 
behave as though in some sense he has been there before. If he regards each 
situation as unique, he has no reason co believe that a technique that was 
useful once will be use(W again . Second, the use of heuristic procedures 
implies that some though not necessarily all phases of the process.c~ is 
trying to control can be carried our deliberately and rationally. That is a 
condition for using a heuristic procedure, at least whi le it is being learned 
and before it becomes a habitual way of thinking. 

If the creative process has generic features, if some of its phases can be 
consciously d irected, and if heuristic procedures can be developed as aids, 
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chen it can be caught. Or co be more precise, certain aspens of the creative 
process can be caught. We cannot reach direct control of the imaginative ace 
or the unanticipated outcome. But we can reach the heuristics themselves 
and the appropriate occasions for their use. And chis is important, for 
heuristic procedures can guide inquiry and stimulate memory and 
intuition. The imaginative act is not absolutely beyond the writer's 
control; it can be nourished and encouraged. 

These generalizations about heuristics and the technical theory of art 
become clearer if we recall Francis Christensen's generative rhetoric of the 
sentence (1967), a technique that uses form co produce ideas. After a close 
examination of the praccice of modern writers who have a knack for good 
prose-Hemingway, Steinbeck, Faulkner, et al. - Christensen identified 
four principles operating in the production of cumulative sentences, i. e., 
sentences whose modification is primarily right branching. First , that we 
make a point by adding information co the noun and the verb, which serve 
as a base from which the meaning will rise. Second, that the modifiers 
usually follow the base clause rather chan preceding it or being embedded 
in it. Third, that complexity and precision arise from various levels of 
generality in the modifiers. Finally, that density and richness are the result 
of the number of modifiers used. 

A heuristic procedure enables the writer co bring such principles 
co bear in composing by translating them into questions or operations co be 
performed. A procedure for producing cumulative sentences might look 
something like this: study what is being observed, write a base clause about 
it, cry pi ling up at the end of the clause analogies, details and qualities that 
serve co refine the original observation. The result, if the writer is observing 
well and has reasonable control of the language and the heuristic-and is 
lucky- is a sentence like 

H e dipped his hands in the b ichloride solution and shook them, a quick 
shake, fi ngers down , like the fingers of a pianist above the keys (Christensen , 
1967, p. 9). 
"In composition courses," Christensen says, "we do not really teach 

our captive charges co write better-we merely expect them to. And we do 
not reach them co write better because we do not know how co reach them 
ro write better" (1967, p. 3). What can one reach if he is interested in his 
students writing elegant and original sentences of this type? One answer is 
Christensen's four principles and the heuristic derived from them, along 
with whatever else is necessary to make their use effective. 

Consider another example, this rime from cagmemic rhetoric (e.g., 
Young, Becker, Pike, 1970). The conception of the creative process in 
cagmemic rhetoric draws heavily on the extensive psychological literature 
on creativity and problem-solving--on the work of Graham Wallas, J ohn 
Dewey, George Miller, and Leon Festinger in particular. Although the 
creative process may seem mysterious and beyond analysis, certain kinds of 
activity do recur from instance co instance . The writer feels some sort of 
difficulty or dissonance and makes an effort to understand it . H e explores 
data related to the difficulty and seeks more. He intuits tentative solutions, 
and he evaluates them. Interspersed are period_s of unconscious activity, 
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most notably between the exploration of problematic data and the intuition 
of possible solutions. Notice t hat chis conception does not insist on the 
primacy of reason nor does it repudiate non-rational aCtivity; instead it 
assumes a subtle and elaborate d ialectic between the two. In rhe conscious 
phases of the process, heuristics can be used- for example, a heuristic for 
exploring problematic data. 

If we give a very young child an object that is for him interesting and 
enigmatic he will use all his physical abilities in an effort co understand­
touching it , smelling it , shaking it, breaking it , putting it in his mouth, 
and so on. More mature minds, when confronted with problems, do 
nor abandon physical manipulation, but we do rely more heavily on its 
intelleccual equivalent . Rather than things, we manipulate symbols, which 
immensely increases the range, subtlety, and efficiency of exploration. We 
compare, contrast , classifY, segment, re-order, shift focuses of attention, 
and so on. By these means, we t ry to coax intuitions of reasonable 
solutions. To paraphrase a line by William Stafford ( 1962, p. 17), 
we do tricks in order to know. 2 

But 1 am concerned here not only with what we do when engaged 
in intellectual exploration, I am also concerned with what we can do to 
increase our control over the activity, co make it more effective chan it 
might otherwise be. The answer offered by cagmemic rhetoric is a heuristic 
based on the principles on tagmemic linguistics, a linguistic theory 
developed.primarily by Kenneth Pike. These principles, Pike maintains 
(e.g., 1964, p . 129), are universal invariants that underlie all human 
experience as characteristic of rationality itself. For example, one such 
principle (there are twelve of them) is that to describe any unit of experience 
we must know its contrastive features; otherwise we could not distinguish it 
from other units. W e must know how it can vary without losing its identity; 
otherwise we could not recognize it again. And we must know its distribution 
in various systems, since all units exist in contexts, and a knowledge of such 
contexts is what enables us to discuss roles, make definitions , predictions, 
and assumptions about appropriateness of occurrence, and in general 
perceive systemic relationships that are part of what the unit is. 

A heuristic based on these principles (Young, 1978) might ask the 
inquirer to change his mode of perception of the same unit, viewing it 
as a static, sharply defined particle, as a wave of activity, and as a field 
of relationships. In each mode he is asked to note the unit's contrastive 
features, variations, and distributions. In this way he is led through a set of 
complementary lines of inquiry that di rect his attention ro features of the 
unit he might otherwise overlook, help him bring to bear informacion that 
he already has in his memory, and identify what he does not yet know. 
"Discovery," Jerome Brt?ner observes , " ... favors the well-prt:£ared mind" 
( 1965, p . 82). We can see the exploratory procedure as a way of~ing rhe 
mind out of its habitual grooves, of shaking it loose from a sterocypic past 
that wants to be retrieved, of helping the writer get beyond the superficial 
to levels tapped by the romantic's muse. 
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The great danger of a technical theory of art , of arc as grammar, is and has 
been in the past chat it may over-rationalize the composing process. In their 
preoccupation with analysis and method, those holding the theory may 
ignore our non-rational powers, inadvertently trying to turn heuristic 
procedures into rule-governed procedures and devising strategies for 
carrying our processes that are better dealt with by the unaided mind. 
It is a danger, but it is not an inevitable consequence of che theory. 

4 I have been arguing that two conflicting conceptions of art are 
discernable in that conglomeration of developments that we call the 
"new rhetoric." The conflict, however, is not new. De Romilly has explored 
it in the rhetorics ofGorgias, Plato, Aristotle, Longinus, and ochers; it is 
clearly apparent in the work of the new rhetoricians of the eighteenth 
century and romantics like Coleridge in the nineteenth. Ic reemerges every 
time men chink seriously about the discipline. "After all," de Rom illy 
remarks, "it amounts to a struggle between the spell of rhe irrational and 
the desire to master it by means of reason ... "(1975, p. 85). 

The durability of these cwo fundamental conceptions of rhetorical 
arc and the effectiveness of the pedagogical methods based on them suggest 
that in some sense both are true-in spite of the face chat they seem incom­
patible. We can respond to this conflict by partisan denial of one of the 
truths, as some have done, though the price of partisanship strikes me as 
excessively high . Or we can cultivate a Keacsian negative capability and live 
with the conflict, exploiting one or the ocher of the conceptions as it suits 
our needs as teachers. Such a strategy is not necessarily an evasion of in­
tellectual responsibility. "Both-and" may well be, for the moment, a more 
appropriate response chan "either-or." For as Niels Bohr ( 1958, p. 66) once 
observed, the opposite of a correct statement is an incorrect statement; but 
the opposite of a deep truth may well be another deep truth. 3 Or we 
can consider the possibility chat behind arc as glamour and art as grammar 
there may be a more adequate concepcion of rhetorical arc char does nor lead 
us co affirm the importance of certain psychological powers at rhe cost of 
denying the importance of others. If we choose chis last course of action, we 
might begin by investigating more carefully than it has been investigated 
the role of heuristic procedures in the rhetorical process, since they call into 
play both our reason and our imagination. 
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l. ~ompa~e Genung's more derailed statement char "The first stage 
[of mvent10n], the finding of material by thought or observation, is the 
fun?amen~al and inclusive office of invention, rhe distinctive power char we 
des~gnare m the popular use of the term. Herein lies obviously the heart and centre 
of ltcerary production; it is what the writer finds , in his subject or in the world of 
thought, char gauges his distinction as an author. Yet chis is, of all processes, the 
one lease co be invaded by the rules of rhe rexr-book. Ir is a work so individual, so 
dependent on the peculiar aptitude and direction of the writer's mind , char each one 
muse be left for the most parr to find his way alone, according co the impulse char is 
in him" (1892, p. 217). 

2. The original (Stafford, 1962, p. 17) is 

I do tricks in order co know: 
careless I dance, 
chen turn to see 
the mark to turn God left for me. 

3. Bohr comments that "In the Institute in Copenhagen, where through chose years 
a number of young physicists from various countries came roger her for discussions, 
we used, when in trouble, often co comfort ourselves with jokes, among rhem the 
old saying of the two kinds of truth. To the one kind belong statements so simple 
and clear char the opposite assertion obviously could not be defended . The ocher 
kind, the so-called 'deep truths,' are statements in which rhe opposite also contains 
deep rcurh. Now, the development in a new field will usually pass through stages 
in which chaos becomes gradually replaced by order; bur ir is nor lease in rhe 
intermediate stage where deep truth prevails char che work is really exciting 
and inspire! the imagination co search for a firmer hold" (1958, p. 66). 

References 

Arisrode. Metaphysics . In Richard McKeon (ed.), The basic works of Aristotle. 
New York: Random House, 194 l. 

Arisrode. The "art" of rhetoric. Trans. by J ohn Henry Freese. Cambridge· 
Harvard University Press, 1959. . 

Bohr, N. Discussion with Einstein on epistemological problems in atomic 
phystcs . In Atomic physics and human knowledge. New York: John Wile and 
Sons, 1958. y 

Bruner, J. The ace of discovery. In On knowing: mays for the left hand. New York: 
Atheneum, 1965. . 

Chrisren~en,. F. A generative rhetoric of rhe sentence. In Notes toward a new 
rhetortc: Ilx essays for teachm. New York: Harper and Row, 1967. 

Coles, W. E., Jr. The reaching of writing as writing. Col/eae English 29 (1967) 
111- 116. 

0 
' , 

Coles, W. E., Jr. The plurgj. 1: the teaching of writing. New York: Hole, Rinehart 
and Wmsron, 1978. ~ 

Collingwood, R. G. The principles of art. New York: Oxford University Press 
~58 . ' 

D'Angelo, F. J. A conceptual theory of rhetot·ic. Cambridge Mass · W inthrop 
1975 . ' .. ' ~( 

De Romilly, Jacqueline. Magic and rhetoric in anciellt Greece. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1975 . 

349 Young I Arts, C1·ajts, Gifts, & K11acks 



Evans, W. H . , & Walker, J. L. New tm1dJ in the teaching of EngliJh in Jecondary 
JchooiJ. Chicago: Rand McNally, 1966. 

Genung, J . F. The practical elemmtJ of rhetoric. Boston: Ginn and Co., 1892. 
Genung, J . F. The working principleJ of rhetoric. Boston: Ginn and Co., 1901. 
James, H . The art of the novel. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1934. 
Miller, J . E. , Jr. Word, Je/f, reality: the rhetoric of imagination. New York: Dodd 

Mead, 1972. 
Miller, J . E., Jr. Everyman with a blue guitar: imagination, creativinr, language. 

ADE Bulletin (November 1974), 38-43. 
Pike, K. L. Beyond the sentence. College CompoJition and Communication, 15 

(1964), 129-35. 
Rohman , D . G. Pre-writing: The stage of discovery in the writing process. 

College CompoJition and Communication, 16 (1965) , 106-112. 
Stafford, W. With my crowbar key. In Travelling through the dark. New York: 

Harper and Row, 1962. 
Young, R. E., Becker, A. L. , & Pike, K. L. Rhetoric: diJcovery and change. New 

York: Harcourt, Brace and World , 1970. 
Young, R. E. Methodizing nature: the tagmemic discovery procedure. In Turner 

S. Kobler, W . E. Tanner, & J . D. Bishop (eds.), RetroJpectiveJ and penpectiveJ: a 
JympoJimll in rhetoric. Demon, Texas: Texas Women's University Press, 1978. 
Pp. 30-39. 

"I don't see writing as a communication 
of something already discovered, 

as 'truths' already known. 
Rather, I see writ ing as a job of experiment. 

It's like any discovery job; 
you don't know what's going to happen 

Until YOU try it ," William Stafford 
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Conformity and Commitment in Writing 

Peter C. Wason 

It is argued that conformity to stereotyped styleJ of writing tends to conceal a sense 
of commitment to what is being said. The effect is both to alimate the individ11a/ 
from the practice of writing, and to encourage a kind of obsmrantism which may be 
inimical to dear thinking. The conditions for movering a committed voice and the 
benefits of so doing are described. 

1 CONFORMI TY 
"You a member of the establishment then?" I was talking to a small group 

of trainee managers from a leading computer firm about a pet deductive 
problem of mine. "It's those funny words you use in your writing. When 
you talk to us it all becomes clear. " Remote and forbidding, my prose had 
apparently been perceived as an example of what Clai re Lerman ( 1981) calls 
the "institutional voice," cultivated over about twenty-five years co fit the 
constraints oflearned journals. I defended myself by saying that if! were to 
unpack my words for an untutOred audience, then my articles would have co 
be very m~h longer, but this argument d idn 't satisfy my managers at all. 
Still, they had a point. They felt , and I think a lot of us would agree, that a 
g reat deal of what lands on our desks is impenetratably obscure. Further­
more, they implied by the term "establishment" that it was needlessly and 
perhaps deliberately obscure. Increasingly, it would seem, the voice of a 
person with something co say is lost. 

In some cases one would be inclined to think this is a good thing. Consider 
technical reports which purport to provide no more than factual informat ion, 
e.g. "The Loads Exerted by Grass Silage on Bunker Silo Walls"-surely co 
write about that in a committed way would be inappropriate. And yet I am 
unsure. In the nineteen-fifties a flourishing group, The Presentation of 
Technical Information Group, was set up at University College London, Jed 
by the late Professor R . 0 . Kapp, precisely co study ways of rendering such 
information more interesting and palatable. I am reluctant co draw a limit 
between different kinds of writing, although I suppose that a philosophical 
paper allows more scope for commitment than a technical report. What I 
try to do in this essay is to sketch the forces which induce conformi ty on 
style, and speculate on how commitment may be recovered through writing. 

At its very worst, a peculiarly offensive st yle does seem co infect the 
literature of the social s~nces and relatively new disciplines hich borrow 
concepts from a variety of older ones, e.g., semiotics and design. This style 
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is conspicuously absent in philosophy (especially the philosophy of mind) 
and in the natural sciences. One may ask why it is tolerated and published 
when it appears to be so unintelligible. Perhaps the layman, anxious to 
increase his knowledge, is being held at arms length. 

There is a counter-argument to this criticism. In an influential book , 
Kuhn ( 1962) pointed our that even the observations of the scientist are 
determined by the paradigm in which the research is done. They are 
certainly not "objective." H ence, if something as basic as observation is 
conceptually loaded, it is hard ly surprising that the reporting of results is 
similarly affected. But this counter-argument is a defence of specialized, or 
technical , literature and I exempt such writing from my attack. The 
unfortunate tendency of the layman to dismiss anything he can't 
immediately understand will be corrected. 

1.1 Three types of obscurity 
I distinguish three t ypes of obscurity in writing; ( 1) is venial, (2) is 
unavoidable, and (3) is pernicious. 

( 1) There is a fa irly common, but relatively trivial kind of obscurity which 
resulrs from grammatical error. It is often manifested in ambiguity which 
seldom has really serious conseq uences. All of us in the trade would , I'm 
sure, be gui lty at times of this kind of obscurity if our writings were to 
be put under the microscope of the purist. We delight to pounce on it , 
especially when it occurs in our students ' essays, but I shall say no more 
about it here because I don't want (now) to be a nag. 

(2) There is the obscurity of technical , or specialized writing. A moment's 
reflection will persuade one that it is inevitable and legitimate. The 
development of knowledge in nearly every domain entails an increasingly 
specialized vocabulary so that it is notoriously difficult for experts in even 
related fields to understand each other. Some specialists affect to despise rhe 
vulgarizing works which seek to interpret such literature, but that seems to 
be their own limitation. In any case, I am not alarmed by this problem. 

(3) There is the obscurity of power which I shall call obsc11rantism. I believe 
it to be particularly important as an obstacle to effective writing. It is 
represented by the language of some social institutions, and it aims to be 
objective and impersonal. Its effect is to delimit an area of enquiry so that 
the uninitiated fai l to understand it , but remain suitably impressed by what 
t hey take to be erudition. In the social sciences, at any rate, the abstruse has 
a compelling attraccion, especially for some students who may imitate this 
style for two reasons. First, it appears to set the seal of scientific 
respectability on their own writing, and second, it need not betray orig inal 
thought or commitment. This institutional style may also be inimical to 
the exercise of thinking- a plausible hypothesis anticipated in poli tics by 

Orwell (1948), and argued with zeal by Andreski ( 1972) in relation to the 
social sciences. 
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It is with th is third type of obscurity that I am concerned . I present a 
rest to distinguish it from the obscurity of specialized language, but first I 
consider its influence on (a) academia and (b) bureaucracy. Both these 
institutions share the attempt to be objective and to impose conformity. 

1.2 The language of academia 
It is as a university teacher that I am primarily concerned about the effects 
of the obscurantist style. The issue has been admirably summed up by one 
of my correspondents who had been a student counsellor: 

"Somewhere along the line we take nice, co-operative child ren or 
adolescents, and we convince them that if you write incomprehensibly you 
are an expert, and if simply, pueri le . In fact you personally, and perhaps 
a majority of the members of staff in most univers ities, would more or 
Jess reverse that. If you write simply, you are an expert. If you write 
simply about very d ifficult topics , you are an outstanding expert . It is 
incomprehensible writ ing which is puerile. But given the apparent fact 
that most staff prefer simplicity, or at least say they prefer it , how does it 
happen that those nice, co-operative students become so invincibly certain 
of the direct opposite?" (Malcolm France, personal communication, 
5/5/1975). 

Not only students. Quite a t ime ago I offered to republish the paper of a 
friend in a Iiook I was editing if only he were to rewrite it in such a way that 
it would be comprehensible. My offer was declined. Perhaps he thought 
the paper was wrong, or intellectually worthless, even though I thought it 
highly original. After all, creative people do often denigrate their earlier 
work, or perhaps he thought the paper would be in some way Jess objective 
if it were to be expressed in p lain English. W ho can re!P Another 
correspondent illuminated for me rhe roots of conformity: 

"My own theory is that these pecul iarities of style result from an 
infer iority complex on the parr of psychologists and sociologists: (they 
are comparatively rare with physicists, biologists, doctors, etc.--except 
psychiatrists). We feel that we are not yet accepted as really scientific, so we 
try to impress ourselves and our public, by adopting what sounds like a 
scientific vocabulary. At the same time, to show how widely we read, we take 
both our ideas and our language from foreigners rather than compatriots­
in my day it was German authorities who were usually quoted (Wundt 
rather than Sherrington or Ward); later French (Binet rather than Galton); 
now of course it is American .. . 'Girls of seven have another way of saying 
the same thing' sounds roo humdrum: so it becomes 'The seven-year-old 
female school population are differentiated by an idiosyncracy (sic) in 
the strategy of their learn'fbg behaviour' . . . "(Cyril Burt, pers~ 
communication, 19/12/1969). """" 

In rather the same vein, other academics (e.g., Mahoney, 1976, p. 85; ' 
Van den Berghe, 1970, pp 97-98) have, tongue in cheek, cautioned the 
student to use "seasoned jargon" if he wants to get anywhere at all. J. Scott 
Armstrong of the W harton School, University of Pennsylvania, forgoes 
irony in saying virtually the same thing: "It soon becomes obvious that the 
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purpose of writing is noc ro communicate but to impress. The ability to 
write in an incomprehensible way is useful fo r people who have nothmg to 
say. And in the time you spend making it easier to read, you could be 
writing another incomprehensible paper" (The Times , 9/4/1980). . 

Finally, I cannot resist quoting the start of a letter by Bob Short (s1c) 
entitled "Monosyllabic Writing" which appears in Faraday's ( 1816-1846) 
unpublished commonplace book: "Sir, I think it would be well for all if our 
mode of speech could be made more plain as well in what we write as what 
we say-so that each myght read as he runs. I know there are chose who 
will laugh at this but why should they?" The criticism of verbosity and 
obscurantism is clearly not a contemporary phenomenon, but the forces 
which perpetuate it are roo entrenched to yield to individual voices. I might 
add copious examples of pretentious writing from my own data base, but I 
have done chis elsewhere (Wason, 1980). I n any case, it seems a little unfair 
co slang che efforts of my own students and associates, when anyone might 
dig up similar cases in my own papers. But it is nor just our sears of learning 
which are responsible for the cultivation of obscurantism. In fact, it pales 
in co insignificance when it is compared with che scyle of officials. In the 
spirit of fairness, and for the sake of the record , I shall describe my own 
attack on official language before returning co my target. 

1.3 The language of bureaucracy 
The language of official forms and instructions has long been accepted as a 
minor irritant and a feeble joke. I think Sheila J ones and I were the first 
academics ro become seriously interested in chis problem in the mid­
nineteen-sixties (e.g. , Jones , 1968; Wason, 1962; Wason, 1968). We even 
received a grant from the Medical Research Council co investigate it, and we 
introduced che term logical tree (which subsequently became algorithm) into 
che vocabulary of government circles. We demonstrated experimentally 
char in several cases the language of inter-related rules was almost impos­
sible co understand in continuous prose because of the complexity of the 
syntax, and we forecast chat the problem would be exacerbated in the fumre 
because the drafting of leg islation proceeds by accretion . Moreover, we 
developed a technique which, in principle, eliminates consumer difficulty. 

After a few ripples of excitement and much shuffling around from one 
government department to another, guided by a more or less benevolent 
Treasury, the interest appeared co wane. But it gees aroused again 
periodically, as one group of assiduous proselytizers after another cakes 
up the cause. The most active of these g roups coday, The Plain English 
Campaign, Jed by Chrissie Maher and Marcin Cutes of the Salford Form 
Market, have developed a missionary zeal in their desire co root out all 
symptoms of officialese. This has involved the shredding of forms in front 
of che Houses of Parliament, a gesture which apparently achieved only an 

evanescent publicity. 
The problem is a real one, and in an ideal society it would not exist, 

but it is more complex than most critics appreciate. After a fair amount of 
experience of dealing with enlightened officials spurred on by the incerest of 
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the media, ~y submission is that p iecemeal onslaughts and articulate 
advo~acy wlll change nothing. It might be an interesting psychological 
exerCise co penetrate the mental processes of the writers of official leaflets 
(as we once contemplated doing), but the dominance of bureaucratic 
obscurantism woui? _rem~in untouched because it is motivated (in a very 
broad sense) by polltlcal mterest. Lucidity is not the prime consideration of 
those who w1eld power, as even a socialist Minister of rhe Crown confessed 
to ~sin a casual remark. In such cases control is truly exerted through che 
written word: rules are made to bind people. 

1.4 The obscurantism test 
Consider, if you will , the following six extracts taken (respectively) 
from works on psychology, sociology, semiotics, philosophy of science, 
mathematics, and the philosophy of policies. The first three I shall claim 
are obscurantist, t he fourth and fifth specialized, and the sixth a model of 
expository prose. 

(A) "The purposive base of science is all roo readi ly forgotten. We are both 
pushed and pulled towards presumptions of anonymity. We are pushed 
because purpose is in our blood and creeps all too readily into what we know. 
~e have non~ of us wholly escaped our self-centred past- so self-centred, 
mdeed, that It was unaware of its own relevance." (60 words) 

(B) "An ele•ment of a shared symbolic system which serves as a criterion 
for selectio_n am_ong the alternatives of orientation which are instrinsically 
open m a Situation may be called a value .... But from this motivational 
orientation aspect of the totality of action it is, in view of the role of 
symbolic systems, necessary to distinguish a 'value-orientation' aspect." 
(And so on for another 272 words, 331 in all) 

(C) "Thus Derrida's t hought denies itself the facile illusion of having passed 
beyond the metaphy~ics of which it stands as a critique; of having emerged 
from the old models mto some unexplored country whose existence such a 
critique had implied, if only by the negation of a negation. Instead his 
philosophic language feels its way gropingly along the walls of its ;wn 
conceptual_ prison, describing it from the inside as though it were only one 
of the possible worlds of whiCh the others are nonetheless inconceivable." 
(85 words) 

(D) "We can ~ow ask the corresponding question about theory-constitutive 
metaphors: G1ven that it is possible ro employ a nondefinitional account 
of refer~nce to defend the view that theory-constimtive metaphorical 
express1_ons should be uQE;Iers~oo~ as referring,. why is this vie~ereferable 
to the v1_ew that theory-constitutive metaphoncal expressions are'non­
referential and are merely heuristically useful?" 

(E) "During the last few years some interest has been shown in the problem 
of classifying up to homotopy the spaces ofH-spaces of small rank. " 
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(F) "Methodological essentialism, i.e., the theory that it is the ai~ of 
science to reveal essences and co describe them by means of defimti~ns , can 
be better undersrood when contrasted with its opposit~, Methodc_logzcal 
nominalism. Instead of aiming at finding out what a th1ng really 1s, _a~d at 
defining its true nature, methodological nominalism ai~s at descnbmg 
how a thing behaves in various circumstances , and espeCially, w~ether there 
are any regularities in its behaviour. In ocher w~rd~, methodological 
nominalism sees the aim of science in the descnpuon of the thm~s and . 
events of our experience, and in an 'explanation' ~f thes~ events , 1.e., the1r 
description with the help of universal laws . And 1t sees 1n our language, and 
especially in chose of its rules which distinguish properly cons~rucced 
sentences and inferences from a mere heap of words , the great mscrume~t of 
scientific description; words it considers rather as subsidiary cools for th1s 
cask , and not as names of essences." · 

Wright Mills (1959) translates (B) (Parsons, 1951) thus: "People often 
share standards and expect one another ro stick co them. In so fa r as they do, 
their society may be orderly". H e claims chat this translation, which 
reduces a passage of 331 words co 23 (a ratio ofO . 07), loses non~ of the . 
explicit meaning; it contains "all chat is intelligible in it." Inspm~ by h1s 
example, I translate (A) (Holmes, 1977) as: "We are attracted to sc~ence 
because we are human beings," a reduction of 60 words to 10 (a ratio of . 
0. 17); and (C) (Jameson, 1972) as: "Derrida's thought just manages co av01d 
being memphysical ," a reduction of 85 words ro 8 (a ratio of0.09)_. !hese 
translations, following chat of Mills', aim co caprure only the expliCit 

meaning of such passages. . . 
Now we turn to prose which is obscure but not, I cla1m, obscurantist. 

(D) (Boyd, 1979) is infelicitous because the author is trying ro say too much 
in coo few words. You would have co know about "reference" and what the 
terms "theory-constitutive" and "nondefinitional" mean in contemporary 
philosophy of science, and some of t~is infor~ac.ion might ~e glea~ed from 
the context. But the syntactic frame IS clear: G1ven that It IS possible to 

employ b to defend the view chat a should be understood as c, why 1s . 
chis view preferable to the view chat a is not-e?" That is packed but It IS 
intell igible and rational. It is only the technical terms which render the 
sentence unintelligible, and the author could, I am sure, spell these out 
until we understood more chan we did initially. 

Similarly, we could find a mathematician to g ive us at le~t an inkling 
of what (E) (taken at random from a mathematical journal) 1s all about. Ifl 
knew the meaning of"homotopy" and "H-spaces" I might even be well on 
the way. I know already that the author is not concerned wi th H-spaces of 
large rank and chat the interest in classification does not extend beyond 
homotopy. Pretty useless knowledge, you may say. But che.point is that 
knowledge of this kind (or perhaps any kind) cannot be denved from (A), 
(B), or (C). (F) (Popper, 1952) is included for purposes of companson; 1t 

requires no translation. . . . . 
This analysis provides the basis for a tes t co d1scnmmate obscurantism 

from specialized language. If an adeq uace translation is shorte~ t han th~ 
text then the text is obscurantist; if it is longer, then the text 1s speCialized 

' 
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language. Thus, as we have seen, (A), (B), and (C) can be rad ically reduced 
without loss, but (D) and (E) would have to be radically expanded by an 
expert to be made comprehensible. The adequacy of such a rest obviously 
depends on the knowledge and sensitivity of the analyst. Furthermore, it 
is a test only of expository prose which purports to elucidate an argument 
directly. There is an interesting style, used especially by some philosophers 
and theologians, which is closer to poetry than expository prose; it is 
allusive and analogical. For instance, W isdom's (1952) Other Minds consists 
of an inconclusive dialogue about a well-known philosophical problem. 
The arguments are clarified through a kind of dramatic presencacion of 
contending points of view. Writing of this kind is clearly exempt from any 
test designed to assess lucidity. In justice, it seems that (A) may belong to 
this genre, and hence should not be subjected to the obscurantism test. 

2 COMMITMENT 
Intentionally, or unintentionally, an obscurancist use of language conceals 
the commitment of che author. In contrast, The Open Society and Its Enemies 
(Popper, 1952) is written with a highly distinctive and committed voice. It 
is something which is essentially human and individual ; neither a machine 
nor a committee could write in this way. And contrary to popular belief, I 
chink it cannot be imitated. It comes from having a particular attitude to 
what you '¥ant to say. But how do you find out what you have to say? 
Perhaps you knew it all along. This I seriously doubt . 

2.1 An affective problem 
"Why don't you write an article analysing exactly what is wrong with all 
chose monstrous sentences you have in that file?" somebody once said to me. 
H e thought it would be helpful to be made aware of error in writing. But in 
spite of numerous manuals, and in spite of the rather bourgeois obsession 
with the niceties of style (typified by Philip Howard's column in The Times), 
we know deep down that the possession of prescriptive rules does not 
overcome the central problem of writing. It is generally acknowledged that 
writing is hard work, but it is not like giving a lecture, or playing chess, 
which are just as intellectually demanding, but which possess sufficient 
constraints to start and terminate performance. "It's a skill, isn't it?" a 
former student has just said to me on the telephone. "Yes, it's a skill ," I 

replied. She meant that it is something which improves with practice. 
Partly right- practice is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for what 
I call "happy writing, " a kind of writ ing, familiar to experienced writers , in 
which the output is asso<?.iated with a sense of elation and commitment 
(or engagement). My answer on the telephone had ignored the affecti._ve 
problem (Wason, 1980). ' 

Any kind of serious writing involves a confrontation with the self because 
it creates an object which is both a part of the self and a part of the world of 
ideas. In reading the text, or working over it, the writer is shown a reflection 
of himself. The object can be criticized, elaborated , or destroyed. And 
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doing any of these things , I have argued, modifies the consciousness of the 

writer (Wason, 1970). 
Such processes are basically affective. They involve a perception of the 

self and especially self-esteem. Lionel Trilling told me that, when he was 
teaching rhetoric at Columbia University in the nineteen-thirties, some of 
his students expressed an admiration for his own writing, bur said they 
could nor possibly write like char because " they were nor gendemen. " A 
similar elirisr assumption, held by more than one of my friends, is that 
writing is a gift which they do not (regrettably) share. One has only to 
think about the fetishist ic rituals that some authors have performed before 
starting to write, in order to appreciate that writing, or at any rare happy 
writing, does not seem to respond to a volitional act . One does nor surround 
oneself with rot ten apples before sitting down to do the income tax; there is 
no need to invoke a muse for such a menial task. Elsewhere I have disputed 
chis "natural function theory" (the wait-for-it effect) as stemming from our 
romantic notions of creativity, and I cited journalism 
as a counter-example. But I am now inclined to chink I was wrong. 

Happy writing demands a relaxed attitude. All too often , most 
individuals are convinced char writing is going to be difficult, and so of 
course it does become difficult and peculiarly unpleasant . Hence I am 
impressed by some of the techniques advocated by Rohman ( 1965), such 
as analogical exercizes, in his "prewriting method." Like medication, or 
prayer, writing depends on an inner dialogue which is non-volitional. It is 
something which is not entirely under conscious control. The importance of 
this problem has been more widely acknowledged in the United States with 
the attention paid to writing workshops in university departments. More 
conservative academics, of course, will view this particular scene with 
scepticism and distaste because it touches on the emotional life . 

2.2 The myth of conceptual innocence 
One might entertain the romantic fantasy that voice has been lost through 
experience. One might suppose chat in some golden age we saw rhe world 
with fresh eyes, and could write about it in an unaffected way, and that we 
ought to be able to recover that vision. This idea which derives from Blake, 
Rousseau, and Wordsworth (among others) is obviously attractive and does 
not seem to me entirely false. It is attested by the aesthetic quality of young 

children's drawings. 
In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (Pirsig, 1974) the protagonist 

Phaedrus, a teacher of rhetoric, encounters one of his students who wanes to 
write a five-hundred-word essay about the United States. This is never even 
attempted. Success only comes when the topic is finally restricted : "Narrow 
ir down to the front of one building on the main srreet ... rhe Opera House. 
Starr with the upper left-hand brick." The result is a five-thousand-word 
essay. This release from a block is attributed to a fresh found ability to look 
and see rather t han co repeat what she had already heard so many times 
before. As a result of trying out further exercizes, Phaedrus concludes that 
the compulsion co imitate (absent in young children) has to be broken down 
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before real rhecoric teaching could start The reco f · · h ' d . . . . very o voiCe JS ac teve 
throug~ detatled_ descnpnve writing. The analysis seems to me basically 
correct. conform tty to a stereotyped objective standard has a stultifying 
effect_ on the writing of most students. The value of the exercize however 
remams unclear. Th~ cr!tical question is whether such writing ;auld hel~ 
the 1nd1v1_dual to wnte 10 other ways, especially in more abstract or general 
ter~s whtch d~ n~t dep~nd o_n observation. At any rate, Nancy Kuriloff, a 
wnnng therapist 1n Cal1forma, w~o s_pecializes in the treatment of writing 
block, seems to have developed a s1mdar technique: "Write about stone 
.. · · Don:.t sr~p . Don't correct. If you gee stuck, write about how it feels to 
~et stuck. (~tme:· 141~/1980). She has a profound but simple point: rhe 
1mportan~ r~10? ~n .. wrmng is to ~eep going. The superior wisdom of 
everyman s Cnt1c (as she calls a ) muse be denied . 

2.3 Discovery 
In 1970 the editor of PhyJics Bu/Leti11 invited me to write an article on 
writing _s~ientific pap~rs, perhaps expecting some useful hints and rules of 
composition put ~ver 1n an encouraging manner. He received an hypothesis 
abour.the generanve power of writing, and I received six requests for 
?ff-pnnts. (Wason, 1?70). My technique, described in char paper, consists 
10th~ se_nal_alternatwn of two distinct modes of writing : (a) an uncritical 
extenonza~wn of thought , and (b) a critical re-writing of the exteriorized 
mass. H ardey (1980) claims that this technique is idiosyncratic and I am 
delighted to hear that I escape the charge of redundancy. My ar~ument is 
that when these two modes are allowed to interact (successively between 
drafts, not concurre~dy within drafts) they facilitate, clarify, and enlarge 
thought. Happy wrmng becomes an important source of discovery. Let me 
repeat myself and say just a litd e about these two modes. 

Exter!orization ~ay s~em inimical to intellectuals because it implies rhe 
productiOn o~ an object m a free-associative manner, akin co Freud's primary 
proc~ss. Particularly repugnant , one would think, is the toleration of the 
rubb1sh often produc~d by this mode. So much incoherent, hackneyed, and 
altogether bad matenal may tempt the writer to correct as he goes along, 
?r s~a~t.afresh. Such a bow towards Kuriloffs "Critic" tends to induce 
mh1bmon because rh~ mode of trying co say something cogencly interferes 
wa _h the mode of find10g out what co say at all. This would be rhe point ar 
wh1ch the pen is laid down on the desk. 

The more considered mode which attacks and moulds the exteriorized 
object in a critical way would also appear alien to many individuals. 
Personally, I find it congenial to see what I think and then analyse what 
I say. However, M~rray kl-~78) in a perceptive essay claims it P.Ossesses 
a vaguely clan~~stme quality. H e argues that rhe discovery of~ning 
through re-wn_nng from the "zero draft" has nor been studied because it has 
nor b~en expen enced (or admitted) by writers in rhe less imaginative forms 
of wnt10g, an~ becaus~ iris nor considered academically respectable. Two 
pr?fessors of h1s acquat~rance. iml:'lied that they were ashamed of writing in 
thts way, and dtd not dtscuss It w1th their students. My own experience 
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confirms that many individuals simply do not kn~w what it me~ns to 
re-write anything in a different way. One of my fn~nds even cla1ms that her 
successive drafts get worse instead of better. There~~'. to a la~ge number of 
people, something odd about the very ~dea_ of re-wnnng. Is It ~hat 
unconsciously re-writing is like prevancatiOn m speech? Or 1s 1t connected 
with the idea that self-expression implies a self whjch is somehow sacrosanct 
and inviolable? 

The thesis that discovery (or invention) is a function of writing, and 
especially of re-writing, is more fami liar to rhetoricians (e.g., Young, 1978) 
t han to experimental psychologists. Techniques of writing need to be_ . 
developed in the psychological laboratory which might enable the md1v1dual 
to be liberated from that tunnel vision which forces only a narrow pomt of 
view, and hence precludes discovery. Our experience suggest that some 
school children are highly receptive to novel techniques in composition 
(Wason and Williams, 1978). The Whorfian hypothesis (that language 
moulds thought) does seem to have stronger claims in writing than in 
speech. This, of course, is an optimistic declaration which_befits 
publication in an American journal. Actually, I am sanguine t~at the . 
undoubted fruits of writing can be captured in an experimental mvesttgatlon. 
The counter-argument is that the control entai led by an experiment is 
incompatible with the conditions for happy writing. 

2.4 Therapy 
Committed writing may be (in computer terms) a unique way to empty the 
store so that more space is made available for new ideas. It follows that what 
is written is not necessarily of value to anyone else. The writing of angry 
memos, without sending them, is proverbially supposed to have a cathartic 
effect on the emotions of frus t rated managers. Similarly, the headaches 
caused by intellectual confusion might be alleviated by putting them down 
on paper. I owe this interesting hypothesis to a conversation with Ivor 
Stilitz, and recently observed a concrete instance of the effect which was 
more compelling than any experimental result. 

June 10, 1980. Jan Smedslund from Oslo discusses with me some 
problems of rationalit y and the extent to which _this i_s an empirical _issue. I 
am not conscious that I can help much beyond l1stenmg sympathetically. 
He is blocked in rus thinking about the problem, and tells me that this is 
stopping him from writing. I suggest (of course) that it might help to write. 

The next day he telephones to say that immediately after leaving me he 
wrote for two hours without interruption and covered four pages. "What 
came out was totally unexpected, and this really surprised me. "It was also 
wrong, but it apparently clarified the topic, and enabled the writer to locate 
the source of the block in his thinking. Thus a conceptual difficulty had 
been illuminated, not by thought or discussion, but by emptying the store 
of defic ient material. 

I was blocked before writing this essay, and indeed, I could not decide 
whether to write it at all. This indecision is unusual for me because I generally 
find writing can be relied upon to put myself into a good mood. Moreover, I 
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set myself fi rm deadlines which I invariably meet ahead of time. On holiday 
I realized I was not taking my own medicine, so I wrote down a kind of 
scenario which, like Smedslund 's piece, was also unplanned (see appendix). 
On reflection, it represented a statement to myself of how I stood at the 
moment of writing, but the effect was to make me feel less alienated from 
my own thoughts and feelings. I experienced a disproportionate exaltation 
after having written something objectively trivial . And in a couple of days I 
was at last able co begin a first draft without roo much trouble. It was as if 
this writing of a scenario had to be done before more serious work could start. 

Let me cite one more example, a more serious one, of writing which may 
achieve a similar purpose. In 1979 Virginia Valian sent me some essays in 
explorarory self-analysis written in a particularly fluent and natural style. 
Many of the topics clustered round the problems of being a woman in a 
predominantly male academic world. For instance, the attitude cowards 
difficulties in cooking and in academic work are compared. The overall 
impression to me was that such writing was an attempt co render an 
individual life more meaningful and coherent. What interested me, 
however, was that the author possessed an unusual need co write, for just 
these purposes, and I pointed this out to her. She confessed that, before 
reading my letter, th is idea would have seemed incredible because of the 
pain she experienced in writing, but now its truth seemed obvious. Indeed, 
the essays are being cast in the form of a book, A Life's Work. 

These tleree examples, Jan Smedslund's, my own, and Virginia Val ian's, 
illustrate the therapeutic power of committed (and yet perhaps involuntary) 
writing. It is evident that such writing may empty the score, or, at a higher 
level, impose a pattern on daily experience. And perhaps for some people 
this kind of writing is necessary (even though it may not be recognized as 
such) in order to get on with the main business of living. My constant 
attempts co cajole fr iends and colleagues into writing may have some 
rational justification. 

3.0 CONCLUSION 
Beneath the surface of this essay there is the continuous awareness of the 
sorrow and difficulty which so many people experience in writing. It has 
been written in the faith that this apparent difficulty is not resolved by 
exhortation or by precept, but that it can be overcome if only such people 
were co free themselves from t he tutelage to stereotyped models co which 
they assume (consciously or unconsciously) that they should conform. 
Through the process of writing and re-writing a committed voice can be 
recovered in which such individuals are allowed to find out what they think, 
say what they think, an'ibthen srop. To them this essay is dedicated. 

" 
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APPENDIX 

A scenario: the setting of a scene:] ttly 17 • 1980 . . 
1 Let me set the scene . I am w ri t ing th is in ou r Su ffolk ~ottage. I t ~~ a t ypiCa 

summer day - cold , damp, and overcast. This _m ornmg I mowe ~n 
incredible amount of grass , and then had a n ap m t he_ aftern~on . Mmg ai n 

d c S dbury market to announce tha t she IS starn ng a camp g 
returne rrom u · . · d · d d 
fo r the m ore humane treatment of pigs. I think this IS a splen I cause, an 

we talk ab out it . After a bit I contin ue to stare out of t_he w mdow . Twof 
c rammed note-books and four fi les lie on my desk g iv ing the Ill usiOn o 
industry and scholarsh ip. Away from it a ll , as they sar no studen ts ,[, no 

committees, no tedious b us journeys to Co llege, t ? e Ideal Sltuan_on o r 

d . k Perhaps We have a n ice vegetanan m eal. I wnte down a p ro ucnve wor . · · 1 · 
cou le of sentences , and t hen stomp about my study. I walk m to t 1e mam 
roo~ only to be confronted by M r. R eagan a t the R epublican Conven u o n. 

Even this does not d epress me; I cannot get o n b ut I am totally preoccu p ied . 
I write d own a few m o re sentences , stoke u p the bo ile r, an d _chen dec ide to 

bed But a torrent o f thou g h ts assails me as soon as I h1t the pdlow. A 
go tO · f · · bl k N t 
fam ilia r s itua t ion, I can hear you say ing: a case o w riting . oc · 0 d 
familia r to me. W ell, instead of making su ch a fuss abou t 1t: you sho~l 
write tha t other p aper - you know, t he o ne abou t p ragm_an cs- which 
will robably g o much b etter. You haven ' t wri tte_n anythm~ fo r at least four 

ph k ow (At t his point the scenan o turned m co a dmlogu e m ont s, you n · · · · 
with m yself. ) 

Shop H ill Cottag e , Alphecon, Suffolk. 

"The impulse of the pen. 
Left alone, thought goes as it will. 

As it follows the pen, it loses its freedom . 
It wants to go one way, 
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the pen another. 
It is like a blind man 

led astray by his cane, and what I 
come to write 

is no longer what I wished to write." 

Visible Language X IV 4 1980 

Jules Renard 
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The Effect of Conflicting Goals on Writing 

A Case Study 
David Galbraith 

.r . . diffi ulties arises from a conflict between 
It is proposed that a major source OJ wrttt;%. tl ~~to problems in both generating 
the goals of expression and pre;n~a~OII. tel~n ::hich the effect of this conflict is 
and revising prose. A case stu y IS r~:n lleviate the problem are described. The 
illmtrated and some exer:mJ ddes~gne do ad elated to aspects of self presentation 
effectiveness of these exerases rs zscmse an r 
in writing. 

1 The source of writing difficulties . 
f · erished in companson Why does written thought so o ten appear ~~pov . ' H . 
· h d 1 ts creatiOn' ere IS one 

wi~h t~edrefle~ti:e thofughhrp;:~~~::~;~~: way he overc~me it (Winograd, 
wnter s escnptwn o t e 
1980, p. 209). . 

. h . a structured argument, presentmg a 
In its carllest dra~ts, t IS pape~ was . criticizing prevailing approaches 
compreh~nsl~~ view of cog~ltt~~~~c~~~~d advocating a new way oflooking 
to thh~ stu Aylothoa~gg~~~~;:ngly believed in the approach it o.utlined, 
at t mgs. . . h · had m my own 

h . d ·dn't have the conviCtiOn on paper t at It .. 
some ow It I d. in attempts at reorganiZing and 
refle~tion. ~f;:~i~~Tt~a~s~~~:ea!as ~mismatch between the nature ofdwhat /If 
rewntmg, r . h.h l 11 in tosayit ... . lfoun myse 

~~~:i~~ ::~~;~t:~1;~t ~:~e;ctha::;~stiJy ifs destination ,finding that in the 
flow, the ideascameacross more clearly . (my emphasiS) . 

. er 1 shall claim that this conflict between form and content IS 
In this ~ap f . . d.fficulty and that it arises because of the way 
the maJOr source o wntmg 1 

eople go about writing. . · h h. h 
p W . . conceal thought because of the relauve ease Wit w IC . 

nung can · 1 t:: hey occur m 
~ erience Ideas are not essenua lOrms' t 

we trans orm our ~xp 
1
· goals change so do the contents of 

h s of achlevmg goa s-as our f 
t e phrocegsht Writing because it involves goals over and abov~ ~hos; o 
our t ou · • · d Th s rpnsmg rea cure 
reflective thought, necessarily transforms our I eas. e. u ~ has a 

. transformation is not that it takes place, but that It so o ten 
odf this ental rather than a beneficial effect on reflective thought .. Fluent 

etnm .1. · d goal· 1s m 
and effective writing depends on reconCI mg tOpiC an , , 
Winograd's terms, matching content to form. 

Visible Language, XIV 4, PP· 364-375. Wa 
Author·s address: Psycholinguistics Research Unit, Wolfson House, 4 Stephenson y, 

London NW l 2HE CMA C1 1 d 
0022-2224/80/ 1000-0364$02.00/0© 1980 Visible Language, Box 1972 • eve an • 

OH 44106. 
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How do topic and goal become dissociated in the first place? Writing 
involves a variety of goals, not all of which are directly related to the topic. 
It is the way these goals are achieved that governs whether this dissociation 
occurs. Let me outline three types of goal in writing. First, and most 
obviously, there is expression per se, the formulation of ideas in words. 
Second, there is coherence; the ideas must be structured to show their 
relative importance and interrelationships. Finally, writing fulfi lls a variety 
of social functions; it illuminates, persuades, impresses, ere. Above all, it 
presents an image of the writer, be it scientific and detached, or personal 
and impassioned. Now obviously rhe way a person expresses himself can be 
more or less coherent, and more or less impassioned ; the distinction is 
between whether he sets out to be so, or becomes so in rhe process of 
expression-only in the first case can he be said to have a goal. The goal of 
expression places no constraints on the form of the final product; whereas 
the goals of coherence and self-presentation do. This means rhar when the 
latter goals govern the form in which ideas are expressed, there is the 
possibility that rhe ideas will be distorted . The writer's thoughts will be 
governed by the need to be coherent and the image he has of himself in the 
particular social context rather than by the topic alone. He wi ll not say what 
he thinks, but what he thinks he thinks, or, even more confusing, what he 
thinks he ought to think. 

This idea, that writing is disrupted by a conflict between expression 
and presen~ation has been proposed by W ason (1970) and Elbow ( 197 l) 
(see also Wason, this journal). From their experience with their own and 
others' writing they suggest conflict can be removed by separating rhe 
two processes. In Wason 's words, his firs t draft consists of an "uncritical 
exteriori zation of thought," while later drafts consist of a critical 
rewriting. Form emerges from what has been expressed rather than 
being imposed on the process of expression. This separation of goals 
enables the writer to express himself more fluently and alleviates the 
anxiety engendered by their conflict. Furthermore, this mode of writing 
leads to the generation of novel ideas, so that, not only do "the ideas 
come across more clearly .. . in the flow" as Winograd found, but new 
ideas emerge in the course of writing. The gradual development of 
intention ensures that goal and topic are united. 

I will return to this idea that novel trains of thought are stimulated 
in the course of writing. Bur now, let me add the proviso that the 
extent of the conflict presumably depends on the fami liarity of the ideas 
the writer is expressing, and that there may well be other ways of over­
coming it. However, when ideas are in the process of development , 
their form will be uncertain, and imposing form on expression will 
lead ro conflicting trainlbQf thought. By contrast, when the goals of 
expression and presentation are separated, then form will e~Nrom 
content and confl ict wi ll be avoided. Writing, rather than impoverishing 
ideas, will make them more purposive. I want now to present a case 
study in which I have explored the effects of these contrasting methods 
on a writer's performance. 
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A Case Study 

The writer in question, whom I ha•ve g iven the nom de pl11me of Carolyn, 
was writing her doctoral thesis. Ironically it was concerned with the way 
in which postgraduates cope with the demands of a Ph. D.-indeed, one 
of her findings was of how widespread her own difficulties with writing 
were among other postgraduates. In her case, these d ifficulties were of 
two kinds; she found it very difficult to start writing at all and then to 
keep going; secondly, both she and her supervisor found the final 
product disjointed and lacking in conviction. 

The study rook the fo llowing form. I tried to discover her intentions 
and ideas through our discussions and her writing. I then suggested 
ways of writing which might alleviate the conflict in goals which I 
thought responsible for her problems. 

In order to present this I have summarized two concept ions of her 
research- from before and after "therapy. " I shall call these the 
Institutional Conception and the Private Conception (hereafter I C and 
PC respectively). I shall suggest that I C, designed to ach ieve a set of 
extrinsic goals (i.e., those she deemed appropriate for a Ph.D. thesis) 
distorted her own ideas about the topic and led to incoherent prose. I 
shall then describe the course of therapy and show how rhis led to the 
emergence of PC, designed to achieve a set of intrinsic goals (i .e. , those 
appropriate to her topic) which had a beneficial effect on her writing 
and thinking. Finally I shall discuss the features of the therapy 
responsible for the change in the way she thought and wrote. 

2 The Institutional Conception 
The fo llowing summary, constructed from our discussions (unquoted) and 
extracts (in quotes) of her writing, shows Carolyn's initial conception of her 
research. I shall try co show that her goal was to present her ideas according 
to a stereotyped and institutionally acceptable form. This form led to a 
particular way of writing and thinking which resu lted in unsatisfactory 
prose and obscured her ideas. 

A variety of people, incl11ding academic JllpervisorJ and jo11ma/ists, have expressed 
dissatisfaction with the remits of the Ph.D. training. Areas of concern have been: 
supervision, writing the thesis, and the concept of originality. There is, how!fver, no 
systematic information on the factors involved in doing research. The present work has 
been based on the ass11mption that "the aim of the training is to prod11ce an 
a11tonomom research worker." "The passive learning model ofreceiviug knowledge 
and infon/lation is not appropriate to the st11dy of the process of doing a Ph.D." The 
!iterat11re on creativity aud problem solving is relevant became the" Ph. D. degree is 
awa1·ded for an original con11·ib11tion to knowledge." The most s11itable method of 
"establishing some basic data and concepts for f11rtber investigation and d!fVe!opment" 
is one involving "a longitudinal, idiographic approach. " Repert01y grids are ideal 
for providing Jllch infomJation, especially since they allow m to enter the world of 
the mbject. . . . 
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"In order to begin to understand the processes involved in changi11g the new 
postgrad11ate into an autonomom research worker in three years, a case swdy 
approach was med that incotporated the theories and methods of personal constmct 
psychology. Some of the questions that have been asked are: 
I. \'(/hat is the role of the s11pervisors in the development of self-confidence by 

their st11dents? 
2. How do postgrad11ates impose stmct11re and plan their work? 
3. \fl hy is writing the thesis so diffimlt and what is the role of writing in the 

research itself? 
4. In what ways do the postgrad11ates' perceptions of what they are doing change as 

they progress through their co11rse?" 

This conception was designed to accommodate her readers' hypothetical 
demands, rather than express her own ideas about the topic . It can be seen 
as her response to four questions: Why ?, Other Research ' , Method?, and 
Framework' The way she answered these questions was governed by the 
threatening nature of her relationship to her readers, who would after all be 
her examiners. This combination of stereotyped outline and socially derived 
anxiety governed the form in which she expressed her thought. Thus, to 
Why?, she cited examples of others' concern , relying on external authority 
rather than her own formulation of the problem and presenting herself as a 
mere collector of information about a previously unexplored topic. To 
Other Rese1rch?, she provided a brief review of some work on learning, 
problem-solving, and creativity , despi te her own opinion that it was 
irrelevant and her sketchy knowledge of the area . She fe lt , in fact , char there 
was li ttle relevant literature, but rather than admit this or find our more 
she chose co try ro cobble some together. She was also very anxious about' 
the scientific status of her methods, so her Method was justified in vague 
terms as necessary in "long-term," "i n-depth, " "idiographic" research. 
Finally the Framework was presented as a list of four questions which 
appeared as iffrom nowhere , without any discussion as to why these 
questions should be more important than any others. 

Carolyn, rather than pursuing a t rain of thought, was trying to 

manufacture one which would satisfy her readers. This meant she had g reat 
difficulty in expressing herself at all; her writing, lacking any natural 
momentum, was continually postponed or interrupted. Over and above the 
inhibiting effect these goals had on her expression, they also showed 
themselves in a variety offeatures of the fi nal produce. More importantly, 
her misrepresentation ofherselfled to a particular framework for the 
problem which prevented the development of her thought. I want now to 
consider the effect of I C on these latter two aspects-her prose and her 
thought. co 
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The effect of I C on her prose. 
First her prose Jacked coherence because of a Jack of specifici ty in her 
imp:essions of her readers. They seemed to require certain topics to be 
included but these topics weren't related to one another, so that the 
Jinks bet~een them were weak. For example, she described some "scudies 
of research" with little comment, then sa1d, "These findings are very 
similar to those of psychologists working in the area of problem-solving 
and creativity." This was followed by a brief summary ~: som~ results of 
some research in creativity. Finally, she concluded that The ilceracure on 
creativity overlaps chat on problem-solving as both are concerned With 
originality. They are relevanc to t he study of postgraduates learnmg .to 
do research because the Ph. D . degree is awarded for makmg an ongmal 
contribution to knowledge." These straws were made to appear bricks by 
her use of vague authoritative sounding phrases such as "the autonomous 
researcher," "a longitudinal, idiographic approach ," and "the passive 
learning model of receiving knowledge and informacion is not 
appropriate to the scudy of the process ~f doing a Ph. D. " . 

Her conception of what was required meant , not only that topiCS were 
spuriously linked , bur that the concenc of these passages was su~erfluous. 
For example, "The Ph. D . degree usually cakes three years from mceptwn 
co completion, so chat the process involved in getting from sr~rt to fim.sh 
will be well stretched our. The changed perception of an actiVIty after It 
has been completed is probably due to what occurs during the process of 
getting from the anticipated (or prospect ive) co the retrospective stage." 
This expansion and repetition of redundant information contrasted w1th 
rhe extreme compression of her own ideas. The amount she wrote about 
a topic seemed to be related to the extent to which it conformed to her 
plan rather than its intrinsic interest. Thus ".Personal cons truct theory 
was fi rst introduced by Kelly as a result of h1s expen ences m supervlSlng 
postgraduate students" received no further comment. Presumably this 
d id not conform to the themes of a "poverty of information" or the need 
for "id iographic methods in explorarory research". 

Carolyn's attempt to conform to her readers' demands led to a poorly 
interrelated plan consisting of isolated topics. In order to make th1~ plan 
appear coherent unimportant points were elaborated, stereotyped p~eces 
of jargon were introduced, and potentially important top1cs were e1ther 
compressed or ignored. Her writing Jacked conviction because she 
imposed an inappropriate form on the expression of her thought. 

The effect of I C on her thought 
Apart from making it difficult for Carolyn to write about her ideas, 
I C had a detrimental influence on her thought. It prevented her from 
developing her ideas about the topic and confused and inhibi ted the ideas 
she already had. It led to a particular way of looking at the problem 
which conformed to her theme. Since this Jacked coherence the problem 
appeared as four isolated questions, the contents. of which were derived 
from "areas of concern." This framework then b1assed the way she mrer-
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preted the results of her data. Thus she summarized che results of 
interviews of students and their supervisors as shown in Table I. 

TABLE I. 
"\'(Ibm a super-visor pnwides a student with the clem· g11idance and well 
stmct11red situation that he requires, the contented st11dent takes 1mtil almost 
the end of his degree co11rse to become an a11tonomom researcher. Conversely tuhen 
a student has to organize his own work and understand learning as an active 
seeking ottt of information rather than a receiving of knowledge from his mper­
vtsor, then autonomy develops from that experience by about halfway thro11gh 
his co1trse, if he does not drop 0111. " 

The three pages of which Table 1 is a summary consisted of similar 
assertions, without any evidence of their grounds or discussion of their 
import. To conform to her presentation of herself as a "collector of infor­
ma~ion," the i~terviews --:ere reduced to bald statements of fact. Aspects 
wh1ch she obvwusly cons1dered important, such as autonomy (the phrase 
"autonomous researcher" recurred throughout the piece), were left unex­
plained and unexplored. The framework which had developed from I C 
was effectively a barrier to any further interpretation of her results. 

In this s~tion I have tried to show the pernicious effect of I C on 
Carolyn's writing and thinking . Much of this argument has rested on 
the implication that she could do better under other ci rcumstances. In 
the next section I shall describe the procedures I recommended to help 
alleviate the problem and shal l show how these led to the emergence of 
a pnvate conception which did indeed have a more beneficial effect on 
her writing and thinking. 

3 Therapeutic procedures: (a) Telling a story 
I a~tributed ~he source of Carolyn's problem to her attempt to impose 
an mappropnate .form on the expression of her ideas. The therapeutic pro­
cedures were des1gned to help her exteriorize her thought in the manner 
advoc~ted in the introduction. I hoped that she could then use this repre­
sencanon of her 1deas as a means of developing a form which was 
compatible with the topic. 

Initially I suggested that she write about the interviews, letting her 
progress be governed by her thoughts as they came to mind. She found, 
however, that she was unable to produce anything other than a discon­
nected series of note~ (ont::re~ection this ':as hardly surprising~en the 
vague nature of the mstrucnons). Accordmgly I suggested she desc-ribe 
the course of the relationship between one student and his supervisor in 
the form of a story- beginning at the beginning and allowing "events 
to take the1r course." This was designed to overcome the anxiety, which 
the totally unstructured task had stimulated, by providing a minimal 
amount of organizat ion to narrow the range of the topic. I hoped that the 
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k ld b ended enough to allow her to pursue any interesting 
tas wou e open- . h 
ideas that occurred, but would be sufficiently organ1zed to prevent t e 

need for spurious links and jargon. . 
She completed this task in a day, pro~ucmg a five-page profile, 

effortlessly by comparison with her prevwus tortuous attempts. One 
of rhe people who read the result complimented her on her unaffect~d 
language and the concision with which she descnbed events. The p1ece 
still read, however, as a matter-of-fact descriptio_n of the relat1onsh1p; 
its continuity stemmed from the natural successiOn of events rather than 
from the interpretation she had given them. Thus, although the story 
fo rmat had enabled her tO write fluently and clearly, It had not led to the 
emergence of new ideas . I said earlier that 1 C resulted in t.he expansiOn 
of superfluities and the compression of her own 1deas - th1s t~sk 
removed rhe superfluities but without a correspondmg expanslO~ of her 
own ideas. Carolyn, however, was enthusiastic about the ease w1th wh1ch 
she had produced the profile and decided to write up the other . 
student/supervisor relationships in rhe same way. These.were agam 
clearly and fluently expressed but lacking i~ interpretation. Th1s form 
appeared to be compatible with the expresswn of her 1deas, but too 
stereotyped to allow their further development. T he next exerose was 
designed ro bring about the development of her 1deas. 

(b) Revision: A conflict between reading and writing . 
The idea chat the conflict between goals can be alleviat~d b~ a senes 
of drafts depends on rhe writer's ability to read and rev1se h1s own work. 
I had hoped that Carolyn would be able to. use r~vision as ~ mea~s of 
introducing more interpretation inro her d1scuss10n of. the lnterv~ews. I 
asked her to rewrite rhe profile, introducing her own mrerpretanon of 
evenrs· the revised versions were, however, almost unchanged except fo r a 
few al~erations of grammar and order. This inability r_o rev1se was one of 
rhe most prevalent of her difficulties, and the most d~sheartenmg for the 
idea that separation of goals might alleviate the conflict . . 

Initially I suspected char her method of revision was respons1ble; she 
tended to read through her prose, altering passages as she read and was 
extremely reluctant to introduce completely new passages. Two factors 
could have been at work here. First, focusing on her prose, sentence by 
sentence, might have overwhelmed her with detail, and pr~vented h~r 
from extracting the overall theme. Second, alterations and 1nrroducrwns 
might have threatened rhe coherence of rhe complete passage. Both of 
these would have occurred because she was fixated by the presenc.e of her 
words before her. I therefore suggested she read through rhe profde, put 
it aside and write a summary of it, noting the most important pomts. 
She could chen use rhe summary as a basis for rewriting. ~~en she 
rewrote, however, it remained virtually identical to the ongmal. 

On reading her summary the reason for this failure became 
apparent. Earlier she had made an outline of the rop1cs relevant to . 
her resu lts which was based on I C. The summary corresponded to tillS 
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outl ~ne and ignored ocher equally important points mentioned in the 
profde. I~ other words, her reading of her own prose as well as her 
earl1er Wnt1ng was governed by I C. The most peculiar aspect of chis was 
that ~hen she rewrote the profile the points ignored in rhe summary 
were mcluded once again. So the first draft of the profile was governed 
by t~e srory format and included d ifferent material ro I C. The summary 
of th1s proftle conformed ro I C, bur the rewrite of the profile included 
the points ignored in the summary. 
. This suggested ro me that she was unaware of her own interpreta­

tiOn of ev~nts- I C was imposed on her thought by default. The story 
form, .wh.de 1t enabled her ro organize her prose more coherently chan 
1 C, ~~~n t prov1d~ her With an alternative interpretation. One way our 
of th1s Impasse m1ghr be through a different method of revision . This 
would involve forcing the summary ro relate ro the contents of the 
profile rather than her expectations. First, she would have to write a 
sentence sumn:arizing each paragraph of the profile; secondly, she would 
have to use th1s summary ro write a completely new profile. Revision 
would be governed by what she had actually said rather than by what 
she thought she had sa1d. Unfortunately I was unable ro rest chis 
idea with her. 

The kernel of this idea- that an artificial procedure might force the 
abandonment of I C - guided my final attempt at therapy. 

• 
(c) A sense of threat 
Carolyn appeared ro lack a conceptual framework for her research. 
This lack of organization led ro a sense of threat whenever she contem­
~lared writing . She rr~ed to overcome th is by manufacturing a form ro 
1m pose on her expressiOn - I C. This inhibited rhe expression of her 
ideas, led ro the inclusion of irrelevant material, and resulted in a lack 
of conviction in her prose . The story format, whi le it helped her ro write 
more fluently, was roo stereotyped so that her point of view remained 
descripti:'e,- The problem was ro enable her to write fluently, bur with­
our pr~v1dmg a stereotyped framework. Two things she mentioned in our 
d1scuss1ons suggested a solution. Fi rst, the process of writing lessened 
her an.xlety; once she got going she worried less about the goals of pre­
sentation. Usua.lly she ~aused freq uently and her anxiety would reappear. 
Second, the matn functiOn of the story format was that irs familiarity 
less~ned rhe need to pause; tt enabled her ro keep going. So, rhe solution 
lay 1n enabling her to maintain momentum without also providing a 
form whiCh would inhibit the development of her thought. Accordingly 
1 su~ge~ted she should w_gte about the development of her research from 
her lnlttal pdor study, and that she should write a sec number of<pages 
(we agreed upon seven) without sropping or attending ro the qual ity of 
wh_a~ was produced .. This "'.'as designed ro force her artificially ro keep 
wrmng about the d1sorgan1zed area which was the source of her anxiety. 
I hoped that th1s would enable her ro write about the theoretical back­
ground to her research without being anxious and without imposing 
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either I cor the story format . With any luck this would lead to the 
development of form and allow her to interpret her resul ts more 

appropriately. . . 
This was a d ramatic success; PC (summanzed below) emerged m 

the course of her wri ting. In the next section I shall compare the goals 
associated with p C with those of I C, and show t he effect on her wrmng 
and thinking. 

4 Her Private Conception 
In this case her goal was to maintain momentum. This led her to try 
to interrelate her ideas serially, rather than make them conform to some 
externally imposed form. This had a beneficial effect on both her prose 
and thought. 

Interest in problem solving behaviour has shifted from the processes involved in 
reaching a soltttio11 to a specified problem, to those involved in the fo rmulation of 
problems. In a pilot study sttbjects had been asked to fommlate inte1pretcttions 
of an ambigttoliS problem and to estimate the amount of time they had taken to 
achieve a solution. (The estimate of dumtion was med as an index of the amount 
of cognitive organization that had occurred.) This had shown that s11bjects who 
knew "they were going to receive" no feedback "about their progress . . . took 
significantly longer to begin ... than mbjects who" received feedback . These 
subjects also overestimated the time it took to complete the task. 

"This had led to the study of doing research." The Ph. D. 1·eq11ired and 
indeed encouraged the formulation of new problems. The extended time period 
would make it easier to examine the changing organization of a person's thought 
and his ability to estimate the time required for aspects of the 1·esearch. The 
questions associated with the pilot stttdy and the methods med to investigate them 
in the context of the Ph.D. were as follows: 
]. How differently is the p1·oblem perceived after having completed it to the time 

when it was first presented? (grids) 
2. How acmrately can people assess their own progress? (record sheets) 
3. W hat is the effect of feedback on the progws towa~·ds solution? ( s11pervis ion) 
4. How helpful are intermediary goals and a grasp of the overall stmcture of the 

work to success/ttl completion? (planning) 

W hereas the topics included in I C formed an isolated g roup related 
only by their common relationship to the reader's demands , the topics 
included in PC were closely related to one another. The ideas were re­
lated internally rather than to a preformed external plan; P C's plan was 
internally generated. Thus, the original problem was described , followed 
by its method of investigation, and its results were discussed. The simi­
larity between the pilot stlldy and the processes involved in the Ph.D. 
was shown. Where time estimation was used as an index of cognitive 
organisation in the pilot study, repertory grids were used in the Ph .D. 
research. This pursuit of a sequential train of thought culminated in the 
framework represented by the four questions and a novel relationship 
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between feedback and supervision was expressed . The final framework 
was closely integrated both internally and with what had gone before. 
Her goals rather than conforming with a particular stereotype, were now 
designed to establish interrelationships among a succession of ideas. 

Compare the summary of the results of the interviews about 
supervision in Table II with that expressed under the influence of I C in 
Table I. 

TABLE II 
"It is the mpervisor that the student looks to fo r feedback aud information, and 
differences in supervisory style result in differences in the postgraduate's behaviour, 
jmt as the feedback and no feedback conditiom of the pilot study resulted in 
different behaviour between the gi"Ottps of sttbjects. 

The length of time it takes a postgraduate to become an autonomom researcher 
is determined by the kind of S!ipervis iou he receives, even though he is continually 
receiving feedback from the reSlilts of his wm-k. The important thing here is 
whether or not he is able to inte1pret for himself these remits or whether he relies 
upon his super ~is or to do so." 

Here "auto~omy" is defined as the ability ro interpret the feedback from 
one's actions unaided . The relationship between student and supervisor is 
shown to be crucial for the developing ability to use feedback to further 
the solution to problems. Previously this had been presented merely as 
one more fact which had been collected . PC not only culminated in a 
more integrated train of thought than I C but enabled her to interpret 
her results in a more frui tful way. Both the framework and the inter­
pretation of the student/supervisor relationship occurred to Carolyn 
in the process of wri ting. 

Where before, her own ideas had been compressed and redundant 
information had been expanded and " jargonized," this time her own ideas 
had developed and the "excess weigh t" had been eliminated . Where 
jargon (unexplained specialized terms) was used, it was as a kind of short­
hand rather than as a hopeful means of evasion. Thus under problem­
solving she had written, "Psychologists working in this area have noted 
such characteristics as trial and error, mental set (Luchins) , and functional 
fixedness (Duncker) which may delay or inhibit evenrual solution. Other 
characteristics which may facilitate the outcome are such things as 
insight (Kohler) and structural combination (Maier)." This served as a 
note to herself to invest~ate these areas further rather than ~means of 
accommodating the hypothetical desire of her readers for some reference 
to the literature . In conrrast to I C the amount she wrote about a topic 
depended on its intrinsic interest rather than some external p lan. 

Not the least of the benefits of this exercise was that for the fi rst 
time she had found writing enjoyable, even exciting. The maintenance 
of momentum had at the same time alleviated her anxiety by allowing 
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her to "decenter" from the social context, and stimulated the devel­
opment of her own ideas. 

5 Therapy: success or failure? 
Carolyn's initial difficulties stemmed from the inappropr iate form she 
had imposed on the expression of her thought. I tried to overcome this 
by encouraging her to focus on expressing herself without worrying about 
coherence or self-presentation. Initially her anxiety prevented this; she 
was unable to write without imposing some form, either I C or the story 
format, neither of which led to the development of her thought. The 
imposition of a deadline, however, forced her to write continuously 
which prevented her from referring to an external outl ine and led to the 
development of an integrated conceptual framework. Two factors were 
influential in this development. First, once she had begun, the task 
rapidly became easier; writ ing itself helped to alleviate her anxiety. 
Second, as she continued she found that a theme began to develop; 
she discovered (or created) structure in her thought where none was 
originally apparent. Although she had been aware of some of the 
elements of this framework before, it was only in the course of writing 
that she saw their interrelationships. One way of investigating this 
further would be to examine the relationship between the rate or rhythm 
of expression and the evolution of ideas. The crucial d ifference between 
the two methods of drafting I discussed in the introduCtion appears to be 
that; when goals are separated, momentum is maintained, whereas when 
they are combined it is inhibited. 

This part of the therapy was highly successful; Carolyn now enjoyed 
her writing and had developed a conceptual framework with which to 
interpret events. Unfortunately, this is not the whole story, despite her 
acknowledgement of the success of the final exercise, the framework of 
four questions in PC was crossed out and rejected as too personal. 
Furthermore, the introduction to the thesis is based on I C; indeed, I 
have used extracts from it in constructing the summary of I C since it 
contains some of the clearest examples of her problems. This is reminis­
cent of the reimposition of I C which occurred during the revision 
exercise (see section 3(b)). In both cases she has been unable to use an 
initial exteriorization of thought as a basis for presenting her ideas to 
her readers. It may be that the initial focus on expression per se, whi le 
apparently so beneficial , merely postpones the problem without solving 
it. It might still be overcome if an effective method of revision could be 
found, or perhaps all that is needed is some moral support to enable her 
to have the courage of her convictions. Unfortunately she has taken a 
job elsewhere and the therapy has been d iscontinued. A tantalizing 
development has been her decision to rewrite the introduction using 
PC. Whether this works remains to be seen. At present her difficulty in 
revision remains an untack!ed obstacle. 

Conflicting goals in writing reflect a more fundamental conflict 
between private and public thought. The separation of goals enabled 
Carolyn to express her private thoughts to herself, but fai led when it 
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came to presenting these in public. An alternative approach might be 
based upon a reconciliation of goals , fusing the private and public self. 
This would involve manipulating the social relationship between writer 
and reader; the writer might pretend her reader was someone of similar 
knowledge but less authority than in reality, or she might adopt the 
role of someone with more authority. This would be designed to prevent 
conflicting trains of thought by unifying the disparate goals. Whatever 
the procedure, the fundamental idea would be to engender a fluent train 
of thought , rather than ro manufacture one ro conform to an externally 
derived plan. 

Carolyn is not alone in her difficulties; they seem to be wide-
spread among postgraduates. It remains unclear what the eventual 
outcome might have been if therapy had continued (or indeed might 
sti ll be if she carries out her intention of rewriting). However, the case 
study did suggest two hypotheses about the relationship between 
writing and thought: rhythm or momentum plays an important role in 
the evolution of thought, and writing, while often inducing anxiety, 
can also alleviate it. 
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Writing as Conversation 

Richard Stack 

Good writing is not, at least in the /IJNal sense, a skill; that is, something 
that can be taught directly. The basis of good writing is j!Nency, not correctness. 
FINmcy can only be acquired throNgh play: it is too complex a functioning to be 
programmed. We learn to speak throNgh play and we shoNid leam to write in 
a similar fashion. Conversation is the f11ndammtal form of verbal play: it is 
dialogical rather than didactic, exploratory rather than definitive, the expression 
of a desire for self-representation rather than ofJllbmission to external control. 
A new, non-prescriptive pedagogy of writing, based on this concept of writing 
as conversation, is called for. An addend11m describes a11 experimental writing 
coNrse, Wt·iting fi'om Life, based on a design borrowed from the traditional 
life-drawing class. 

We learn to play the language-game by playing it. We learn to speak 
through play, and with this learning as a basis we can then go on ro modify 
this native gift to fit specific situations. It is only because we al ready 
know how to speak that we can learn to modify it. It would be absurd to 
think we could do it the other way around. Yet this absurd way is just how 
writing is taught; a dozen or more years are wasted on the rather trivial 
accomplishment of correctness while fl uency, which should be the 
prerequisite, has to wait. If, after learning the alphabet, children were 
encouraged to encode the language freely (as, for example, in a good kinder­
garten children play with poster-paints), they would soon enough pick up 
the common codes without the dreadful paraphernalia of" work-books" and 
rhe like, which really have the effect of systematically discouraging the 
child's natural impulse to self-representation. 

Fluency, not correctness , is the crucial mark of the good writer. And 
fluency is attained through the enticements, excitements, and exigencies of 
play, which is, conceptually, rhe very. opposite of schooling. Fluency is a 
naturally good functioning. Once it has been attained, modifications may 
be easily accomplished. But until it has been, there is nothing there to 
modify. It is the mark of play that it is spontaneously and voluntarily 
undertaken. It is the expression offreely willed activity. And thus what is 
learned in the course of play is not burdened with t he stigma of an alien 
wil l. Consequently it is hardly thought of as learning at all . In play, you 
learn as you go, learning what you need when you need to learn it. At school 
you learn what rhe book (and therefore the reacher) presumes you need to 
learn, in rhe order in which the book presumes you need to learn it, and at a 
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pace dictated (at best) by the average capacity of rhe class. It is, as we all 
know, a recipe for boredom and alienation; you are the object of the book's 
indoctrination, rather than the subject of your own learning. It may be 
rhat there are some school subjects that can only be dealt with in this way, 
but iris a disaster for learning to write. Means should be found ro encourage 
the child in exuberant linguistic play of all sorts (perhaps, in the earliest 
stages, through dictation to someone able to manage better the pen or 
typewriter) so that he or she may discover the power and the delight of 
self- representation through written as well as spoken language. Children 
should be constantly producing their own magazines, broadcasts , plays, 
and so forth, instead of handing in tiresome homework for t he teacher's 
crabby corrections. 

Good writing is, at bottom, conversat ion; and conversation is the 
name we give to verbal play. (We are accustomed to opposing play to work, 
which is not unreasonable. But in its reasonableness it masks the fact that 
many serious kinds of human work- for example, the work of the artist 
and the scientist- have play as their fundamental structure.) Conversation, 
as a form of play, has these features in common with ic: it is composed of a 
to-and-fro movement; t his movement, though ordered, is unpredictable; 
and ir conforms to no externally defined purpose. It is not constituted by 
rhe subjectivities of the participants but is, rather, a set of rules, however 
loose, to which the participants submit. Like any other game, it exists 
before and after the players. Saussure's langNe is an elaborate game in 
which the pm·ole of the conversational ist is set ro play. 

Conversation has the complexity of a thing woven from materials which 
are themselves al ready complex and woven. The overt dialogue between 
two or more speakers reflects a host of or her overt or inward dialogues, 
and rhe actual t rack of a particular conversation has many unexplored 
side-tracks, hints thrown our but not followed up, perhaps to be taken up 
at a later time. At each moment in a conversation there are a large number 
of possible (even if improbable) directions that it may take. "Oh, that 
reminds me . .. ," "Oh, by the way ... ," and similar indicators of 
digression testify to this constant poss ibility. It is when a conversation is 
most open and (at least in the short run) unpredictable that we recognize it 
to be most "conversational. " This points to an essence: if a conversation is 
rejected as, say, "boring" then it has probably moved towards some other 
essence; cowards, say, the didactic. 

Writing shares these characteristics. Not all writing, of course. Bur 
writing which points towards its essence. As writing moves away from 
conversation, as it ceases to be aware of being listened to, as it ceases to 
incorporate the responses of the orher, as ir begins merely to "get rhe job 
done," it moves away from its center and orig in. Particularly if we are 
considering writing from rhe perspective of learning to write well, we 
must starr with this center and orig in. Secondary forms, such as the 
purely didactic discourse, should not be undertaken until a foundation of 
writing-as-conversation has been fi rmly established, for this is the source 
of fluency. Whereas d idactic writing has the specific character of knowing 
what it is about before it is begun, conversation - which rules that its 
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participants, formally at leas t , are equals and must therefore move 
accord ing to rhe weave of motive supplied by chose participants - is itself 
a fundamental mode of learning. It might be objected that it is a strange 
form of conversation which necessarily silences one of the parries involved 
(namely, the reader). But it is a central axiom of literary criticism that 
good writing always requires the active participation of the reader in the 
construction of meaning. 

But these shared characteristics are not the only g rounds for attempt-
ing ro assimi late writing to conversation. It is also a word which carries 
a highly appropriate ethos. This becomes clearer if we view the wor~ 
"conversation" historically. The modern sense- a stretch of convtvtal talk­
is a reduced, narrowed sense. Bur somewhere, lurking behind this sense, 
there is a more encompassing etymological resonance. The word derives 
from the deponent of the Latin verb convertere, which is cmwertari. The 
deponents were relics of the Greek middle voice, for which there was no 
d irect equivalent in Larin. The middle voice had generally a reflexive and 
frequentative meaning; rhus convertari seems to have meant something 
like "co turn oneself and turn oneself again." Instead of the turning being 
the result of some external force or wi ll (convertere), the word represented 
an inwardly motivated turning, or perhaps an aptitude for so turning 
oneself. In the Middle Ages a person in a stare of grace could be said to be 
"conversable," or " in conversation" wi th God. That is, he was thought 
robe the kind of person God could be expected co invite to his at homes in 
the Above. The word did nor specifically refer ro talk; indeed , it could even 
refer ro animals in relation to their favoured places of cong regation. It 
certainly comprehended sexual relations , and in general seems to have 
denoted a capacity to allow the continuation of social intercourse, ro one's 
"liveability," if you will. The extraordinary scope of the word may be 
inferred from Milton's tract against the prohibition on d ivorce, where it is 
perhaps the key term in his argument: where there is no "conversation" 
between a man and his wife, the relationship is no better than slavery. 

There is no modern word which quite captures this range and depth of 
meaning. The recent campaign on behalf of"convivial" (as opposed ro 
"schooled") institutions conducted by Ivan lllych perhaps represents an 
effort to remedy this lack, as does the espousal of the term "dialogical" by 
South American radical theologians and social theorists. {It is the key term 
in Paolo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed.) But the special virtue represented 
by the word resists being sloganized. Conversation which revels in the 
unexpected is not easi ly conformable to quickly defined norms. Perhaps one 
could say that it points to the kinds of things we fi nd hard to name when we 
say we "get on well' with someone. It is a modest word, but it seems to 
carry, in its modest way, some of the calmer implications of loving . 

The reason that the ethos of the word matters so much is that it helps ro 
illuminate a neglected but nevertheless crucially important political 
dimension in the teaching and learning of writing. 

This poli tical dimension is perhaps more masked in English chan 
in other lang uages due to the peculiar problems of g raphic encoding our 
language presents. These problems derive from the odd circumstance chat 
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the advent of print technology foss ilized the g raphic code at the moment 
when the language was undergoing its most rapid phonemic development, 
so that grapheme and phoneme present rad ically disparate pictures of the 
language. This, in turn, undoubtedly contributed to the overwhelming 
concern with the criterion of correctness in the reaching of writing. And 
this emphasis led, in its turn, to the appropriation of"wricing skills" as an 
instrument of social control, a social seive, so to speak, which could be 
used to control access to the ranks of privilege and power. 

But writing is not, properly speaking, a ski ll. Ic is simply too 
complex and subtle a function to be usefully subsumed under that category, 
for ordinarily a skill is an essentially repetitive function rather than an 
essentially creative one, and is thus, in princip le at least, susceptible to 

analysis and therefore to being taught. But one cannot really teach writing, 
beyond the rud imentary level. You have to teach yourself. The skills 
routines through which schoolchildren are pushed are manifestly ineffective 
for at least a large proportion of them. And it is by no means clear that it is 
primarily those routines which are responsible fo r t he success of that 
proportion which does become fluent. It seems quite as likely chat chis 
group finds itself in a posicion co teach itself, due co circumstances of family 
and class. The nee result of this state of affai rs is the production of a large 
proportion of young citizens who have been successfully convinced, through 
a lamentably inadequate pedagogy, that they can have no real access to 
writing as oo instrument of personal, and therefore of social self-representa­
tion. And since writing is so patently the property of the powerful, chis 
conviction has the effect of legitimating and perpetuating exist ing patterns 
of inequality. 

One reason why it is so hard to make a dent in the way writi ng is con­
sidered is the apparently inevi table synonymy of"writing" and "written." 
:Writing is taken to be identical with, if you like, "vis ible language ." It 
IS true, of course, t hat graphic encoding has manifold and sig nificant 
consequences for verbal utterance, bur is it the case that writing "has irs 
being" in its "graphicaliry"? If so, what are we to make of the hundreds of 
years of poetic composition, memorization, and performance which cer­
tainly preceded any form of g raphic representation? Would it be reasonable 
~o say that H~mer and the nameless Beowulf poet were not participating 
tn the same kmd of way of"being with language" as their graceful 
inheritors, such as Milton, Wordsworth, and J oyce? Furthermore, what 
are we to make of the fact that "The Prelude" was composed while irs 
author was pacing up and down a stretch of gravel path, and subsequently 
committed to paper through dictation to the faithful DorothyJ In general ic 
is more precise to consider writing as the composition oflang uage such that 
it may be reproduced, an-d> to consider its graphic encoding as sim ly the 
first occasion of such reproduction. What such a formulation entails ·s the 
view that writ ing is fundamentally a mode of performance, of address to 
the other; that it is , in fact, conversation. 

We must find a way to give people- people in general, not just the 
usual select bunch- the chance to d iscover and delight in the power of the 
written word as a mode of self-representation. Writing is the way we make 
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ourselves heard, and if one is not heard, one is unlikely to listen: It is my 
contention chat a consideration of writing as a kind of conversauon can offer 
a direction for the reinvention of a pedagogy of writing which can begin co 
do chis more effectively chan prevai ling methods. 

ADDENDUM: A Letter to a Novelist 

Dear---
1 have heard, through the grape-vine, of an incident ac a cocktail-parry at 
which you were heard to express d ismay at the idea of a course I am offering 
entitled Writing from Life. It seemed to me chat your interest in the course , 
chough I gather dismissive in character, nevertheless provides an occasion 
for giving some explanation of its nature and concepcion, for sending you a 
copy of some of che work produced during che lase version of the course a 
year ago, and, finally, for inviting you co attend a class meeting. 

Certain disciplines- notably dancing, drawing, and fencing - have 
traditionally been caught outside the academy and consequently developed 
their own rather special pedagogical structures and arrangements without 
che normative constraints of the school or university. Many reachers of these 
disciplines work in effect, as small entrepreneurs who stand or fall by their 
ability co attract and hold their clients. An institutional setting tends to 

protect salaried teachers from such d i recc pressure-ac lease co some degree. 
This protection seems co impose on salaried teachers (like me) a special 
responsibili ty co make good use of the relative freedom ic affords, and not 
to settle comfortably fo r certain well -worn but untested assumptions 
about how besc co do the work. 

1 dare say chat you have done some reaching of writing at some point , 
and, if so, chat you are aware chat the question of how best co do ic is a 
matter of doubt and controversy. On the whole, it is badly done, or ac lease 
uncertain in irs results . It is not implausible, therefore, to think chat some 
fundamental rigidities of concepcion in the design and execution of such 
courses may contribute co their widespread fa ilure. The purpose of my 
course is experimental: it is to see whether adapting a pedagogical design 
which has an ancient and proven value in the visual arcs (namely, the 
life-drawing class) to the purposes of learning co write may be an effective 
way of circumventing some of these rigidities of conception. 

I have caught for some fifteen years now, and over ch is period I have 
developed certain general criteria co enable me co distinguish between a 
good and a bad class. In a good class the student is chinking about the 
subject he is studying and the teacher is chinking about the student's 
thi nking- in shore , teaching is subordinated to learning. In a good class the 
student is working actively, gett ing real exercise, and not merely sitting 
and (perhaps) listening. In a good class the student is continuously aware of 
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the work being done by ocher students, their successes and failures. In a 
good class, finally, the object is to d iscover what can be done, not merely to 
repeat oneself or ochers. 

These four general criteria seem co be of broad (though nor exhaustive) 
validity, but t~ey are particularly apt criteria for a class in writing. It is not 
altogether obv1~us how to d~sign a course which will effectively respond to 
them, but I believe that Wmmg from Life does at lease begin to do so. Let 
me try co explain how. 
. Th_e class is g iven in a studio rather chan a classroom setting, and rhus 
mhents some of the aura of the practical work associated with such a 
set ting. As in a life-drawing class, the focus of attention of the students is 
on their efforts co render their response to a model, rather chan on che 
teacher. The reacher is thus free co circulate around the outside of che class 
rather chan being pinned to the centre. H e is thus able to attend co the ' 
student's writing at the moment of irs composition and to help with 
difficulties as they emerge. 

The class is organized as a series of exercises, and after each exercise is 
complec~d the results are read aloud to the class. This is not a rigid rule, but 
enough IS read so chat a student can get a feel for the range of possible 
solutions to the problem posed by the exercise and can gauge their relative 
effecriveness. At the end of the course we will generally contrive co produce 
some sort of publication of the best material , as in che magazine I have 
enclosed . • 

Although the exercises which comprise the class are fai rly specific and 
frequently have rigid and arbitrary limits , they never imply any particular 
solut ion. In effect, they are provocations to write, occasions for writing, 
rather than problems in the usual sense of the word. There is no question of 
grading what is produced, but rather of trying to discover what works. 

Doubtless the notion of using nude models in a writing class strikes one 
as eccentric (or worse). I have a number of reasons for thinking it to be a 
good idea, and have encountered no seriously reasoned objections so far. The 
human body is an extraordinarily absorbing and interesting object: it is 
the locus of a range of emotions and feelings broader and deeper chan any 
other. The nude body in a studio pose is an object located in a specifically 
imaginative space: the nudity of the model removes both his or her character 
as a particular person (with a given name, occupation, history) and his or 
her location in a particular place. He or she acquires, automatically, a 
symbolic and imag inative presence akin to that , say, of a dancer. T hus the 
writer is free to imaginatively place, clothe, and give a history to the model 
without hindrance. Furthermore, the presence of the model creates a certain 
urgency, a sense of obligation in the classroom which, it turns out, provides 
a powerful motor for sru4>'nt work. The nude presence is 1.mambiguously 
what it is: it's there for you, and you are there to study it. ~ 

Although writing "from" the model is the most important recurring 
element in the design of this course, it is worth noting that many of the 
class exercises do not involve the model ac all. However, writing from the 
model does obviously define a rather particular at titude towards the kind of 
work on which the course will focus, and this attitude pervades all the 
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exercises. It should perhaps be noted that the object of the exercises 
involving the model is by no means restricted to the description of the 
model. Indeed , one thing that becomes apparent very quickly is that 
writing is a strikingly limited tool for the mere description of the external 
world, and that its real forte is the externalization of inner states. 

One might have thought, perhaps, that the nudity of the model 
might prove sexually provocative and therefore embarrassing (or worse). 
In practice however, this does not appear to be the case, except perhaps 
initially for a few moments. It turns out that the body has far more interest 
than mere sexiness, and it is more likely to be the very unfamiliarity of the 
body that is disconcerting rather than its sexiness. 

I am aware that designing a course in this manner is a provocative act. 
But it seems to raise a healthy challenge to prevail ing pedagogical designs. 
Oddly enough , the st udents cotton on to the idea eas ily, and seem enthus­
iastic about the possibilities it offers of active studio work in writing. 

The success of a class, I believe, depends more than is usually thought 
on its pedagogical design, which is what I have stressed here. But of course 
it also depends upon the acumen and sensitivity of the person conducting 
ic. However, it has been my observation that the teacher tends to see the 
relation between his work and the student's achievement as a relation of 
cause and effect. It would be more accurate to see the relation as analogous 
tO that which obtains between setting and action in a play. One of the 
virtues of the pedagogical design I have described is that it could serve 
as a model for a teacherless class, or at least that it could help clarify 
the relatively modest degree to which learning is directly dependent 
on teaching. 

I have deliberately refrained from g iving any details as to the actual 
exercises which constitute the class in the hope that you may fi nd yourself 
sufficiently intrigued to come and have a look. The students would get a 
kick out of it and so might you ... . 

"A writer keeps surprising himself . .. . 
he doesn't know what he is saying 

Until he SeeS it On the page." Thomas Williams 

382 Visible Lang~tage XIV 4 1980 

Mixing Levels of Revision 
David Lowenthal 

Orderly and stmightforward rev is ion, in which editorial tasks at·e delimited draft 
by draft, breaks down with Lengthy and complex tasks. In 1·ewriting a book, I have 
had to combine variom stages of rev is ion in each draft- adding new material, 
reshaping thoughts, striving for cohermt expression, and polishing prose simul­
taneously instead of serially. This kaleidoscopic way of working yields unexpected 
advantages that compemate for its Nntidy dt~tter: it helps to maintain the pace of 
revision, resolves problems Left over from pnvious dmfts, and stimulates new ideas 
and reconsiderations which, at a Late stage in the editorial process, come as neces­
sary 11/tiSances. 

For some years I have followed a regular system of rewrit ing. T his tried 
and true routine has recently failed me in rewriting a book. Rather than 
working in an orderly sequence I have had to backtrack to previous tasks, 
undertaking late much of what should be done early in the process of 
revision. Confusion and anxiety result. 

Why has this happened ? The explanation suggests a remedy. My 
present task~s too complex and prolonged for the normal routine, one 
draft after another, each with a set goal. Instead, I now have to consider 
problems of content, structure, meaning, and style in the same draft, 
amalgamating various stages of rewriting. 

Let me be specific. My book concerns the ways we use the past and how 
we transform it in doing so. My sources are enormously varied: they range 
from discussions of the meaning of history and d issertations on memory to 
debates about architectural preservation and appreciation of old movies, 
antiques, family t rees, and science-fiction time travel. Some of these ma­
terials are quite easy to deal with; straightforward and lucid, they need 
li ttle reorganization to fit my framework, emerging only slightly altered 
from their original form. Other sources, by cont rast, pose extraordinary 
d ifficulties; to unravel and render accessible convoluted arguments couched 
in opaque, jargon-laden prose may requi re several revisions. 

These disparities endure t hrough several drafts, with some sections 
long seeming more fi nished than others. Certain segmenrs wi ll be intel­
ligible, even elegant, other portions awkward or unclear. This unevenness 
was initially distressing, fo r it not only upset my writing habits but cast 
doubt on my presumptions about revising. Let me first detail these habits 
and presumptions. c ·~ 
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I habitually type out the first draft of a paper completely, if possible 
without a break never turning back to review or alter what I have wnt­
ten. After sever~! days, sometimes longer, I re-read and revise the draft. 
I then re-type the altered version and again wait several days before 
embarking on the next revision. 

Each draft enrails its own specific tasks and aims. The purpose of the 
fi rst draft is to externalize my thoughts, setting on paper the gist of what 
concerns me without reference to notes. The actual process of writing also 
shows how ~y materials and ideas fit together and suggests conclusions. 
Thus the first d raft goes beyond what I previously knew, leading me to 

new discoveries. 
In the second draft, adding subsidiary materials from collected notes and 

source materials, I seek to make the paper logical and complete. Some of the 
new data may conflict with argumenrs and conclusions expounded in the 
first draft. The second draft assesses all the pertinenr evidence, old and new, 
and establishes the essay's essential structure. (Sometimes two drafts are 
needed to accompl ish these aims.) 

My third draft shapes the essay inro coherenr form. Smooching and 
eliding the heterogeneous second draft, I eliminate duplications and irrele­
vancies, rephrase or explain what seems obscure or ambiguous, shuffle bits 
of the essay around to accord with its structure. I usually re-read the revised 
third draft carefully before and after retyping, so that I can then send it to 
colleagues for their reactions. 

My fourth draft considers these reactions , which are d iverse in type .. 
Some concern the organization of the whole essay, others suggest matenals I 
ought to include or argumenrs that conrrovert my conclusions.' still others 
point to errors offact or criticize murky or awkward construcuons. Th1s, 
unlike earlier drafts, deals with matters at all stages of writing and revision; 
additions and corrections are made at the expense of coherence. 

My fifth draft shapes the patchy and heterogeneous fourth inro a readable 
and persuasive essay. The task is mainly stylistic: I smooth linkages between 
sections, correct the structure of paragraphs and sentences, cut out extra­
neous modifiers, choose the right words. 

Checking back with the original sources and compiling references 
discloses errors that necessitate a sixth draft. Re-checking is salutary and 
essential. One of my history professors at the University of Wisconsin 
required his graduate students to verify the sources of some staff me~b~r's 
article in a reputable journal. At least half the references were defecuve m 
every case, misquoting sources or mistaking pagination, title, journal date, 
volume. Awareness of fallibility is no cure: not only do I invariably make 
errors in transcribing, but I often misinterpret sources or overlook relevant 
points within them. Correcting such errors involves pruning duplications, 
adding interstitial phrases, revising arguments. 

This revision sequence works well enough for brief essays, especially 
those that depend on relatively homogeneous source materials . But it fai ls 
to function for long monographs, especially when some sources require 
much more re-inrerpretation than others. The need to keep in mind 
connections and overlaps with other chapters makes it far more difficult 

384 ViJible Lang11age X IV 4 1980 

to revise a chapter in a book than an isolated essay of comparable length. 
The continual addition of fresh material also militates against the 

orderly revision of any lengthy piece of work. In writing an essay I usually 
rest content, by the second draft, with sources already examined; other 
potentially useful materials can be saved for another essay. But in writing a 
book, I am concerned to overlook nothing. And during the long inrerval 
between the start of writing and the final draft, new sources are bound to 
come to light, old ideas to generate fresh lines of inquiry. I may have to 
integrate additional material into a late revision of the text, not merely to 
exemplify existing points but to re-shape or enlarge on the book as a whole. 

In place of an orderly sequence of tasks taken up draft by draft, each 
revision now includes work which, according to my original model , ought 
to have been completed in previous drafts. Thus at the fi fth draft, in which 
my main purpose is to produce a readable essay, I may have to cope also with 
new data, with obscurities that need clarification, and with problems of 
location, repetition, and consistency. 

This situation at first seemed to me profoundly unsatisfactory. It 
implied inadequate preparation for writing, deranged my sequence of 
progressive revision, and raised fundamental issues at the eleventh hour. 
And it was terribly untidy. Here I had a fairly neat typescript of draft X; 
but some of its pages bore notations about sections that were out of place 
and lucunae to be added from other chapters and from sources at various 
stages of di&estion: rough notes, quotes on index cards, Xeroxed sheets 
from journals, newspaper cuttings, marked pages of books. If only all this 
clutter would disappear and let me carry on with my t idy typescript to the 
next draft! 

But the clutter will not go away; it cries out for inclusion. The additions 
attest to the continuously creative nature of writing, no stage of which can 
be encapsulated from the rest. This motley, disordered, heterogeneous mess 
must be dealt with, however late in the day. And as I do all these difficult 
things, I begin to find virtues in such kaleidoscopic revision-virtues 
lacking in a straightforward sequential operation. I learn to anticipate these 
benefits as aids in rewriting. 

Maintaining pace is one advantage. At some point in any draft things 
come unstuck: I cannot spell our a particular idea, clarify a certain thought, 
find the right example, decide where something best fits. A rigorously 
ordered schedule would requi re me to resolve each of these problems before 
moving on. But this would delay revision and make it counterproductive. 
Keeping tempo in rewriting is almost as important as in t he initial draft . 
Failure to resolve a problem in the "appropriate" revision matters less when 
I expect to confront it later, along with other problems similarly out of 
sequence. Hopeful of anMJtimate solution, I no longer feel that the 
difficulty need be faced here and now. 

A second advantage is that answers come more easily. Far from shirking 
problems, postponement can actually help to solve them. A problem left 
over from a previous revision looks quite differenr at the next, not simply 
because it patently obstructs the text flow, but also because the next editing 
task exhibits the recalcitrant material in a new light. Now that the text as a 
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whole is better organized and reads more smoothly, outstanding problems 
are easier to scrutinize and often fall into place with little difficulty. Many 
troublesome passages are now seen to be superfluous, at best worth an aside 
or a footnote; indeed, this may be why they were problematic to begin with. 

Each successive revision demands re-reading the text in a different 
way-a change of pace that can yield valuable perspectives on outstanding 
problems. In revising for meaning and structure, for example, I may come 
to grief over a source so murky that I despair of elucidating it . But I can 
handle it on the next revision, which moves to an examination of the text 
phrase by phrase and word by word. Attentive to syntax more than to 
structure, I see how to fit in parts that previously eluded construal, and 
jettison the residue. 

Innovation is a third benefit of editorial irregularity. Coping with 
new materials or with leftovers from previous revisions stimulates basic 
reconsiderations. Confronting unresolved problems in the midst of an 
otherwise straightforward task can inspire innovation. New-found evidence 
on a topic I have already written up and revised not only corrects or enlivens 
my text, but may lead me to review the whole topic, raising issues to 
explore further in subsequent or previous chapters. Undigested material 
from earlier revisions jogs the imagination like any editorial change of 
pace- stopping to read a book, to retype a passage, to discuss points with 
a colleague. Revising on several levels at once is reinvigorating. Key words 
and phrases, like interesting ideas, that fail to surface during close attention 
to the matter in hand, may emerge instead from apparently unrelated, 
serendipitous discoveries. 

Certain risks attend this fruitful juggling of tasks. If carried too far, it 
endangers any sense of progress in revising; the writer needs to feel he is 
moving from one level to another towards completion. Complexity is an­
other danger: to manipulate material on several levels at once requires lots 
of uninterrupted time, for it is difficult to come back to such a task after a 
break. To differentiate types of material within and among chapters requires 
space as well as time- space enough to shuffle heterogeneous sources at 
various levels of revision without losing the way. 
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Afterword 

I have just re-read the ab~ve after a lapse of half a year and the receipt 
of comments from two fr~en~s . One writes: "Surely you have too many 
separate drafts: ~y ~olunon IS to retype the material when it is so heavily 
amen?~d that It _Is d ifficult to read .... I certainly don't anticipate 
re-wntmg five ttmes!" 

And the other: "First draft. Twenty pages of incoherent fragments .... 
InstructiOns by me to me: Cut This Out. This Won't Do Think about this 
This Is Awful. ... Second draft. W rite the book ... (A ye~r or so has passed: 
you understand) .... Slash ruthlessly .. . . Slash yet again." 

I have not altered what I wrote, except for a few points that seemed 
unclear. But the passage of time and these reactions make me realize how 
idiosyncratic it is; the way I revise only faintly reflects how anyone else 
might go about it. 

But my uneasiness extends beyond this. My essay does not even describe 
the way I actually revise; it tells how I now think I should revise, as opposed 
to how I used to think. I have ignored the self-generated interference 
involved in writing and re-writing- interference that stifles creativity, 
deranges common sense, and impedes the flow of work. 

Moreover, my tone gives a false impression of self-confidence, as though I 
mostly knew what I was doing and found it good. That is far from being the 
ca~e. The start of each revision, even of each day's revision, can be more 
painful than t~e first draft. Several revisions induce a sense of ennui no 
matter how long I have allowed the work to rest. I feel that I have s:en it all 
before, that I wrote it better last time, that I have failed to make essential 
points, that it is all banal and boring, at once too simple and too compli­
cated. Only a ruthless and d rastic re-write will cure these ills, but for that I 
lack both time and energy. Nor have I any confidence that the new essay 
would really be any better. 

So in despair-and with relief- I have the final draft re-typed . 
Perhaps it will look better when it is cleaner. In the end, the adventitious 
process of arranging all the tidily printed words on a safely proof-read page 
resolves many of the doubts. Even the wrong words, the badly phrased 
thoughts, now seem more or less all right -especially ifl take care not to 
re-read them. 
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Writing as Problem Solving 

J ohn R. Hayes and Linda S. Flower 

A top down approach employing protocol analysis can yield valuable data about . . 
writing processes. The main featttres of composition appcwent 111 the data are: wntmg 
is goal directed, writing processes are hierarchically orgamzed, some of the processes 
may intermpt others, rewrsion is possible, and writing go~!J may be modified as the 
result of writing. The first four of these features are embod1ed 111 a process model 
of composition. 

It's very exciting ro be doi ng research on composition just now because 
a great deal is happening. Theorists are exploring new ideas and 
experimenters are providing us with new empirical results at an 
unprecedented rate . Currently, there are at least four major theoretical 
viewpoints guiding the work of researchers who are trying ro u nderstand 

composition: 
1. The psycholinguistic viewpoint, represented by Kinrsch ( 1974), 

Rurnelharr ( 1975), and others; 
2. The ling uistic viewpoint, represented by Young (1970), Cooper and 

Odell (1977), de Beaugrande (1979), and others; 
3 . The developmental viewpoint, represented by Bereiter, Scardamalia, 

and Bracewell (1979), Graves (1975), and others; and 
4. The cognitive processing viewpoint , represented by Collins and 

Gentner ( 1979), Nold (in press), and Hayes and Flower (1980). 

A casual observer could easily find this m ultiplicity of approaches 
confusing . Even researchers active in the fie ld may som~tim:s find it 
difficult to characterize their own research. Their attentiOn IS llkely to 
be directed at the subject matter they are trying to understand rather 
than at the assumptions underlying their research methods. In this 
paper we will stand back from the research we have been doing for the 
last several years and attempt ro say what ir is we think we have 

been doing. . . 
There are two major facrors which have shaped our work on wrltlng. 

First , in conducting our research we have made a number of strategic 
decisions about what is interesting and about how best to proceed. To 
pur it plainly, these decisions are the incarnat ion of our scientific biases. 
Second, our research has been shaped by a refracrory world wh ich has 
insisted that we attend to certain salient facts about the writing 
processes. In what fo llows we will describe the strategies which we have 
chosen ro g uide our research and then the facts which nature has 

imposed on us. 
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Strategic Decisions 
Our approach proceeds from five strategic decisions which we made 
about how to conduct our research . Briefly these decisions were: 

l. ro focus on rhe act of writing; 
2. ro rry for a process m odel of writing; 
3. to model individual writers; 
4. to work wholistically or "top down"; and 
5. to divide the writing task into parts fo r easier analysis. 

As we will see below, these decisions are genuine ones in rhe 
sense rhar we could reasonably have made other choices. Alternative 
approaches to the study of writing do proceed from different decisions 
on these same issues. 

1. Our firsr and most important decision was ro focus on the act of 
writing-that is , ro attend to whatever iris that writers do when they 
produce a rexr. Thus, we viewed writing primarily as a process rather 
than as a product. We fe lt that by far the richest source of information 
about wri ting would be to observe step by step how the writer had 
actually created rhe essay. H owever, we did not intend ro ignore the 
product. Wherever possible, we looked ro the writer's essay for evidence 
to confirm or elaborate the more direct observations of process. 

To observ~ writers in action we have employed process tracing 
methods borrowed from cognitive psychology. In our studies a typical 
experiment p roceeds as fo llows: subjects appear at the experimental 
session knowing that they will be assigned a ropic on which to write an 
essay and rhar rhe whole procedure will rake about an hour. Further, 
they know that they will be asked to "think aloud" while writing. The 
subject is seared in a quiet office with a desk, pencil , and paper, and the 
rape recorder is turned on. The experimenter then gives the subject an 
envelope containing the writing assig nment- that is, the topic and rhe 
intended audience. The subject then busily sets to work writing and 
commenting roughly as follows: "W ell , open up the magic envelope. 
OK. Whew! This is a killer. Write about abortion pro and con for 
Catholic Weekly. Ok, boy ! How am I going ro handle this?", ere. This 
continues for about an hour until the subject says someth ing like, 
"W ell , that's it. Good bye, tape recorder (click)." The data of the study 
consist of a verbatim transcript of the rape recording (with all the 
"urn's" and pauses and expletives undeleted) together with rhe essay and 
all of the notes the writer has generated along the way. The transcript is 
called a protocol. These materials are then examined in considerable detail 
fo r evidence which may re-nal something of the processes by wh~he 
writer has created the essay. In general , the data are very rich in such' 
evidence. Subjects typically g ive many hints about their plans and goals1 

e.g. , 'Til just jot down ideas as they come rome"; about strategies for 
dealing with the audience, e.g. , 'Til write this as if I were one of 
them"; about cri teria for editing and evaluation , e .g., "For 10-year-olds, 
we better keep this simple"; and so on. The analysis of th is data is 
called protocol analysis. 
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2. To understand the writing act, we certainly need to identify the 
processes involved-but this is not enough. We also need to know how 
these processes are organized to produce a text. That is, we need to know 
how the processes are sequenced, how one process is terminated and how the 
one which follows is chosen, how errors are detected, etc. Further, we want 
to know how simultaneous processes interact. When writers construct 
sentences, we want ro know how they handle such multiple constraints as 
the requirement for correct g rammar, appropriate rone, accuracy of 
meaning, and smooth transition. In short, we want a model which specifies 
the processes involved in writing and accurately describes their organization 
and interaction . 

A model is a metaphor for a process: it 's a way to describe something, 
such as the composing process, which refuses to sit still for a portrait. 
People bui ld models in order to understand how a dynamic system works , 
and to describe the functional relationships among its parts. In addition, if a 
model is really to help us understand more, it should speak to some of the 
critical questions in the fie ld of writi ng and rhetoric. It should help us see 
things in a way we didn 't see them before. 

Our second strategic decision was to di rect our research toward the 
construction of such a model. Ideally, the model should be capable of telling 
us how writers go about producing a text when they are g iven a writing 
assignment. It should tell us what p rocesses are involved , in what order 
they occur, and at what points the writer will experience difficu lty. At 
present, of course, we must be satisfied with a model which is much less 
complete than the ideal. The ideal defines where we would like ro go, 
but-alas!-not where we are now. 

3. It is apparent that not all writers write in the same way. For example, 
some writers plan their essays from beginning to end before they write a 
single word of text, whi le others never seem to look beyond the next 
sentence. Further, some writers seem to wri te with their readers constantly 
in mind, checking frequently to be sure that they have taken the reader's 
knowledge and att itudes into account. Others appear serenely unaware that 
an audience could fail to understand what they, in good faith , have intended 
to say. 

In modeling we can deal with such d ifferences in ei ther of two ways. We 
can choose to construct a model of the "average" writer and delay until some 
more propitious time the description of d ifferences among writers. This 
approach has the merit of simplicity. Further, if things work out well , a 
model of an average writer might be useful in characterizing individual 
differences. Thus , models for individual writers might prove to be minor 
variants of the average model. H owever, this approach may have rhe 
d isadvantage rhar averages sometimes suffer from-the average may be 
representative of no one. Thus, we sincerely hope that no one has the 
average number of children- two and a half- nor would we want anyone to 
have to eat an average course at dinner, which might be a compromise 
between appetizer and dessert such as oysters with chocolate sauce. 

An alternative approach is to construct models which are in tended to 
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describe individuals rather than averages of g roups. The disadvantage of 
this approach is that it may be expensive. In the worst case, each individual 
may require a separate model. With better luck, models of individual 
writers wi ll rurn out to be variants of a small number of model types. The 
advantage of this approach is that it is more likely than a model of the 
average to capture the behavior of actual (rather than idealized) writers. 

Our third strateg ic decision, then, was to model the behavior of 
individual writers rather than the average behavior of groups of writers. 

4. In studying writing, we might well have started with processes which 
psychologists and psycholinguists have already identified as fundamental 
ones-processes such as short-term memory, grammatical categorizat ion, 
and lexical marking . We might then have attempted to synthesize more 
complex processes using these fundamental processes as building blocks. 
This synthetic or bottom 11p approach is a very familiar one in science and has 
frequently been used with g reat success. Geometry and Newtonian physics 
are perhaps the best known examples. 

However, research often proceeds in the opposite direction; that is, 
wholistically, or from rhe top down. Chemistry provides a good example 
of top down research. Chemical research often starts with a complex 
compound and then looks for the elementary components and their 
relations. T he top down approach is the one we have chosen to apply in our 
writing re~arch. We have started from the top with rhe complete wri ting 
act and have attempted to analyze it first into a few relatively complex 
subprocesses. As the analysis proceeds , the complex subprocesses are 
analyzed further into progressively simpler subprocesses. Ultimately, we 
hope that this top down analysis will make contact with the fundamental 
processes which psychologists and psycholinguists have already identified. 
Thus, the top down and bottom up approaches may be viewed as 
complementary. 

The advantage of the bottom up approach is that it is rooted in 
fundamental processes. The advantage of the top down approach is that its 
results are almost certain to be relevant to real writing siruarions . 

5. Our final strategic decision was to divide the writing task into three 
parts: 

A. The writer's long-term memory; 
B. The writing processes- that is, the writer excluding the writer's 

long-term memory; and 
C. The task environment-that is, the world outside the writer's skin. The 

relevant parts of the task environment are assumed to be: (1) The 
rhetorical situation~that is, the specifications of topic an :audience to 
which a writer must respond; and (2) The text which the writer nas 
produced so far. This text becomes an increasingly important parr of the 
task environment as writing proceeds. 

We chose this division because it is an especially convenient one for 
psychological analysis and modeling. Transfers of information between the 
task environment and the writer are usually marked clearly by overt acts of 
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reading or writing. Further, information retrieval from long-term memory 
is frequently detecrable by examining the verbal protocol. Thus, the 
boundaries we have chosen divide the writing cask into parts whose 
interactions are relatively easy to observe. 

Bitzer's analysis of the rhetorical situation ( 1968) focuses on the 
importance of the task environment. Lowes' class ic study of Coleridge 
( 1927) focuses on the importance of the writer's long-term memory. Our 
own research has focused on the writing processes. 

Our Model 
While we don't wane to present our model in great detail (that has been 
done elsewhere; see Hayes & Flower, 1980), we do want to show enough 
to illustrate how it had been shaped both by fact and by our strategic 
decisions. 

Figure 1 shows the overall structure of the model. That we have a model 
of the writing act at all, of course, illustrates our first two strategic 
decisions: to focus on the writing act and to model it. 

The effect of our fifth decision-to divide the writing task into task 
environment, long-term memory, and writing process-is also evident 
in Figure l. 

Figure 2 shows the subprocesses of the writing process. Figure 3 shows 
the inner structure of one of the subprocesses-the monitor. The 
progression from Figure 1 to Figure 3 parallels the progression of our top 
down approach. At fi rst we analyze the writing act only into its largest, 
most evident components. Then , as research proceeds and as data allow, we 
analyze these major components successively into more refined subparts. 

The function of the monitor (see Figure 3) is to control the sequence of 
writing processes. For example, it determines when idea generation wi ll 
stop and organizing processes will begin. The middle section of the 
monitor- rules 3 through 6-is variable in form co allow for differences 
among wri ters in rhe way writing processes are sequenced. Figure 4 shows 
four alternative forms for rules 3 through 6. The first form represents a 
writer who polishes each sentence before considering rhe next. The fourth 
form represents a writer who plans rhe entire essay before writing rhe first 
sentence. 

We know, of course, chat there are many more differences among writers 
chan the few we have discussed. Our strategic decision to model individual 
writers will lead us co search for ocher variations in rhe model which will 
allow us ro describe other individual differences. We expect, for example, 
that some novice writers may entirely omit one or more of che major 
processes employed by competent writers. We have frequently observed 
writers who omit the review process- char is perhaps rhe commonest 
problem found in papers handed in at the lase minute-and we have found 
ar least one writer who showed no trace of an organizing process. 
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Figure 3. Monitor. 

Configuration 1 (Depth first) 
3. [New element from rranslare ~ 
4. [New element from organize ~ 
5. [New element from generare ~ 
6. [Not enough material ~ 

(goal = review)] 
(goal = translare)] 
(goal = organize)} 
(goal = generare)] 

Corifiguration 2 (Get it down as you think of it, then review) 
3. [New eTement from generate ~ (goal = organ ize)] 
4. [New element from organize ~ (goal = translate)] 
5. [Nor enough material ~ (goal = generate)] 
6. [Enough material ~ (goal = review)] 

C01zjiguration 3 (Perfect firJt draft) 
3. [Not enough marerial ~ (goal = generare)] 
4. [Enough material, 

plan nor complere ~ (goal = organize)] 
5. [New element from rranslare ~ (goal = review)] 
6. [Plan complete ~ (goal = rranslate)] 

Configuration 4 (Breadth firJt) 
3. [Not enough material ~ (goal = generate)} 
4. [Enough marerial, 

plan nor complere ~ (goal = organize)] 
5. [Plan complete ~ (goal = translate)] 
6. [Translation complere ~ (goal = review)] 

Figure 4. Alternate configuration for the monitor. .. 
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The Facts 
Over several years, as we applied our research method to the analysis of 
writers in action, we were forced to a number of conclusions about the 
writing process. Among these conclusions, the most important in shaping 
our model of the writing process are these: 

1. Writing is goal d irected. 
2. Writing processes are hierarchically organized. 
3. Some writing processes may interrupt other processes over which they 

have priority. 
4. Writing processes may be organized recursively. 
5. Writing goals may be modified as writing proceeds. 

1. Writing is goal directed. Evidence that writing is goal directed is easy to 
find in the protocols. Typically, writers comment on their major goals early 
in the wri ting session. For example, one writer who was asked to write 
about a woman's role fo r a hostile audience, said: "If an audience were 
hosti le the worst thing to do would be to defend yourself- so I would try to 
humor them- to make them-uh-more sympathetic maybe .. .. "A 
second writer assigned this same topic said: ' 'I'm trying to decide 
whether ... I want to convince my audience of something specific 
about- uh- for instance the Equal Rights Amendment or whether 
something general about women should have the same rights as men ... and 
I also need to decide if I want to actively convince my audience or simply 

state my point of view .... " A few lines later she decides: "I'll try to 
convince them of what it's like to-not to have certain rights .... "A third 
writer said , ''I'm not really trying to persuade these people of anything, I'm 
simply being descriptive . ... I'm saying this is the way the world is . .. . " 

Goals enter into the model at several places. First, the goal-setting 
part of the planning process (see Fig ure 2) uses information from the task 
environment about the rhetorical situation and information from the 
writer's long-term memory about the topic and the audience to establish 
goals for the essay. Examples of such goals are seen in one writer's attempt 
to make her audience more sympathetic to a point of view and another 
writer's recognition that her essay for 10-year-olds must be made 
"very interesting. 

Second, the monitor (see Figures 3 and 4) sets goals for carrying out 
writing processes. Such goals are reflected in statements such as, "Let's 
organize this mess," and, "OK, let's get it down on paper. " 

2. Wt·iting is hierarchically organized. When writers have identified their 
major goals, e.g., the particular aspect of the topic they want to discuss and 
their general approach to the aud ience, they frequently identify subgoals on 
the route to these major goals. Indeed, the subgoals may in turn have their 
own subgoals. A writer who had as his main goal to write about the 
"worries" of a particular group set up subgoals to write about the subropics 
"the political issue" and "the philosophical issue." Under each of the 
subtopics he specified a list of three or four sub-subtopics. Thus, his 
major goal was expanded into a hierarchy of subgoals. 
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In the same way, the writer who said that he was "simply being 
descriptive" elaborated his goal as follows: "I think what I really want is to 
p resent maybe one (point) with a lot of illustrations." He then went on to 
state the point and to develop a list of eight illustrations . In many cases, 
then,_ wnter_s tell us in their " thinking aloud " protocols that their goals 
are h1erarch1cally structured. Even if the writers didn't tell us explicitly 
though, there would still be plenty of evidence that writing processes are 
hierarchically organized. For example, many writers start the writing 
seSS!on With a penod of planning in which they try to develop an outline to 
write from. To do this _they may first t ry to generate ideas freely. When they 
feel they have enough 1deas, they try to organize them into an outline. 
Generating and organizing are part of p lanning, and planning in turn is 
part of writing. Clearly these p rocesses are hierarchically organized. 

The model reflects the hierarchical organization of writing processes in 
two ways. First, the structure of processes in the model is intended to match 
the hierarchical structure of processes observed in writers. Second, 
operators within the ORGANIZE p rocess allow the model to construct a 
hierarchical arrangement of goals. 

3. Priority intermpts. Editing appears to take precedence over all other 
writing processes in the sense that editing may interrupt the other processes 
at any time. The generating process appears to be second in order of 
precedenc~since it interrupts any process except editing. Here are two 
examples of edits (in italics) which interrupt the writer whi le he is 
generating new ideas: "The p roblem is to make the uses more general and 
acceptable--that's the tvrong word-! mean important seeming"; "Basically 
the idea is that if one has a special marker in a bui lding that­
which-means stop .... " 

Interrupts by the editing p rocess often appear quite abruptly. The 
writer no sooner has the wrong word out than the editing process leaps on it 
in the middle of a sentence and changes it . Interrupts by the generating 
process typically wait for the end of a sentence. However, they also appear 
rather abruptly. For example, while one writer was busily generat ing 
sentences according ro his writing plan, he unexpectedly said, 
" . . . possibility of a p leasantry I suppose at that point ... . " 

The mechanism for priority interrupts in the model is located in the 
moniror (see Figure 3). The first two rules in the monitor control editing 
and idea generation. The fact that these two rules come before the goal 
setting rules (3 -6) g ives these processes priori ty over all others. 

4. Remrsiveprocesses. The term "recursive" is used here in the mathematical 
sense. A recursive procesi;ais one which can contain itself as a part. Perhaps 
the best way to make this term clear is to start by discussing re~ve 
definitions and to proceed by analogy to recursive processes. 

A term is said to be defined recursively when its definition contains the 
term being defined as a part. At first g lance, this situation may seem to 
involve an unacceptable circularity, but as we will see, everything works out 
all right. Let's take an example from linguistics. Consider the following 
(incomplete) definition of a sentence: 
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Sentence = noun phrase + predicate, or 
sentence+ "and" +sentence. 

This is a perfectly workable definition even though the t~rm being defined 
appears in rhe definition. Consider rhe problem of deCidmg whether or nor 
rhe following srring of words is a sentence: 

"Frank has warts and Berry has hiccoughs." 

Since rhe string doesn't have rhe form "noun phrase + predicate," we rest to 
see if ir has rhe form "sentence+ 'and' +sentence." To do rhis, we have ro 
show rhat rhe strings before rhe "and" and after the "and" are sentences. 
They turn our to be, since both have rhe form "noun phrase+ predicate." 

Just as the idea of a recursive definition contains no intraccable 
circularity, neither does the idea that a recurs ive process can contain itself as 
a parr contain any inrracrable circularity. To illusrrare a recursive process, 
we will consider the Wendy protocol. In her first draft, Wendy wrote 
sentence 1 of rhe final draft and rhen followed ir directly by sentence 7 of rhe 
final draft. When she was editing (a parr of the writing process), Wendy 
decided rhar readers would have trouble with the transition between 
sentences 1 and 7. As a result she called on rhe whole writing process ro 
insert a small essay inside her larger essay. The whole writing process rhen 
was used as parr of editing, and rhus as a parr of itself. 

In rhe model, the mechanism underlying recursion is hidden in the fine 
structure of the editing process. We believe rhar when rhe editing process 
identifies a major fault in rhe rexr, e.g., lack of context or poor organization, 
it may employ the whole writing process in the effort ro fix the fault. 

5. Dynamic modification of goals . When writers choose goals, rhey are by no 
means stuck with them. When a goal is difficult ro meet, the writer can 
respond to the difficulty by modifying or abandoning the goal. Consider, 
for example, the writer who was assigned the task of writing about 
"abortion: pro and con, for a hostile audience." Early in the session, she 
decided ro include as one of the "pro" tOpics the point that "a woman 
should have the right to limit the size of her family." About half-way 
through the session, she came back ro rhis point and re-evaluated it as 
follows: "A woman should have the rig ht ro limit the size of her 
fami ly-urn-and I think I'm not going ro mention that- because that is 
nor a view that is shared by the audience." 

The writer mentioned earlier who was considering "a pleasantry," 
explored the issue in some detail, decided ir wouldn't work well , and 
abandoned it. This same writer had establ ished goals ar various times in 
the session to write about rhe issues "individual freedom," "the impacc of 
technology," and "attitudes toward scientific analysis ." After considerable 
work, he discovered relations among the three and tied them together under 
a single heading as "the philosophical issue." Thus, three independent 
objectives were modified to become sub goals of a single higher level goal. 

As yet, the model has no mechanism to account for rhe modificat ion 
of goals. We assume that the mechanism must reside in the goal setting 
processes and that it m ust use information about processing fai lures fed 
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back to it by the translating and organizing processes. As yer we don't have 
sufficient data to specify how rhe mechanism works. 
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Writing as a Cognitive Activity 

Robert J. Bracewell 

This paper exami11es characteristics of t~e mental processes req11!red for writing. 
Comparisons and contrasts are made wtth the nature of processmg reqmred for other 
cognitive activities sttch as arithmetic, problem solving, readilzg, and particularly 
c011Versation. Recent research on children's writing is reviewed that reveals the 
advantages as well as disadvantages of mperimposing writing skills over well 
developed la11guage skills. This research suggests that it is the inability to access 
already existing skills which determine the form of lang11age, rather than an absence 
ofsttch skills, that poses the major obstacle to the development of writing abilities. 

The past few years have seen a major shift in researchers' and educacors' 
approach co the skill of writing. Unci! recenrly there was a dearth of in­
formation available on writing as an activity. Apart from the monograph 
by Emig (1971) and the Paris Review inrerviews of eminenr writers (Cowley, 
1958), information on writing was confined to descriptions of rhe texts 
that had been written (e.g., La ban, 1963, 1976). The emphasis on written 
text also dominated education. Teachers, charged with the duty of improv­
ing children's written language, relied primarily on the inrervention of 
motivating the studenr co write well , and then evaluated the effectiveness of 
their motivating procedures by examining the subsequenrly written texts. 
The inrervening event- the act of writing-was largely ignored both for 
teaching and evaluation purposes. But ar the present t ime, as the copic of 
this issue of Visible Language attests, a great deal of work has been carried 
out on writing activity itself. So much, in fact, that it is now possible co 
compare what we know about writing as a skill with what we know about 
other menral skills such as problem solving, reading, and speaking. The 
purpose of this paper is co begin that comparison and co draw some 
conclusions about the nature of writing activity. 

A preoccupation with written text, as opposed to writing activity, is 
easy to understand. In the first place writing is a private activity, at least 
for mature writers. It is usually done in isolation that is nor only physical 
but also behavioural. The various idiosyncratic habits that attend writing 
essenrially isolate and protect the activity from other behaviours. In the 
research carried out in Toronto by the Writing Research Group we have had 
a difficult time getting adults co submit their writing activity co scrutiny. 
We have not found comparable reticence with younger children, however, 
in part because writing is examined in school situations and in part because 
of the differenr characteristics of writing for children. In the second place, 
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writing is a very complex activity. There must have been a feeling within 
the educational and psychological communi ties that rhe time co study 
writing had not yet come. O nly with more powerful theories, better 
measuremenr techniques, and greater knowledge of the way the mind works 
would it be possible to study writing activity. Indeed with the kind of 
behaviourism characteristic ofNorth American psychology from the 1920's 
to the 1960's, it would have been difficult even co begin to formulate a 
theory of writing activity. Only with the acceptance of an orienration such 
as that of cognitive psychology, which tolerates the assumption of complex 
me neal processes, could a study of writing activity begin. 

But one may still ask the question whether the time to study writing has 
come . In spite of the advances made by cognitive psychology, writing is still 
a very difficult topic to research . An ind ication of the d ifficulty can be 
gained from comparing research on writing with research on another diffi­
cult topic, that of oral speech developmenr. The latter has demonstrated 
that an understanding of the conrext of an utterance can be used to recover 
the meaning of a child's utterance. But how can one apply such a powerful 
technique co writing when so much of t he conrext for writing is inside the 
writer's head? 

This last question neatly summarizes the problems with studying 
writing- so much of it goes on inside the writer's head. Writing lies at 
an extreme; it is uniquely differenr from other sophisticated cognitive 
activities lik& mathematics, speech, and reading. All these activit ies in­
volve complex mental processes inrervening between input variables and 
responses. They differ, however, in the degree to which environmenral 
conrext governs menral processing, with writing being the least 
conrextually constrained. 

For a consideration of the differenrial effects conrext exerts on processing, 
it is useful co split the menral activity underlying rhe use of cognitive skills 
inco two levels. First, there is chat activity which is involved with the 
inrention and purpose for using a particular cognitive skill . Skills at this 
level generally are referred to as metacognirive (Brown , 1978); the mental 
activity often is referred co as executive processing that is guided by execu­
tive schemes (Newell and Simon, 1972). Second, there are those activites 
char manipulate input and output information. Examples would be de­
coding processes in reading and whatever operations underlie addition. 
This latter level will be referred to as that of mediating activity. This label 
highlights the posicion of these activities which lie on the one hand between 
environmental context and responses, and on rhe other hand between 
executive processes and the environmenr in which a particular cognitive 
skill is applied. The characteristics of these two kinds of mental activity and 
their inrerrelationship selille to elaborate the similarities and Giifferences 
among the various complex cognitive skills. In the following s~ion..rhe 
skills of arithmetic, mathematical problem solving, speaking, listening, 
reading, and writing each are briefly considered . 
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Arithmetic 
Simple arithmetic skills are both the most concextually bound and those for 
which manipulation of information is most clearly separated from purpose. 
If my purpose is to determine my bank balance, then my mental activity is 
governed almost entirely by that purpose and the relevant numbers. What 
I do is add my previous balance and the intervening deposi ts , add my 
intervening withdrawals, and subtract the latter from the former. The 
relationship between the metacognitive activity that realizes m y purpose 
and the information manipulation activity is a comparatively simple one 
that consists primarily of the executive activity issuing start and stop 
orders to the mediating activities. The separation between executive and 
mediating activities is shown by the fact that much of the mediating 
activity can be taken over by my handy pocket calculator. This separation 
is so marked that for instructional purposes in schools, exercise of the 
mediat ing activities can become an end in itself. Students calculate pages 
of sums and differences in order to consolidate these arithmetic skills . 
Their activity is governed by numbers and the arithmetical operator of 
the exercise items. This activity is also governed by a purpose, namely 
that the teacher has asked them to find the correct answers . Thus the 
executive process in the application of arithmetic skills in the classroom has 
a primarily exrernal locus in the environment rather than an intrinsic one in 
the child. 

Mathematical problem solving 
It is one thing to calculate a sum as an arithmetic exercise; it is another 
thing altogether to solve a relative velocity problem when the context 
information is couched in the language of two trains approaching each 
other. The literature on mathematical problem solving, let alone problem 
solving in general , is too g reat to be summarized succinctly here. Those 
interested in analyses of the mental activities underlying problem solving 
behaviour are referred to Greeno ( 1978) and to Resnick and G lazer (1976). 
Generally speaking, the purpose of mathematical problem solving activity 
is to understand the mathematical characteristics of the problem situation. 
It is a mistake to assume that the purpose is simply to find the correCt 
answer as it is with most arithmetic casks. With problem solving, "find­
ing the correCt answer" is simply a handy abbreviation for the above more 
extensive purpose. The mediating activities in mathematical problem 
solving are the logical , algebraic, or geometric ru les that can be applied 
to the specifics of the p roblem, just as ari thmetic rules can be applied to 
sums and subtractions. The relationship between execucive processes that 
underlie the purpose and the mediating activities that handle information , 
however, is much more complex than that for arithmetic tasks. Straight 
forward d irectives to start and stop mediating activities are not sufficient 
to solve a mathematical problem . Recognition by the problem solver that 
such a simple relationship between purpose and mediating act ivity is 
not adequate is , in fact, used to define a task as a problem solving one for 
that person (Resnick and Glazer, 1976). Unlike the ari thmet ic task the 
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T problem solving task does not yield tO a routinized application of mediat­
ing processes. This is because the informacion given in the statement of 
a problem is not sufficient in itself to solve the problem. What the problem 
solver must do is provide more information about the problem by selective­
ly using knowledge about permissible ru les oflogic and so forth, hence the 
definic ion of the purpose as one of understanding. Such activity in problem 
solving is usually characterized as constructive. 

A number of aspects of arithmetic and mathematical problem 
solving skills merit comment since they bear directly on the similarities 
and differences with writing skills. First , whether a particular task admits 
a routinized solution as most arithmetic tasks do, or is a problem solving 
task, will vary from person to person. The opening moves of a chess game 
are a problem solving task for the nov ice, but merely routine for the master. 
Likewise, a particular wri t ing task may be t reated either routinely or as 
a problem solving task. Second, how a writing task is treated does not 
necessarily follow a novice-problem solving versus expert-routine pattern. 
This seems to be the case primarily because beginning writers are already 
sophisticated oral language users, and there is a strong tendency for them to 
use inappropriately their oral language skills when writing. It is the more 
pracriced writer who begins to move away from roucine application of oral 
language skills to deliberate consideration of a given writing task that is 
more characteristic of a problem solving approach. Third, writing acrivity 
is not nearl~so determined by environmental concext as arithmetic or 
mathematical problem solving. Mathematical activities are governed by 
the information given as part of the task and by the limited set of rules 
(compared to grammar) for man ipulating information. Those mathematical 
tasks usually found in schools lead to a single solution or endpoinc; whereas 
a writing task is open-ended . It is the writer who must decide when the task 
has been com pleted. 

These latter two differences are likely tO lead to fair ly profound pro­
cessing d ifferences between mathematical and writi ng activity. The greater 
degree of information given in both ari thmet ic and mathematical problem 
solving casks probably helps to cue the appropriate mental activity. For 
writing, on the other hand, the writer must not only recognize a problem 
given relatively little information, but must also construct most of the 
problem situation. Furthermore, this must be done using an ability, that 
oflanguage, in which the writer both is high ly skilled and has developed 
many routinized procedures for dealing with information. The significance 
of basing writing activi ty on an already sophisticated oral language base 
can only be examined by considering those skills underlying speaking 
and listening. 
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Speaking 
A consideration of the mental activities underlying speaking must take into 
account the context in which this skill is usually exercised, namely, that of 
conversation. The purpose of an utterance generally is to communicate 
something; specifically it is to act on rhe environment in a given way. For 
example, a person may wish to tell something to somebody, or may simply 
wish to have salt passed at dinner. Mediating activities are those processes 
that draw on grammar, phonology, phonetics, and information structure in 
language. The relationship between the intentional and mediating 
processes for speaking bears a distinct resemblance to that for arithmetic. 
Although ir may seem that for speech the locus of control of the intentional 
processes is internal to the speaker, recent analyses of conversation have 
shown .the g reat extent to which speech is contingent on the immediately 
precedmg utterance of the other speaker (Dore, 1977; Grimes, 1975). Much 
of this work has been concerned. with analyzing the function of utterances in 
a give.n context and is couched in the terminology of speech act theory 
(Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). A consideration of the differences in funCtion 
between oral and written language, and the transition the child must make 
in becoming a writer is presented below. 

Listening 
It may seem ~tran.ge to i~clude essentially receptive skills such as listening 
and readmg m th1s consideration. Those considered above and of course 
writing itself, are largely productive rather than receptive~ There are, 
h?wever, imp?rtant components of both listening and reading that transfer 
d1rectly ro wnting. 

It is convenient to split the consideration of listening skills in two­
t~ose involved with short time durations and those involved with longer 
t~me durations. The former skills are used primarily in conversation and are 
s1mply the complement of the speaking ski lls outlined above. As such 
liste~ing skills are governed by the same kinds of processes as speech skills. 
The IntentiOn IS usually to understand the function of the speaker's 
utterance an.d to act in accord with that function. Mediating activi ties are 
~he ap~licatlon of grammar, phonology, etc. The relationship between 
Intentional and mediating processes is facil itated by the conventional nature 
of most utterances. 

More interesting are listening ski lls that involve longer time durations. 
A favourite pastime of both children and adults is listening to stories. The 
mediating activities of this pastime vary from use of phonological skills to 
use of story grammars. But what is the intention or purpose of this 
endeavour) It is not ro understand the speaker and then respond or act 
accordingly since the speaker is simply a proxy and the context of the story 
is not immediate. On the surface the purpose of the request, "Tell me a 
story!" is enjoyment; bur as with problem solving this purpose is simply a 
~abel for a much more complex intention. The purpose of listening to stories 
IS to understand, but not as with problem solving ro understand in order to 
find a solution; rather it is to understand who one is and what place one is to 

404 Visible Lang11age XIV 4 1980 

take in the world. This is a goal that admits no single solution and the 
characteristics of the executive processes that underlie it appear to be 
complex indeed. On rhe one hand, the child identifies in a straightforward 
manner with the hero and heroine of the story, and undoubtedly derives 
vicarious pleasure from the suspense of the plot and the overcoming the 
villain. But at a deeper level the kinds of stories preferred by children, as 
Bettelheim ( 1977) has analyzed, provide the child's unconscious with 
myriad information on what at a conscious level would be very threatening 
subjects- information on sex roles, chi ld-parent relations, the necessity 
and trials of independence, etc. The purpose of listening for extended 
periods of time to texts such as stories goes beyond the merely pleasurable to 
address issues of intense personal importance. 

It is this latter function of stories that accounts for children's rather 
amazing development of executive processes for understanding stories at a 
very young age. Because of the personal significance of stories the child 
acquires the ability to listen to and understand extended sequences of 
language that are not only out of context but often foreign to the child's 
experience. The executive processes, then , that are involved in a chi ld's 
listening to stories are very complex. Likewise, the interaction between 
executive and mediating processes must be complex since decoding 
processes applied to the language and interpretive processes dependent on 
semantic memory feed into borh conscious and unconscious levels of the 
executive I»"ocess. Although these complex processes remain to be 
illuminated by future research, one implication of this analysis for writing 
activity stands out : writing, like listening to stories, requires extended 
attention to and interaction with language. It seems likely that in order to 
foster and maintain such interaction the activity of writing like that of 
listening must fulfill some of the child 's (and the adult's) deepest needs. 

Reading 
The view taken here is that reading skills essentially parallel listening 
skills in their structure. For reading the mediating processes must be sup­
plemented by knowledge and processes of sight-language correspondences; 
but most of the remaining mediating processes remain the same. As with 
listening, a consideration of reading may be split into two divisions­
reading for short periods of rime and reading for extended periods of time. 
At least for children, reading for short periods of time is almost always a 
task imposed by the school. Passages from classroom readers rend to be 
short and are usually followed by a series of questions on factual and implied 
information from the story. The brevity of the text and the question-answer 
format that follows sug~st that the mental activities involved in children's 
short-term reading most closely resemble activities involved in--<' nversation 
and short-term listening. This may appear to be a somewhat extreme 
conclusion; bur there is no doubt that much classroom reading has a large 
interactive language component. 

This characteristic of short-term reading is highlighted by the contrast 
with extended duration reading . Children rarely and adults never answer 
comprehension questions about a book they are reading or have read. 
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Whereas co a great extent the purpose of short-term reading is 
environmentally imposed either by the questions co be answered or by the 
teacher's directive that the children participate in the interactive activity, 
the purpose of extended reading must be more self-determined. People 
engage in extended reading for the same reasons that children listen co 
stories- co find out more about themselves and what they can be in the 
world. 

Writing 
And finally what about writing} H ow can the mental activities underlying 
writing skill be characterized? First , the purpose of writing is primarily 
writer determined, rather than determined by the environment. Even 
where a topic is given by the teacher in the classroom, the intent of the p iece 
must be defi ned and elaborated by che writer. In older terminology, the 
writer must determine t he rhetorical situation of the co-be-written piece. 
Second, mediating processes chat underlie writing (grammar, spell ing, 
informacion structure, etc.) are overdeveloped in some respects and 
underdeveloped in ochers. In particular, those mediating processes chat 
result in coherent rexc are not well developed. 

In order co see the problems with learning co write better, lee us examine 
writing as a skill in the light of the ocher skills the child has acquired . Such 
an examination reveals that those activities that the child has acquired for 
ocher cognit ive skills are often at cross-purposes with chose chat faci litate 
writing. At the level of intent, writing attempts co comment on experience 
or the world in some significant way, if nor always for the reader, then at 
least for the writer (Flower and Hayes, 1980). Such comment demands 
extended interaction wi th language so that the author's intent is realized 
accurately by both the form and the content of what is written. The child 
who is beginning co write usually has had considerable experience with 
extended duration language; but this experience has been limi ted to 
receptive language activity in listening and reading. For such receptive 
activity the mental processes that operate on the form and content of text are 
completely intertwined and highly routinized. As Chafe ( 1970) has 
commenced, people (including children) read and listen for meaning; the 
way in which things are written or said are of t ransitory importance and are 
used primarily co recover the writer's or speaker's intentions. We remember 
the gist of what has been heard or read rat her than its exact form or content. 
Thus rhe chi ld is familiar with extended sequences of thought as realized 
primarily by stories, bur lacks skills that focus on extended sequences of 
language form and content separately from meaning. Consequently, the 
child both has, and does not have, t he mediating skills necessary for 
writing. The understanding of stories indicates ski lls applied co 
information structure - grammar and the like- bur these ski lls are 
applied co others' language in the service of deriving meaning, not in the 
service of self-expression. 

In productive language activi ty the child displays a greater vi rtuosity 
wi th the form of language, but the child 's manipulation of information 
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structure, grammar, and vocabulary, occurs over only short du ration 
conversational turns and, moreover, is still highly dependent on the 
environment since the options for language form are constrained by what 
the previous speaker has said. The extended interaction wi th language that 
is necessary for writing requires a transfer of and expansion upon skills 
nurtured in conversation that deal with language form , and also a transfer of 
skills used co derive extended sequences of thought from a receptive to a 
productive mode. In both cases, the child must break free of a dependence 
on the environment in order to achieve self-di rection on the form and 
content of language. 

Indeed, the major problem co be explained abour writing is why it is so 
difficult for beginning writers to put together form and content for 
extended sequences of language. For it is the relationship between form and 
content that d istinguishes the good writer from the poor, the undeveloped 
writer from the ski lled. This is so because writing is a curious skill. The 
activity of writing per se requires a minimum of perceptual integration or 
conceptual knowledge. Unlike other ski lls, such as doing arithmetic or even 
driving a car, writing is essentially a technique char is applied to transform 
the output of well-mastered language skills from an aural co a visual 
medium. Initially at least, writing is simply visible speech. Thus the range 
of skill level in writing is nor between those who can and chose who can't, 
bur between those who write well and those who write poorly, and the issues 
in writing aJe issues of integration, nor primari ly issues of acquisition 
(Bereicer, 1980). All of us who attempt to wri te know what a struggle it is 
co achieve such integration. Recent analyses of language structure and of 
how structures function in d iscourse, whether conversational or literary, 
have begun to reveal the nature of the struggle. 

Conversational skills and their transfer to writing 
A basic complexity of language as it is used by adults and children lies in the 
frequent d isassociation oflanguage form and language function . Of course, 
in many cases the form of an utterance or sentence reveals directly what 
the speaker wishes the language co do-for example, the imperative 
g rammatical structure serves co direct someone to do something. On the 
ocher hand, a directive function need nor be realized in rhe imperative form. 
The textbook example is the use of an assertive form such as, "The window 
is open," which in che appropriate ci rcumstances can act as a directive to 
close the window. 

Further consideration of t his complexity requires a brief foray into a 
terminological thicket. Following Austin (1962) the functions of language 
usually are referred to as iijpcucionary aces. The categorization of 
illocucionary aces is somewhat contentious; however, an illuscra'8¥~ 
classification is chat of Searle ( 1975b) who identifies five general types of 
illocutionary act: (1) representatives, which communicate speakers' beliefs 
about the world , (2) directives, which gee people to do things, (3) 
commissives, which bind speakers co some course of action, (4) expressives, 
which communicate speakers ' attitudes coward something, and (5) 
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declararives, which serve to define and label parts of the world (e. g., "I 
claim this land for France"). Representatives, commissives, and declararives 
can be explicitly expressed using the assertive sentence form, the latter two 
requiring use of specific lexical items (e. g., "1 promise ... "to achieve the 
commissive act of promising). Directives can be explicitly expressed via 
interrogative and imperative forms. And expressives are made explicit by 
various idiomatic forms. In these explicit forms, the given illocutionary act 
is said to be conveyed directly. But as indicated above with the "window" 
example, a given illocurionary act may be conveyed by forms ocher than the 
explicit ones. In such cases the act is said to be conveyed indirectly. The 
assertive form in particular, which in the absence of lexical specification 
functions directly as a representative illocurionary act, serves to convey the 
other types of illocurionary acts indirectly. 

One of the major purposes of this complex relationship among language 
forms and functions is to allow the achievement of multiple functions for a 
single sentence by conveying both direct and indirect illocurionary acts. For 
an analysis of writing skills, the significance of this complexity is that it is 
largely mastered by children for thei r oral language by the time they begin 
ro wri te, as the fo llowing example of nursery-school conversation, taken 
from Dore (1979), reveals. The segment of conversation occurred between a 
nursery school reacher (T) and one of her pupils (J) during the activi ty of 
wiping a table before eating. The conversation is listed on the left side of 
Table 1, and illocutionary acts performed are listed on the right. It can be 
seen by examining the utterances that most are in an assertive form and 
hence act directly as representatives. The obvious coherence of the 
conversation can be accounted for only by examining the indirect acts that 
are carried our. Thus, Js first utterance ( 1) and its repetition (2) are in 
assertive form and act directly as representatives, specifically as a report of a 
personal wish or desire. They are intended, however, and undersrood by the 
reacher as directives, specifically as requests for permission to participate in 
the activity of washing the table. The reacher in turn replies with assertive 
(3) that indirectly acts as a d irective, specifically a denial of the indirect 
request, by referring to a previously established commitment ro another 
pupil. The reacher continues with another assertive (4) that has an elaborate 
indirect function. Nor only does (4) act as a commissive, specifically a 
promise that ] can participate after eating, bur also as a directive (most 
likely because of the reacher's higher status), specifically a suggestion char J 
participate after eating. Utterance (5) is a directive seeking 
acknowledgement of the directive in (4), and (6) funct ions as a repetition of 
(4). Evidence that these multiple indirect acts are in fact realized by (4) to 

(6) can be found in]'s following utterences (7) and (8). Utterance (7) is a 
response ro the suggestion, specifically a denial that it will be followed ; irs 
form is roo truncated ro decide whether it is a representative (e. g., I do not 
want ro do that) or a directive (e. g., No, my actions will nor conform to 

your suggestion). Probably both are intended. Utterance (8) replies to rhe 
promise with an expressive, one of thanks , an appropriate response since 
promises ro be made fe licitOusly must be intended and perceived as 
benefic ial to the promisee. 
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TAB L E I . lllocutionary acts from a sample of child and teacher 
conversation 

Speaker 

J 

T 

J 

(Dore, 1979) 

Un erance 

(l) I want to wash the table 

(2) I want to wash the table 

(3) I told R she could do it first 

(4) You can wash it after juice, 

Illocutionary Act 

Direct Indirect 
representative: report 

on internal state 

representative 

representative: report 

of previous talk 

representative: future 

ace ion 

direct ive: request 
for permission 

directive 

directive: denial 

of request 

commissive: promise 
directive: suggestion 

(5) okay) directive: request for 

acknowledgement 

nil 

(6) You and M can do it after 

we've finished eating 

(7) No, 

(8) thank you 

• 

representative commissive 

directive 

representative) : denial nil 

of suggestion 

expressive: acknowledge- nil 

ment of commissive 

The conversation of Table I serves also ro illustrate a second aspect of 
children's skill in conversation. Nor only do children's conversations 
display comprehension and production of illocurionary functions, they also 
display a sophisticated skill with discourse. Conversations are nor random 
collections of utterances by speakers, but are sequenced in time and 
organized around a common topic. Sequencing is achieved by turn-raking; 
in Table I there are three turns , one by the reacher and two by the student. 
These rurns do not overlap but are produced successively by the speakers 
(Coult hard , 1977; Sacks, Schegloff, and J efferson, 1974). The organization 
of the conversation is around the ropic of the student's participation in 
cleaning the table, which is announced in (1), and is achieved primarily 
through sequencing of rhe illocurionary functions for utterances over turns. 
These illocurionary sequences rake the form of adjacency pairs of 
illocurionary functions. For example, d irectives, since they attempt ro act 
on the environment, solicit a response. Three such pairs occur in the eight 
utterance conversat ion ofJable I: Js request in (1) with irs repetition in (2) 
is responded ro by the reacher in (3). The reacher's suggestion fir(6)~ 
responded ro by] in (7) and her promise in (6) is acknowledged by] in (8). 
This kind of sequencing is revealed in conversation in a number of ways. 
These include cohesive devices (Halliday and Hasan, 1976) such as use of 
pronominal reference and repeated lexical items (e. g., "it " in [3) refers ro 
rhe phrase "wash the table" in [2]), grammatical structure that directly 
indicates an illocutionary function (e. g., the use of the interrogative ro 
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express a question), and prosodic features of speech (Gumperz and 
Herasimchuk, 1972). 

Given that even nursery school children possess sophisticated 
illocutionary and discourse skills, the question arises as tO why, at a later 
age, they do not use these skills ro sustain their writing. One way to 
approach this question is to consider to what extent young children use the 
skills deliberately to structure and guide conversation as opposed to using 
them reactively to participate in conversation. The evidence on this point is 
somewhat equivocal , but tends to support the view that they are not able to 
mobilize their discourse skills to manipulate long stretches of conversation. 
Dore ( 1979) reports that his nursery school subjects could not tolerate 
extended side sequences of conversation away from the main topic of 
conversation. Interruption of a conversation by a side sequence was not 
followed by return to the main topic. Furthermore, nursery-school 
activities such as washing the table that were mediated by conversation were 
usually initiated and maintained by the teacher rather than the children, 
although this may have more to do with the asymmetrical status 
relationship between teacher and students rather than with discourse skills. 
Much more research on children's conversations, especially in play 
situations, is required to document the development of discourse skill from 
one that is largely dependent on environmental inputs for its maintenance 
to one that is under the flexible control of the language user. 

Receptive language skills and their transfer to writing 
Although both conversation and writing involve the use of language, the 
interactive nature of conversation makes it quite a different activity from 
the solitary nature of writing text. As indicated above, however, children do 
have extensive experience with non-interactive language, namely in 
listening tO and reading stOries. Research on children's memory for stories 
indicates that, as with conversation, children develop quite sophisticated 
discourse skills for understanding and remembering the stOries they hear 
(Mandler and J ohnson, 1977; Stein and G lenn, 1978). For example, Stein 
and Glenn analyze stOries using a hierarchical structure in which a srory can 
initially be divided into setting and episode units, setting can be divided 
into time and location units, episode(s) into initiating events, character 
responses and actions, and consequences. The results of tests of children's 
memory for stories indicates that they use at least some of these units tO 
organize their comprehension of stories. Six-year-old chi ldren remember 
setting, initiating event, and consequent units better than other types of 
units (Glenn, 1978; Mandler and Johnson, 1977; Stein and Glenn, 1978); 
furthermore, they tend to remember multiple episode stories by episode. 
That is, failures in memory tend tO take the form of deletion of entire 
episodes (Glenn, 1978). Of course, exactly such discourse knowledge is 
required for extended text production since it constitutes an abstract plan of 
the types of information required for writing stories. 

Once again, given this discourse skill in a receptive situation, one can 
consider tO what extent children use the skills deliberately to structure 
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stories . Data on children's use of discourse skills in the production of 
stories as opposed to memory for srories are only beginning to appear 
in the literature. 

Some of the more tantalizing data, based on Labov's analysis of story 
discourse units , are reported in the ethnological literature on chi ldren's oral 
production of stories for peers or trusted adults (Kernan, 197 5; Labov, 
1972; Watson-Gegeo and Boggs, 1975). The Labov analysis is roughly 
parallel to those of Mandler and Johnson and Stein and Glenn, but superior 
in one respect: While Labov includes units comparable to setting, initiating 
events, character actions and consequences, he also specifies two additional 
categories labelled abstract and evalttation. An abstract is an opening 
statement that proclaims a story and gives an overview of what is to follow 
(e.g., "I once got the scare of my life ... ");an evaluation is a comment by 
the narrator that emphasizes the significance of some information in the 
story. Both addtitional units lie outside the direct line of narrative sequence 
and serve audience rather that narrative functions. The abstract serves to 
capture audience attention and to define the activity as one of srory 
telling- a necessary function in the competitive environment of children's 
play. Evaluations serve to maintain audience interest since they are intended 
tO enhance audience appreciation of parts of the story. Watson-Gegeo and 
Boggs (1975) report that two thirds of a sample of stories recorded from 
Hawaiian children aged six to seven years contained setting, complicating 
action, and r&solution units , and that one half of the stOries contained 
evaluative comments. Rather sketchily reported data by Kernan ( 197 5) 
suggested a similar pattern of story structure for seven to eight-year-olds 
and a full complement oflabov's discourse units for stories by students 
aged ten years and older. Botvin and Sutton-Smith (1977), in a better 
controlled study, report similar patterns of story discourse structure using 
a discourse unit analysis derived from Propp ( 1968). Thus, the use of 
discourse skills in oral production of stories appears comparable to memory 
for stories at about age seven and fairly well mastered by the age of ten or 
eleven years. Of course, it remains an open question whether such 
knowledge can be transferred to writing where there is no immediate 
audience first to capt ure and then to captivate. 

A least ·one study suggests that such transfer is not straightforward. 
Brown and Smiley (1977) had children aged eight, ten, and twelve years, 
and a group of adults, listen to a story and then retell it in their own 
words. Although they tended to remember less content, children of all ages 
included those ideas of the srory that adults considered most important. In 
other words, children's understanding of the story was similar to adults' bur 
not as detailed. In a second part of the study the same children were asked tO 
point out those parts of another story that they thought were th~ost 
important. In other words, they were asked to use deliberately knowledge 
of the story structure that they had used on the retelling task. On this 
second part children of all ages did not do nearly as well: eight-year-olds "-.. 
showed no consistent pattern of choice, and ten and twelve-year-olds only ·· ~; 
approximated adult choices, whereas adults performed in a manner 
comparable to their retellings of the first part of the experiment. The 
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implications of these results are that ( 1) children's knowledge of story 
structure used for retelling the story was used tacitly rather than . 
deliberately, (2) children had difficulty using this knowledg~ ~eltbera~ely 
on the choice task, and (3) more generally with respect to writing, .wht~h 
requires deliberate choice among language forms and content, the mabdtty 
to use such knowledge presents a major obstacle to the development of the 
writing ski ll. 

Cognitive processes of younger writers at the discourse level 
The problem beginning writers, and indeed unskilled writers of all ages, 
face has been characterized as one of putting together form and content of 
language to achieve extended sequences of text that are coherent. The above 
brief review reveals that in some way children "know" a great deal about 
language form, both at the sentence and discourse level. They a~pear to 
experience difficulty, however, in using their knowledge and sk1lls 
deliberately to guide conversations or to think about the structure of 
texts- a difficulty which implies serious consequences for writing. 

In the studies outlined below, it will be seen that children's writing 
difficulties lie primarly with the language form. It is an inability to use 
skills that determine the form rather than the content of texts that is 
responsible for ineffective writing. A striking aspect of these difficulties , 
found at both discourse and sentence levels, is that they are not produced by 
an absence of skill but by an inability to access deliberately skills chat are 
well developed and used in other language activities. 

A Representative study supporting this conclusion for discourse 
knowledge and skills was carried out by Bereicer, Scardamalia, and Turkish 
(1980). Children aged nine and eleven years were asked what kinds of 
informacion would be found in a story. In ocher words, they were asked to 
give general discourse informacion characteristic of a story genre. Not 
surprisingly chis is a difficult cask for children of these ages co do. Almost 
all began by giving concrete content (e.g., it could be about school), but as 
a result of directions chat the informacion had to be useable in any story, 
they were able to give some general discourse characteristics (the most 
frequent being something like, ' 'I'd cell where it happened," which was 
scored as setting information). These results indicate that children of these 
ages can recall relatively abstract discourse information. But wh~ther they 
can use such recalled informacion to organize the ston es they wnte ts 
unclear. The same children subsequently wrote a story on a topic of their 
own choice which was scored for the presence of discourse information using 
a structural analysis similar to that developed by Stein and Glenn (see 
above). The most significant outcome of chis scoring was found when, for 
each child, the correlation was calculated between kinds of informacion 
named on the first task and kinds of information used in the written story. It 
was found that there was no correlation. This effect seems to be a general 
one since a similar lack of correlation was found in results for calking about 
and writing arguments and descriptions. Thus, even though they have some 
abili ty to talk about it in the abstract, children's use of discourse informanon 
in writing does not appear to be mediated by a conscious strategy. 
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A more concerted effort to investigate the role of discourse knowledge 
in chi ldren's writing of arguments was made by Paris, Scardamalia, and 
Bereiter (1980). The basic rationale and scracegy of the study were straight­
forward: Bereiter, Scardamalia, and Turkish had found that for all three 
genres examined children use more discourse units in their compositions 
than they were able to name. The failure to find evidence of conscious use of 
discourse units in writing could have been produced simply by children's 
unfami liarity with identifying and labelling concrete informacion at a 
more abstract discourse level. Accordingly, in the Paris ec al. study chi ldren 
aged nine and eleven were trained to recognize and label sentences with 
argument discourse units. Argument discourse units were six: statement of 
belief, reason, example, elaboration, counter-reason, and conclusion. An 
example of a sentence used during training is, "This is because people 
might get hurt if there were no rules." A child was expected to identify chis 
sentence as a reason discourse unit. Following this training they were asked 
to do various composing tasks in order to test for the effects of training. 

The results from this procedure parallelled those of the Bereiter, 
Scardamalia, and Turkish study, yielding evidence that children knew 
about discourse information, but no evidence that they used this 
informacion deliberately in composing. For example, training in the 
identification of sentences proceeded rapidly. It was clear chat this part of 
the study for the children was one of simply learning verbal labels for 
already exis~ng discourse concepts, rather chan learning the concepts 
themselves. (Learning d id occur and was retained, however. On a post-test 
the trained children correctly labelled more examples of discourse units in a 
text than a control group of chi ldren who were just shown a list of discourse 
units paired with sentence examples.) Bur chis learning was not applied to 
composing casks. In one of these, children were asked co give a sequence of 
discourse units that they could use to write an argument by arranging a set 
of cards that had discourse uni r labels pri need on them. The most frequently 
given sequence was a very brief one: statement of belief, reason, elaboration, 
and conclusion. This was also the most frequent sequence given by the 
untrained control group. On another composing task chi ldren wrote two 
arguments, one by following a commonly found order of discourse units 
(e.g., statement of belief, reason, elaboration, example, counter-reason, 
conclusion) and another by following an uncommon order (e.g., reason, 
statement of belief, elaboration, counter-reason, conclusion, example.)All 
children were more successful in following the more common order, but just 
barely: most children were able to follow the common order only as far as 
the belief-reason sequence; whereas for the uncommon order most children 
had difficulty beginning with a reason. In addition, the trained group was 
not superior to the controbgroup. Taken together, the results SlJ~~st again 
chat children use discourse informacion in composing, but chat comtious 
access to this information and skill in manipulating it are quite limited. 

Perhaps the most surprising result of this study was the brevity of ............. 
productions: increased ability to recognize discourse information did not 
produce expanded argument sequences. This result appears to be similar co 
one found for. content information (Scardamalia and Bracewell, 1979). 
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Children aged nine to eleven were able to list appropriate content for 
self-chosen argument topics when g iven minimal probes by the 
experimenter (e.g ., "And what else can you think of?"). They failed to use 
much of this content, however, in writing a composition on the topic 
immediately after the listing procedure. The brevity of the argument 
compositions , in spite of discourse and content knowledge, suggests a skill 
deficit in organizing available knowledge about discourse and content 
during composing. Children's defau lt strategy for organizing their written 
arguments appears to be based on oral language skills, since the structure of 
the arguments resembles a conversational turn. Evidence supporting this 
oral basis has been provided by Scardamal ia (unpublished data) who, 
modelling a conversational sequence, simply asked children if they could 
continue after they informed her they had fi nished wri ting an argument. 
The children readily continued their arguments, adding not only written 
and therefore redundant information but new information as well. Use of an 
oral skill basis helps explain why children readily submit to scrutiny while 
writing . At this age their writing is an activity that essentially assumes the 
presence of another. 

The demonstration that children do have, or can be taught , discourse 
knowledge yet do not apply such knowledge to improve their writing is at 
best embarrassing and at worst alarming. Suppose such results were to be 
found at all language levels from vocabulary, through grammar, paragraph 
scructure, to overall text structure. If this were the case, what evidence 
could a researcher cite to demonstrate to educators that a cognitive approach 
to writing held any promise of leading to better inscruction, let alone co 
demonstrate to colleagues that a cognitive approach could begin to explain 
writing as an activity? Since availabil it y of knowledge did not appear co 
facilitate composing for beginning writers, we decided co attempt to 
facilitate the composing process directly in a fai rly simple (some might 
think simple-minded) manner by having the experimenter intervene as the 
child composed (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1980; and Bereiter, Scardamalia, 
and Bracewell, 1979). This procedural facilitation technique is best 
illustrated by summarizing a specific study. 

Bracewell , Bereiter, and Scardamalia (1980) hypothesized that one 
reason for children's well-documented inability co revise their composi­
tions (Bracewell , Scardamalia, and Bereiter, 1978; National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, 1977; Nold, 1980) might be Jack of skill in 
deliberately applying their discourse knowledge to their already written 
texts. Therefore, in order to facilitate revising in this study, decisions about 
the application of discourse knowledge were made by the experimenter as a 
child revised his or her composition . Children aged nine and eleven years 
wrote an argument composition on a self-selected topic (e .g., Should g irls 
be allowed to play on boys' sports teams?), and then revised it with the 
experimenter's help. First, the experimenter underlined and labelled the 
sections of the child's original composition using argument units like those 
presented above for the Paris eta! study. Second, as the child revised, the 
experimenter suggested additional units that might be added to the 
composition. These interventions fo llow a pre-planned procedure that led 
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to a composition considering positions and evidence on both sides of the 
topic. The language used by the experimenter was at an abstract level , 
non-specific co individual topics (e.g., " Why don't you put in a reason 
now?"); the content to realize the suggested discourse unit was supplied by 
the child . 

Procedural facilitation techniques like these have begun to reveal the 
composing processes of children . For example, in the Bracewell et al study, 
blind comparisons of original and revised compositions revealed that 
revisions contained superior content , indicating that when discourse 
information was made salient during revision, children could use it to recall 
and insert appropriate content into their compositions. Where children ran 
into difficulty was in inserting this content co make their compositions 
more rhetorically effective. Revisions were not rated as being more 
convincing than orig inals in spite of their better content. This finding 
appears to be related to the find ing that revisions also were nor rated as more 
coherent than originals, since the best predictor of whether a revision was 
considered convincing was the coherence score- the higher the coherence, 
the more likely a revision was to be rated convincing. Subsequent exam­
ination of revised compositions revealed li ttle use of cohesive devices , such 
as pronoun reference and conjunctions, and awkward topic-comment shifts 
between sentences where an insert had been made. 

Another revision study that used procedural facilitation techniques 
demonstrat~d that chi ldren can evaluate their writing realistically, but 
again have difficulty using these evaluations co revise so that the quality of 
their writing increases (Scardamalia and Bereiter, 1980). Children aged 
nine, eleven, and thirteen years wrote, evaluated, and revised their 
argument compositions. Evaluations and revisions were carried out 
sentence-by-sentence as the chi ldren composed using a set of descriptors and 
directives for revision that were printed on cards available to the children 
(e.g., "People may not understand th is; I'd better change the wording"). 
Children chose an evaluation from the set, which included the option of 
making no revision, and then modified the sentence according to the 
d irective. The experimenter's overt role in this procedure was to stop the 
children and direct their attention to the evaluation set at the end of each 
sentence; otherwise children simply keep on writing. The children's 
evaluations were scored by having an expert adult writer ev:aluate children's 
orig inal sentences using the set of descriptors and revisions. It was found 
that these adult evaluations substantially concurred with those made by rhe 
chi ldren; however, blind ratings as to whether revised compositions were 
superior to originals fa iled to favour revisions. As with the Bracewell eta! 
study, children were unable to implement their decisions in effective prose. 

Procedural facilitarion-ttchniques initially might appear to Q.<!.l! rather 
bizarre research method since a first impression is that the exper~rer 
takes over a part of the writing process from the child . The method seems co 
imply that for the ultimate in facili ration the experimenter would write the 
entire composition , with the child simply copying the experimenter's 
output. In such an extreme one might learn something about the experi­
menter's writing skill , bur it is unl ikely one would learn much about 
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the child's. In fact, an important aspect of the technique is that the 
experimenter takes over only a part of composing activity. Such partial 
support allows one to see the di ffere nt cognitive skills that make up the 
writing act , both by revealing skills that children can already do, such as 
evaluating their sentences in an adult-like manner, and by revealing specific 
skill defici ts such as an inability to translate topic-relevant content into 
coherent prose. Moreover, it appears inaccurate to characterize fac il itation 
techniques as ones in which the experimenter " takes over" a part of the 
writing process. In practice, the experimenter's act ivity is hig hly in teractive 
with the child's, and seems to achieve effects not simply by doing some part 
of the writing fo r the chi ld but by cueing already existing knowledge and 
ski lls . The difference between procedural facilitation and taking over a part 
of an activity from a child can be clarified by an analogy. In teaching a child 
how to hit a pitched baseball with a bat , procedural fac ilitation would 
consist of using a lig hter and larger ball that slows down quickly because of 
air resistance and can be hit more easily, and of using a lig ht bat with a 
larger diameter which can be easily swung and is more likely to contact the 
ball because of its size. In contrast , taking over the activity might consist of 
guiding the bat by reaching over the child 's shoulder. With procedural 
fac ilitation the child does all the activity himself or herself; whereas this 
is not the case with the latter method of support. Although at present 
speculative , it appears that procedural facilitation works for writ ing because 
it allows the child to transfer to the writing situation and to use del iberately 
those lang uage ski lls and knowledge that have been acquired in the course 
of mastering other language activities. 

Cognitive processes of younger writers at the sentence level 
One of the most significant outcomes of the procedural facil itation studies 
was the finding that in spite of effective use of skills at the discourse level 
children were unable to implement their d iscourse level decisions in 
effective prose. This d ifficulty suggests a ski ll deficit in manipulating 
language of a by now familiar k ind . It is clear that by the time children 
begin to write they are already competent language users whose oral output 
reveals a mastery of most of the great variety of syntact ic and lexical devices 
that serve to communicate meaning. Why then when they wri te do they 
not call upon this knowledge to produce coherent prose? A pair of recent 
studies (Bracewell , 1980; Bracewell and Scardamalia, 1979) suggests that 
the difficulty is again one of transfer of skills and knowledge from tacit to 

del iberate use . 
One of the most surprizing implications of these results is that reading 

skills may interfere with the development of writing skills. An interference 
effect of text syntax on revision was demonstrated when eleven-year-old 
children were presented with materials like those in Table II. The task was 
to write up in a sing le sentence all the information in itially presented either 
as sentences or in tabular form. Children needed more trials to achieve the 
single sentence when writing from the sentence version of the materials 
than when writing from the tabular version (Bracewell , 1980). At the 
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moment this result has the status of an interesting fact about writing. 
Before cons1denng what it may mean, let us turn co another set of results 
that clanfies somewhat the relationship between read ing and writing skills. 

TAB L E II . Language materials used for composing a 
single sentence 
(Bracewell , 1980) 

Example of smtence materials 

The bird is in the cage. 
The cage is under the table. 
The cable is in rhe room. 

The bird is yellow. 

Example of tabttlar materials 
what relation what 
bird In cage 
cage under table 
table In room 
bird !5 yellow 

Example of coordinated sentence 
The yello~ bird is in the cage under the table in the room. 

TAB L E Ill . Language materials used for reading and 
writing study 
(Bracewell and Scardamalia, 1979) 

Example of sentence materials 

l. Ernie has a dog. Grover has a car. Grover has a canary. G rover has a dog. 
2 . Ernie has a dog . Grover has a car, a canary and a dog. 
3. Ernie has a dog; but Grover has a cat, a canary and a dog. 
4. Ernie has a dog; but Grover has three different pets, a cat, a canary and a dog. 

Example of tabtdar materials 

Title: Who has what pet? Who Pet 

Bert hamster 
Kermit goldfish 

!!;> Kermit turtle 
Kermit hamster 
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Bracewell and Scardamalia ( 1979) had children, aged seven , nine, and 
eleven years, read and evaluate sentence items like chose presented in Table 
Ill. Specifically, a child was asked co pick chat item he or she thought was 
the best written one, and co g ive reasons for these choices. Choices of items 
and justifications showed a developmental trend. Seven-year-olds show 
no regular pattern of choice and just ification; but both nine- and eleven­
year-olds consistently selected the third or fourth item as the best written 
and the fi rst item (the one made up of four separate sentences) as the 
worst writ ten. These older children were able to justify their selections 
appropriately, pointing out the use of conjunctions in the more coordinated 
sentence items as being a good way of expressing chis informacion, and 
pointing out the lexical repetition of the first item as being a poor way of 
expressing chis informacion. 

Immediately afterwards the same children were asked to compose 
sentences from a cable like chat presented in Table III . Specifically, children 
were asked co compose a "best" write-up and a "worse" write-up like the 
ones they had just selected on the reading task . Examination of these 
wri te-ups revealed that borh best and worse productions contained an 
intermediate degree of coordination (e.g., "Bert has a hamster. Kermit has a 
goldfish , a turtle, and a hamster".) chat was neither as well coordinated as 
the item selected as worse. 

The results of both these two studies (Bracewell , 1980; Bracewell and 
Scardamalia, 1979) suggest an inability co manipulate syntactic form 
deliberately on producrion casks. Clearly children can "decode" rhe 
synracric srrucrure of rhe sentences in Tables II and III, otherwise rhey 
would nor be able co understand rhem. Moreover, when reading these kinds 
of materials, older children have some conscious awareness of lang uage form 
and whether it expresses meaning adequately. But they have difficulty using 
such language-form knowledge when composing . 

The thread chat links the results of these rwo studies is children's skill in 
reading sentences for meaning. N ormally the emergence of language skills, 
involving awareness for language form, which can be attributed in part to 

increasing exposure co different forms of text as children master reading 
skills, would be a cause for rejoicing. But the results presented above 
suggest chat such skills also lead ro problems for writing . Although 
children when learning to read initially must pay a fa ir amount of at ten­
tion to rhe surface features of printed texr, rhey rapidly aucomatize those 
perceptual and cognitive processes chat med iate surface struct ure and 
meaning. Indeed , g iven working memory limitations, it is difficult to 

conceive of rapid and efficient securing of informacion wichour auto­
mat ization of such processes. It is now commonplace chat one remembers 
rhe g ist oflanguage, whether read or heard, rapidily forgetting the surface 
srrucrure. But one implication of such efficient processing is chat it does not 
facilitate rhe activity of writing, where awareness of poss ible mislead ing 
interpretations of what is written from what was intended , and the abili ty 
to act on such awareness by manipulating language form independently of 
meaning, is crucial. 
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The sig nificance for instruction of the gap between awareness of wrirren 
forms in reading and their deliberate use in writing may be bet ter appre­
ciated if one examines rhe pattern of children 's productions across age for 
another medium of express ion - that of painting and d rawing. Unlike 
writing , children express themselves through representational arc from an 
early age and age-related parrerns of drawing and painting have been well 
documenced . A striking feature of rhe use of represencarional media is char 
it declines precip itously ·ar the age of ten to eleven years (Lark-Horovitz, 
Lewis, and Luca, 1967). The decline is correlated wirh and probably 
explained by an increasing awareness of the signi ficance of technique in 
representational express ion (Carothers and Gardner, 1979; Lark-Horowitz, 
1938), an awareness chat children rarely can match in their own drawing 
and painting. O f course, a comparable decl ine in writing is infrequently 
observed because children often do not master the perceptual-motor 
components of writing until nine or ten years of age. Where chis componenc 
is mastered earlier, as in Donald Graves ' exemplary prog ram , available 
evidence has indicated a similar sudden decline in writing output (Graves, 
1980). The correspondence is an exacr one. Ar about rhe age of ren years 
an awareness and concern for technical aspects of productions in both arc 
and writing manifests itself. With this manifes tation producrions in borh 
media decline. 

Such a parrern suggests that we revise our ideas of why so little writing is 
done by students in school. Writing activity tends to be minimal nor 
simply becluse teachers, and the educational system generally, dominate or 
rhwart self-expression through writing (Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, 
and Rosen, 1975), but also because children's natural development of 
specific ski lls in reading , and more general skills in appreciating rhe 
techniques of self-expression, leads them inevitably roan awareness of rheir 
own productions' shortcomings. Since one cannot do wi thout reading , a 
successful writing pedagogy will have co deal wirh chose processes of 
reading char hinder cog nitive processes necessary for effective wri ting . To 
rerum to a distinction made at the beginning of chis paper, one of rhe 
principal problems in learning to write is char mediating skills for language 
form, which use d iscourse and syntactic knowledge, appear to be only 
minimally under the control of mecacognitive skills char are involved wirh 
intention and purpose in writing. Allowing students to gain deliberate 
control over such mediating skills should be a major objective of writing 
instruction. The technique of procedural facilitation, cranslared into 
instructional tasks , offers a promising starting point for effective wri ting 
insrrucrion ar rhe discourse level (Bereirer and Scardamalia, 1980). Bur ir 
remains to be seen whether such an approach can be successful for acquiring 
control of language form at the sentence level. 

4 19 Bracewell I Writing as Cognitive Activity 



Acknowledgement 

The research conducted by the Writing Research Group in Toronro was 
supported by grams from the Social Sciences and Humani ties Research 
Council of Canada, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, and the Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education. The author thanks Mark Aulls, Carl 
Frederiksen, and Peter Wason for their valuable comments on an earlier 
draft of the paper. 

References 

Ausrin,J. L. How todothingn vithwords. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1962. 

Bereirer, C. Development in writ ing. In L. W . G regg & E . R . Steinberg (eds .), 
Cognitivepromses in writing. Hillsdale, N . J .: Erlbaum , 1980. 

Bereirer, C., &Scardamalia, M. From conversation ro compos ition: the role of 
instruction in a developmental process. In R . Glaser (ed.), Advances in 
imtmctional psychology, Vol. 2. Hillsdale, N.J. :Erlbaum, 1980. 

Bereiter, C., Scardamalia, M., & Bracewell, R . J . An applied cognitive­
developmental approach co writing research . Paper presented ar the annual 
meeting of the American Educational Research Association , San Francisco, 1979. 

Bereiter, C., Scardamalia, M., & Turkish , L. The child as discourse g rammarian. 
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research 
Association, Bosron, 1980. 

Bettleheim, B. Themes of enchantment: the meaning and importance of fairy stories. New 
York: Random House, 1977. 

Borvin G . J ., & Sutron-Smirh, B. The development of structural complexity in 
children's fantasy narratives. Developmental Psychology, 1977, 7 3, 377-388. 

Bracewell, R . J . The abil ity of primary school chi ldren to manipulate language form 
when wri ring. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational 
Research Association, Boston, 1980. 

Bracewell , R. J. , Bereiter, C., & Scardamalia, M. How beginning writers succeed 
and fail in making wrirren arguments more conv incing. Paper presented at the 
annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Boston , 1980. 

Bracewell, R. J ., & Scardamalia, M. Children's ability co integrate information 
when they write. Paper presented at the annual meeting of rhe American 
Educational Research Association, San Francisco, 1979. 

Bracewell , R. J ., Scardamalia, M., & Bereiter , C. The development of 
audience awareness in writing. Resonrr:es in Edncation, October, 1978 
(ERIC No. ED 154 433). 

Britton, ) . , Burgess, T. , Marrin, N., Mcleod , A., & Rosen , H . The development of 
tiJI·itingabilities( 11-18). London: Macmillan Education, 1975. 

Brown, A. L. Knowing when, where, and how co remember: A problem of 
metacognition . In R . Glaser (ed.), Advances in imtmctional psychology, Vol. I. 
H illsdale, N . J. :Erlbaum, 1978. 

Brown, A. L., & Smiley, S. S. Raring rhe importance of srrucrural units of 
prose passages: A problem of meracognitive development . Child Development , 
1977 . 48, 1-8. 

Carothers, T. , & Gardner, H . When children's drawings become arc: The emergence 
of aesthetic production and perception . Developmelllrtl Psycbology, 1979, 7 5, 
570-580. 

420 Visible La11g11age XIV 4 1980 

Chafe , W. L. Meaning and the stmctnre of langnage. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1970. 

Coulthard , M. An imrodnctiontodisconrseanalysis. London: Long mans, 1977. 
Cowley, M. \Vriters at work: the 'Pa1·is Revietv interviews. New York: 

Viking , 1958. 
Dore, J . Children's illocutionary acrs. In R . Freedle (ed.), Disc01mecomprehemion and 

prodnction. Norwood, N.J. : Ablex , 1977. 
Dore, J. The srruccure of nursery school conversation. Unpublished manuscript, 

Rockfeller University, 1979. 
Emig,J. The composing procems oftwelfthgmdm. Urbana, 111: National Council of 

Teachers ofEng lish, 197 1 (Research report no. 13). 
Flower, L.S. , & Hayes, ) .R. Plans and the cog nitive process of writing. 

In C. H. Frederiksen, M.F. Whiteman, &J .F. Dominic (eds.), Writing: 
the 11atnre, development and teacbing a/written commnnication. Hi llsdale, N.J.: 
Erlbaum, 1980. 

Glenn , C. G. The role of episodic srruccure and story length in children's 
recall of simple scories.)onmal of Verbal Leaming cwd Verbal Behavior, 
1978, 17. 229-247. 

Graves, D . H . Andrea learns co make writing hard . LangnageArts, 1979, 
56, 569-576. 

Greeno, J .G. Narures of problem solving abilities. In W .K. Estes (ed.), Handbook of 
leamingandcognitiveprocesses, Vol. 5. New York: Wiley, 1978. 

Grimes , ). The thread of disconrse. The Hague: Mouron , 1975. 
Halliday, M.A.K ., & Hasan, R . Cohesion in English. London: Long mans , 1976. 
Kernan , K.T. Semantic and expressive elaborations on child ren's scories. In 

S. Ervin-Tripp & C. Mirchell-Kernan (eds.), Child disconrse. N ew York: Academic 
Press , 1977. 

Labov, W. Langnage in the inner city: studies in the black Englisb vemaC/1/ar. Ph iladelphia: 
University of Ph iladelphia Press , 1972. 

Lark-Horovitz, B. On art appreciation of children: 11. Portrait preference study. 
j ournalofEducational Research, 1938,3 1,572-598. 

Lark-H orovitz, B. , Lewis , H . P. , & Luca, M. Understanding children's art for better 
teaching. Columbus, Ohio: Merrill , 1967. 

Laban, W. Thelangnageofelementaryschool children. Urbana , Jll : National Council of 
Teachers of English , 1963 (Research report no. l). 

Laban, W. Language development: kindergarten throngb grade twelve. Urbana , Ill.: 
National Council ofTeachers of Engl ish , 1976 (Research report no. 18). 

Mandler,) .M., &J ohnson , N.S. Remembrance of things parsed: story structure and 
recall. Cognitive Psychology, 1977, 9, 111 -151. 

National Assessment ofEducational Progress. \'(/rite/rewrite: an assessmmt 
of revision skills; selected remits from the second national assessmmt of writing. 
Washington: U.S. Government Priming Office , 1977 (ERIC No. 
ED 141826). 

Newell, A. , & Simon, H . A. Hmnanproblemsolving. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1972. 

Nold, E. Revising. In C. l-P.Frederiksen, M .F. Whiteman, &J .F. D~c (eds.), 
\fl riting: the nature, development and teaching ofuwilten communication. Hillselale, 
N.J.: Erlbaum, 1980. 

Paris, P., Scardamalia, M. , & Bereirer, C. Discourse schemara as knowledge and as .... 
regulators of rexr producrion. Paper presented at the annual meeting of rhe 
American Educational Research Assoc iation, Boscon, 1980. 

Propp, V. Tbemorpbology ofthefolktcde. Austin : University ofTexas Press, 1968. 

421 Bmcewelt I \Vriting as Cognitive Activity 

··.·~ 



Resnick, LB. , & Glaser, R . Problem solving and inrell igence. In L. B. Resnick (ed. ), 
Thenalllreofimelligence. H illsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum , 1976. 

Sacks, H. , Schegloff, E.A., &Jefferson , G . A simplesr sysremarics for rhe 
organizarion ofrurn raking in conversarion. Lang11agt , 1974,50,696-735. 

Scardamalia , M. , & Bereirer, C. T he developmenr of evaluar ive, diagnosric, and 
remedial capabiliries in children's composing. In M. Mardew (ed.), ThepJ)'Chology 
of wrillenlang11age: a developmmtal app1·oach. London: Wiley, 1980. 

Scardamal ia·, M., & Bracewell, R.J . Local planning in wriring. Paper presenred ar 
rhe annual meering of rhe American Educarional Research Associarion, 
San Francisco, 1979. 

Searle, J .R. SpeechaciJ: an e.rJay in the philosophy ojlang11age. London: Cambridge 
Universiry Press, 1969. 

Searle,) .R . I ndirecr speech acrs. In P. Cole andJ.L. Morgan (eds.), Syntax and 
semantics Ill: speech acts. New York: Academic, 1975 (a). 

Searle,) .R. A raxonomy ofillocurionary acrs. InK. Gunderson (ed .), MinneJota 
s111dies in the philosophy oj/ang11age. Minneapolis: Universiry ofMi nnesora Press, 

1975 (b). 
Srein , N .L. , & Glenn, C.G. An analysis of srory comprehension in elemenrary school 

children. In R. Freedle (ed .), Advances in disco11rJes, Vol. 2 , Norwood, N.J.: 
Ablex , 1978. 

Warson-Gegeo, K.A., & Boggs, S.T . From verbal play ro ralk srory: rhe role of 
rourines in speech evenrs among H awaiian school-age children. InS. Ervin-Tripp 
& C. Mircheii-Kernan (eds.), Child disco11m, New York: Academic Press, 1977. 

422 Visible Language X IV 4 1980 

-

"Writing has got to be an act of discovery . 
I write to find out 

what I am thinking about." 

"If I write what you know, I bore you; 
if I write what I know, I bore myself; 

therefore I write what I don't know. " 

"I think that one is constantly startled 
by the things 

that appear before you 
on the page 

when you're writing. " 

"A writer has to surprise himself 
• to be worth reading. " 4 

"The easiest way for me to lose interest 
is to know too much 

of what I want to say before I begin. " 

"The language leads, and we continue 
to follow where it leads." 6 

I Edward Albee 

2 Robct Duncan 

3 Shi rley Hazzard 

4 Bernard Malamud 

S William Marchews 

6 Wrighc Morris 



Resumes des Articles 

Traduction: Fernand Baudin 

L'arc au le metier, le don au J'acquispar Richard 
Yom1g 
Bien qu' ils parcagenc cercains apcioris 
concernant J'ecude ec J'enseignemenc de Ia 
com posicion Jicceraire, nocammenc en ce qui 
concerne !' invention ec le choix des sujecs , les 
cenancs de La Nouvelle Rhetorique ne sane pas 
d'accord sur Ia nature meme de leur arr. Les uns 
y voienc une forme de vicalisme, Jes aut res y 
voienc une technique. Les theories influencenc 
naturellemenc Jes idees que I' on se fair 
concernant ce qui peur ecre enseigne ec Ia 
maniere de J'enseigner. Leur desaccord fair 
probleme pour Je rhecoricien: en effec, elles sonc 
anciennes ec Jes succes obcenus donnent a penser 
qu'elles one ra ison routes deux. 

Conformisme et engagement personnel 
par Peter C. Wason 
L'auceur s'efforce de moncrer que le fair de se 
conformer a des formules convenrionnelles 
tend a faire oublier !'engagement personnel 
de J'auceur. L'effec esc double: d 'une pare, 
J'individu esc aliene de J'ecrirure; d'aucre pare, 
Je conformisme favorise J'obscurancisme, ce qui 
esc concraire aux idees claires ec discincces. En 
conclusion, !'arc ide enonce les conditions 
necessaires pour recrouver Ia voie et Jes fruits 
de !'engagement personnel. 

Les conflics de Ia composition ec de !'expression 
par David Galbraith 
Les difficulces de Ia composition proviennenc 
d'un conflic en ere ce que !'on se propose 
d'exprimeret les diverses presentations 
possibles. De Ia les problemes de production du 
sens ec de correction de Ia prose. L'auceur donne 
un exemple cone ret qui illustre bien ce conflic ec 
propose quelques exercices suscepcibles de 
facilicer les solutions. II examine enfin leur 
efficacice en cermes d'expression personnelle. 
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L' ecri rure--conversacion par RichardS tack 
La redaction n'esc pas un arcisanat au sens 
courant, c'esc-a-dire que! que chose qu'on peuc 
enseigner direccemenc. L'essenciel d'un bon 
style esc Ia verve ec non Ia correction. Cecre 
verve esc a base de jeu et esc une fonccion crop 
complexe pour ecre programmee. C'est en 
jouanc que nous apprenons a parler et c'est en 
jouant que no us devrions apprendre a ecrire. La 
conversation est Ia forme me me du jeu verbal; 
elle est dialectique et nullemenc didaccique; 
exploracoire, ec nullemenc resolucoire; elle est 
expression d'une personnalite et non soumission 
a une aurorice excerieure. II no us faur done une 
nouvelle pedagogic de J'ecrirure qui so it comme 
une conversation. 

Le melange des niveaux de revision par David 
Lowe11tha/ 

La revision systematique ec progressive d'un 
cexte ou les differences caches de la'ediceur sont 
reparcies sur plusieurs frappes successives 
implique plusieurs corvees, longues et 
compliquees. En remaniant un livre , j'ai ere 
amene a combiner plusieurs cypes de corrections 
a chaque nouvelle frappe: additions, 
remaniemencs , vocabulaire, style; le tour 
simulcanemenc et non plus successivement. 
Cecre mechode kaleidoscopique a des a vantages 
qui compensent les inconveniencs des 
surcharges : elle permec d'atteindre ec de 
maincenir une cercaine vicesse de croisiere, de 
resoudre les difficultes des versions ancerieures; 
elle sci mule les idees, fa it surgir de nouveaux 
a per~ us qui seraienc consideres comme des 
maux necessaires lors d'une etape ulterieure. 

L'ecricure en cane que solution de probleme 
parjohnR. Hayes etLyndaS. Flower 
La deduction (cop down approach) combinee 
avec !'analyse (protocol analysis) sonc pleines 
d'enseignemencs concernant J'ecrirure. En 
matiere de composition, les caracrerisriques 
essencielles sonc les suivances: ( 1) J'ecriture 
est celeologique' (2) ses demarches soot 
hierarchisees, (3) elles s'incerrompenr J'une 
!'autre occasionnellemenc, (4) elles sane 
recursives, ec (5) Je changement d'objectif est 
un des resulrars possibles de l'exercice. Les 
quaere premieres caracrerisriques font partie 
incegrance du processus general de 
composition. 

La composition en cane que fonccion cog nitive 
par Robert). Bmcewe/1 

L'aureur expose quelques parcicularires des 
processus mencaux mis en oeuvre par Ia 
composition; il les compare et les concrasre 
avec d'aucres foncrions cognitives relies que 
J'arithmetique, Ia resolution des problemes, Ia 
lecture et, plus specialemenc, Ia conversation. 
Des travaux recencs sur Ia composition chez les 
enfanrs revelenc des a vantages aussi bien que des 
inconveniencs a surimposer des techniques de 
composition par-dessus des faculres de langage 
deja bien developpees. Les memes rravaux 
semblenc indiquer que ce sonc les d ifficulres 
renconcrees en abordanc des faculr<!s deja 
acquises qui dererminenc Ia forme du langage 
er non pas !'absence de route faculce; les faculres 
deja en place seraienc done le principal obstacle 
a J'apprencissage de Ia composition. 

Kurzfassungen der Beitrage 
• 

Uberserzung: Dirk Wendt 

Kunst, Handwerk, Begabungen und Kniffe: 
Einige Diskussionen in der Neuen Rhecorik 
von Richard )'otmg 

Trotz gemeinsamer Annahmen iiber den Were 
von Srudium und Uncerricht in schrifdicher 
Darsrellung, besonders in den ersten Anfiingen 
der Enrdeckung und Erfindung, sind die als 
"neue Rheroriker" bezeichnecen Lehrer und 
Gelehrcen gereilcer Meinung iiber die Narur 
der rhecorischen Kunst, wobei einige eine 
viralisrischeTheorie der Kunst und Darscellung 
vertreren, andere eine rechnische Theorie. Die 
Theorien beeinflussen die Auffassungen 
dariiber, was am DarsrellungsprozeB gelehrt 
werden kann, und wie. Durch diese Teilung 
encsteht fiir die Rheroriker ein Zwiespalt , denn 
d ie lange Lebensdauer der Theorie~nd der 
Ausbildungserfolg beider Gruppen lege die 
Vermucung nahe, daB in gewissem Sinne 
be ide rechr haben. 
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Konformiriic und Verpflichtung beim 
Schreiben von Peter C. Wason 

Es wird der Srandpunkr vercreten, 
dal3 Konformitiit in srereotyp fesrgelegcen 
Schreibsrilen dazu fuhrc, eine Art Bindung an 
das Gesagce zu verbergen. Dadurch wird der 
Einzelne von der Schreibpraxis encfremdet, und 
gleichzeicig eine Arc Verdunkelung geforderc, 
die dem klaren Denken abcriiglich sein kann. 
Es wird beschrieben, wie eine Srimme davon 
befreit werden kann, und wozu das guc is c. 

Die Wirkung widerspriichlicher Ziele auf das 
Schreiben: eine Fall-scudie von David Galbraith 

Es wird angenommen, daB eine Haupcquelle 
der Schwierigkeicen beim Schreiben in dem 
Konflikc zwischen den Zielen des Ausdrucks 
und der Darstellung bestehc. D ies fuhrt zu 
Problemen, sowohl bei der Erzeugung wie auch 
bei dec Uberarbeirung von Texten. Es wird eine 
Fallstudie dargestellc, in der die Wirkung 
dieses Konflikcs gezeigt wird , und einige 
Ubungen beschrieben, die dazu angelegt sind, 
das Problem zu beheben. Die Wirksamkeit 
d ieser Ubungen wird diskuriert und in 
Beziehung geseczt zu Selbsrdarscellungs­
Aspekcen, die mit dem Schreiben 
verbunden sind. 

Schreiben als Gespriich von Richard Stack 

Gutes Schreiben isc kein H andwerk, 
zumindest nichr im iiblichen Sinne, d .h. 
ecwas, das direkc unterrichtet werden kann. 
Grundlage gucen schreibens isc Fliissigkeic, 
niche Korrekcheic. Fliissigkeit kann man nur 
durch Spie/en lernen: Es is c. ein zu komplexer 
Vorgang , urn programmierbar zu sein. Wir 
lernen durch das Spiel sprechen und sollcen 
auf iihnliche Weise schreiben lernen. 
Konversacion ist die Grundform verbalen 
Spiels: es ist mehr dialogisch als didaktisch, 
mehr erforschend als festlegend, mehr 
Ausdruck des Wunsches nach Selbstdarscellung 
als Uncerwer-fung und iiul3ere Koncrolle. Es 
wird eine neue, vorschrifrenfreie 
Schreiberziehung geforde~lie auf diesem 
Konzept aufbauc. 



Die Vermischung von Ebenen 
der Revision von David Lowenthal 
Geordnete und geradlinige Revision eines 
Textes, bei dem redaktionelle Aufgaben Blatt 
fiir Blatt erledig t werden, ist bei Iangen und 
komplexen Aufgaben nicht miiglich. Bei der 
Neufassung cines Buches habe ich es fiir 
niitig befunden, verschiedene Stufen der 
Revision in jedem Entwurf zu 
kombinieren-Hinzufiigen neuen Materials, 
Umformul ieren von Gedanken, Bemiihen urn 
einheitlichen Ausdruck , und Gliitten des 
Seils iiberall gleichzeitig start nacheinander. 
Diese kaleidoskopische Art zu arbeiten bietet 
unerwartete Vorteile, die fiir ihr 
Durcheinander entschadigen: Sie hilft, die 
Arbei tsgeschw indigkeit aufrechtzuerhal ten , 
liisr Probleme, die von vorhergehenden 
Entwiirfen iibriggeblieben sind , regr zu neuen 
Ideen und Neu-Berrachtungen an , die, wenn 
sie in die Endstadien der Redaktionsarbeir 
kommen, norwendigerweise als Jiisrig 
empfunden werden. 

Schreiben als Problemliisen vo11 j ohn R. HayeJ 
und Linda S. Flowe~· 

Ein top-down Ansatz zur Prorokollanalyse 
kann werrvolle Daten iiber den Schreib-Vorgang 
liefern. Die Hauptmerkrnale der Darstellung, 
die in den Daten erscheinen, sind folgende: 
( 1) das Schreiben ist zielgerichtet. (2) Der 
Schreibvorgang ist hierarchisch organisierr . 
(3) Einige Vorgiinge kiinnen andere 
unterbrechen. (4) Ri.ickgriff isr moglich , 
und (5) Ziele de Darstellung ronnen als 
Ergebins . 

Schreiben als kognitive Aktivirar von Robert 
). B racewe/1 
In diesem Aufsatz werden Eigenschafren 
der geisrigen Prozesse untersuchr, d ie zum 
Schreiben erforderl ich sind. Hervorgehoben 
werden Gemeinsamkeiren und Gegensiirze 
zu der Art der Vorgiinge, d ie fii r andere 
kognitive Tatigkeiten wie Arirhmetik, 
Problemliisen, Lesen und insbesondere 
Konversation notwendig sind. N euere 
Untersuchungen iiber das Schreiben bei 
Kindem werden referiert, in denen sowohl 
Vorreile wie auch Nachteile der Uberlagerung 
von Schreib-Fertigkeiten und anderen 
sprachlichen Fertigkeiten entdeckt wurden. 

426 Visible Lang11age X IV 4 1980 

Diese Untersuchungen legen die Vermutung 
nahe, daf3 die Form der Sprache eher durch 
die Unfahigkeit des Zugangs zu bereirs 
besrehenden Ferrigkeiren fesrgelegr wird, 
und niche durch das Fehlen solcher 
Ferrigkeiten, was das Haupthindernis zur 
Enrwicklung der Schreibferrigkeit darstellt. 

Resumenes de los Artlculos 

Traduccion: Ana Fisch 

Arte , artesania, dones y acierros: algunas 
discordancias en Ia neuva rerorica por 
Richard Young 
A pesar de com partir posrulados sobre el 
valor de estudiar y de enseiiar el proceso del 
componer, especial mente las eta pas primeras 
de descubrim iento e invencion, esos erudiros 
que han llegado a ser conocidos como los 
"nuevos reroricos" sedividen porsus posrulados 
sobre Ia naruraleza del arre rerorico; algunos 
manreniendo una teorfa vitalisra del arte y de 
Ia com posicion y otros manteniendo una teorfa 
recnica. Las reorfas influencian los juicios con 
respecro a lo que se puede enseiiar en el proceso 
de composicion y como puede ser enseiiado. La 
division crea un dilema para el rerorico ya que 
Ia durabilidad de las teorfas y los sucesos 
pedagogicos de ambos grupos sugieren q ue 
en un sentido ambos emln en lo cierto. 

Conformismo y compromiso en el escribir por 
Pete~· C. Wason 
Se discure que el conformismo hacia estilos 
esrereotipados del escribir tienden a ocultar un 
sentido de compromiso sobre lo que se este 
diciendo. El efecro es a su vez alienar al 
individuo de Ia pracrica de escribir y esrimular 
un ripo de oscurantismo que puede resulrar 
hosril al claro pensar. Se describen las 
condiciones para recobrar una voz 
compromerida y los beneficios de las mismas. 

El efecro de objetivos conrradicrorios en el 
escribir por David Galbraith 

Se considera que g ran parre del origen de 
las dificulrades del escribir se origina en el 
conflicto entre los objerivos de expresion y de 
presenracion. Esro conduce a problemas tanto 
en Ia prosa generadora como en Ia de revision . 
Se presenra un caso en el cual se ilusrra el 
efecro de este conflicro y se describen algunos 
ejercicios diseiiados a aliviar el problema. Se 
discute Ia efectividad de estos ejercicios y se 
Ia rclacionacon aspectos de autopresenracion 
implicados en el escribir. 

EJ escribir como conversacion por Richard Stack 

El escribir bien noes, al menos en el senrido 
usual, una habilidad, es decir, a! go que se 
puede enseiiar directamenre. La base del buen 
escribir es Ia fl uidez , no Ia exactitud. La fluidez 
se puede adquirir solamenre por medio del 
juego: es demasiado complejo programar un 
funcionamienro. Aprendemos a hablar a craves 
del juego y deberfamos aprender a escribir de Ia 
misma manera. La conversaciones Ia forma fund­
amental del juego v:rbal: es mas bien d ialogal 
que didacrica, exploraroria que definiriva , Ia 
expresion de un deseo de auro-represenracion 
mas que Ia sumision a un control exrerno. 
Hace fa lra una nueva pedagogfa del escribir, 
que no sea prescripriva sino basada en el 
concepto del eJcribir co111o co1wersacilm. 

El mezclar niveles de revisionpor David 
Lowe~~ thai 

Una revision direcra y ordenada en Ia que 
las rareas editoriales estoin delimitadas borrador 
poe borrador, rerminacon las rareas complicadas 
y extensas. AI reescribir un libro he renido que 
combinar en cada borrador distintas erapas 
de revisi6n-agregando nuevo material, 
remodelando pensamienros, inrenrando una 
expresion coherence y puliendo Ia prose en 
forma simultanea en vez de en serie. Esra forma 
en calidoscopica de rrabajar produce venrajas 
inesperadas que compensan su conf0si6n: ayuda 
a manrener el ritmo de Ia revision, resuelve 
problemas proveniences de borradores previos y 
esrimula nuevas ideas y reconsideraciones que 
en una etapa posterior del proceso edirorial 
llegan como molesrias necesarias. 
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El escribir para resolver problemas por)ohn 
R. HayeJy LindaS. Flower 

Un enfoque de arriba abajo urilizando el 
analisis de prorocolo puede aporrar daros 
valiosos sobre los procesos del escribir. Las 
caracterfsticas principales de Ia com posicion 
evidences en los daros son las siguientes: 
(1) Escribir es una mera directa , (2) Los 
procesos del escribir esran jerarquicamenre 
organizados, (3) Algunos de los procesos 
pueden inrerrumpir a otros, (4) La repeticion 
es posible, (5) Las metas del escribir pueden 
ser modificadas como resultado del escribir. 
Las cuarro primeras caracrerfsticas esran 
incorporadas en un proceso modelo 
de Ia composicion. 

El escribir como acrividad cogniriva por Robert 
). Bracewell 

Este articulo exam ina las caracrerfsricas de los 
procesos mentales requeridos en el escribir. Se 
hacen comparaciones y conrrasres con Ia 
naturaleza del procedimienro que se requiere 
para orras acrividades cognitivas como Ia 
arirmetica, Ia Jectura, Ia resolucion de 
problemas y en particular Ia conversacion. 
Se pasa revista a una recienre invesrigacion 
sobre e! escribir de los niiios que revela tanto 
las venrajas como las desvenrajas del sobreponer 
habi!idades del escribir con habilidades bien 
desarrolladas del le!Jg uaje. Esta investigacion 
sugiere que es mas Ia incapacidad de evaluar 
habilidades ya existences que Ia ausencia de tales 
habilidades Jo que posa el obstaculo mas g rande 
a! desarrollo de las habilidades del escribir. 

·· ... ·-r 
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• 

"Writing is a way to end up thinking 
something 

you wouldn't have started out 
thinking. 

Writing is , in fact , a transaction with words 
whereby 

you free yourself from what 
you presently think, 

feel, and 
perce1ve. 
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