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REFLECTIONS ON A DECADE OF CONSULTING: 
. , Mentor Seminars and Mount Saint Vincent University /// Lorri Neilson 

Recently, a colleague who wants to begin working with writers in business and 
industry approached me for advice. Like many, Elizabeth wanted to know about contacts 
and fees; but unlike others, she was curious about my underlying assumptions, about 
what I've learned about consulting over the last decade. 

As we talked, I realized that, indeed, it has been a decade since a Calgary 
colleague and I left college teaching--ignoring the smirks of those in the English 
Department for whom composition teaching was (at worst) a sentence without parole or 
(at best) the English academy's equivalent of the minor leagues. 

Now I divide my time between academic hallways and corporate boardrooms, 
researching, reading, and coaching writers in the workplace. Through my discussions 
with Elizabeth, I realized that it has been the writers themselves who are teaching 
me what I need to learn as a consultant. 

As cloying--or as politically appropriate--as that may sound, it is true. And I 
believe that not only do I have a long way to go, but so do the colleagues who share 
my pursuits. We are behaving with the arrogance of the explorer who describes the new 
world in the frames of the old. We would do well to heed Basil Bernstein's words 
about teaching children: "If the culture of the teacher is to become part of the 
consciousness of the child, then the culture of the child must first be in the 
consciousness of the teacher" (in Cazden, C., John, V. and Hymes, D. eds. Functions 
of Lanauaae in the Classroom New York: Teachers College Press, 1972, p. 149). 

This is what Elizabeth and I talked about: 
1. The academy is but one universe among many. We show our assumptiveness, our 

own form of ethnocentrism, with terms such as "non-academic writing" and writing for 
"the world of work." Which world of work? Don't academics work? And surely academic 

. . i  
writing is not the basis upon which all other writing is compared. 

t . ;', ... - ; 2. Consulting isn't "playing school." The misuse of power and control--whether 
it's by privileging certain discourse or ways of knowing, engaging in dummy runs, 
playing competitive language games, or imposing processes or forms--is repupant to 
most adults who are functioning well in their job and in their family and community 
lives. (But then, in classrooms, such "symbolic violence," as Freire calls it, isn't 
any more justifiable. A Pedapogv for Liberation by Ira Schor and Paulo Freire. 
Massachusetts: Bergin and Gamey, 1987, p. 123). There are those who will expect 
consultants to "play teacher," however (more on that in a moment). Similarly, 
justifying an activity according to its benefit in the future rings as false to an 
adult as it does to a high school or college student. 

3 .  Helping people write is just that. After years trying to teach writing to 
people, I had to face the Cartesian duality in my pedagogy and start all over again. 
Since then, I spend as much time studying people and organizations as I do studying 
"writing" and the difference has been dramatic. Not only has this learning showed me 
how much I relied on materials and "texts" (containing and defining knowing for the 
writer), but how such reliance was a political act that further disenfranchised the 
people who hired me to help them. (A courier snafu resulted in my holding a three- 
day seminar with technical writers using only paper, pens, and blank overheads. What 
seemed at first to be a catastrophe changed forever my understanding of situated 
pedagogy. 

4 .  As a socio-political artifact, writing can be both symptom and cure. Research 
by David Bloome and his associates at the University of Massachusetts is showing how 
strongly writing is used as a social tool by young children to regulate personal 
relationships ("Writing as a Social Construct" Phinney, 1989, unpublished paper). My 
research on organizations is showing that writing and the socio-political context shape 

. . one another; that in fact, writing is used to test, articulate, or assert a writer's 
sense of status in an organization as much as to serve "functional" purposes. Two 
differing organizations--one highly bureaucratic; the other, more flexible with fewer 



levels--show marked differences in writers' sense of place. A writer in the more 
bureaucratic organization tends to believe authority lies outside himself or herself, 
and tends to use the manager or the consultant as the traditional teacher, that is, 

. 

someone who should take responsibility (and blame) for his or her writing quality or 
achievement. A writer in the more open organization tends to assume more 
responsibility herself for writing (and other) decisions, and hence more power to 
effect change. Consulting with individuals in the bureaucratic organization required 
not only addressing writing "problems," but addressing issues of authority, control, 
and personal responsibility. 

In these days of what Geertz calls "blurred genres," it is difficult to separate 
content from people, the academic world from the business world, writing from the 
organization that produces it. In my case, it becomes difficult to separate consulting 
from critical reflection and on-going renewal. 

ON USING THE PASSIVE VOICE IN SCIENTIFIC WRITING /// Nancy Carlman 

Kay Stewart, in one of her Inksheddings about Inkshed VI, Session 4 ,  suggests that 
the passive voice is sometimes still required in scientific writing. As an instructor 
of in-house business and technical writing workshops, I see many samples of writing 
from non-academic technologists and scientists, such as electrical engineers and pulp 
industry chemists. Certainly, the passive voice is preferable when the "actor" is 
unimportant for the purpose of the piece of writing. For example, if a science writer 
is describing an experiment, passive voice would be appropriate in such a sentence as 
"the methyl hydrate was then poured into the beaker." It would be unnecessarily 
cluttering and irrelevant to write, "Lab Assistant Eileen Hoh then poured the methyl 
hydrate into the beaker." 

This assumption that scientific writing requires the use of passive voice verbs 
is common. Denis Baron ("Going out of Style, English Today, 1989, Vol. 5, No. 1) 
rightly deplores prohibiting the passive voice, but he seems tobelieve that scientific 
and technical writing requires it. I don't think that is so, for two reasons: 

1. Using the passive voice is not necessary to keep the impersonal tone of 
scientific writing. For example, I'll use one of the examples Earon quotes from the 
Times Literary Supolement. 
#8: "When the groups were tested for pronunciation, the performance ofthe children 

was found to increase almost linearly with age." 
Here are three revisions of that sentence: 

a.  In pronunciation tests, the performance of groups of children increased almost 
linearly with age. 

b. When the groups were tested for pronunciation, the children showed increases 
in performance almost linearly with age. 

c. Analysts of pronunciation tests showed that the performance of groups of 
children increased almost linearly with age. 

The main clause of each sentence is in the active voice, but no researcher ("actor") 
appears. I have no objection to the passive in the dependent clause "b"; nor do I 
object to the passive voice in itself. Several good reasons exist for using it, as 
Baron mentions; but if you have no good reason for using it, why do so? ("Good," of 
course, depends on writers', readers', and teachers' biases, as Kay Stewart rightly 
points out.) 

2. Baron also says--and I agree--that "accurate information on syntactic frequency 
is not readily available" (p. 9). However, there is some evidence that even scientific 
writing has responded to this twentieth century style change. 

John Kirkman and Christopher Turk (in Effective Writing, E. 6: N. Spon, 1982) asked 
several scientists to rank different styles of writing about the same scientific 
subject and found they preferred passages written in the active voice. A recent study 



of articles in the Canadian Journal of Zoolo~y in three years (1935, 1962, and 1988) 
shows that the percentage of passive voice verb phrases declined from more than 49% 
in 1935 to just over 30% in 1988. (Jeffrey Battigelli, unpublished paper, University 
of British Columbia, 1989) 

As with many other aspects of education, perhaps we teachers may be too ready to 
oversimplify and put blanket prohibitions on passive voice. Because I work with 
adults, I do not find it difficult to elicit from them the advantages and disadvantages 
of using the passive voice. I think younger people can make those distinctions, too. 
And I do not agree with Baron when he says that McCrimmon (in his popular composition 
text) "does not trust his readers' judgment or ability" (p. 9) when he suggests to them 
that "it is wise to choose the active voice unless there is a clear gain from using 
the passive." By using the word "choose," McCrimmon is trusting his readers' judgment 
when they make writers' choices. 

DONALD M. McCLOSKEY, THE RHETORIC OF ECONOMICS 
(Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1985) /// Jamie MacKinnon 

Modernism, it is claimed, is in shambles everywhere. Whatever "modernism" means 
in the many communities--positivism, a belief in progress, the triumph of the 
phenomenal and the devaluation of the noumenal--it is alleged to have lost its hold 
as an ideology, as a ground, as a normative framework. 

To the extent that this is true, we find ourselves lost, lacking a common vision 
of the new, or the newly possible. The "post-modern," possibly, may be a condition 
of falling endlessly into a chasm, unable to see or to say to make the new world. The 
old world is dead, and the new one refuses to be born. And yet a new world is being 
born, of course; it's just so very hard to see when you live in it. 

Five hundred years ago, power was had by those who discovered the world, who 
- "found" it and told of their finding. Power now goes to those who make worlds, who 

use sleight of hand and symbols to construct the most persuasive and seductive 
representations. 

With power in the hands of those who manipulate language and other symbols (money, 
televisual images) most adroitly, it is hardly surprising that two of the 
intellectual's present preoccupations are methodology and epistemology. In two of our 
disciplinary domains, a new self-consciousness about method in knowledge-making, about 
the status of canonical knowledge has developed. Perhaps not so oddly, some of the 
earliest self-consciousness about method and knowing arose in the "hard" sciences 
where some of the first cracks appeared in what was alleged to be a logical, logically 
positivist and logically accessible world. The arts too started to re-think some of 
its most basic assumptions. Spurred by various forms of relativism, deconstruction, 
constructivism and the questioning of all the "centrisms," creating and criticizing 
in the arts has changed a good deal in the recent past. 

And of course these trends are fomenting change in another domain, the social 
sciences. Economics, especially, seems to me to be a discipline worth looking at in 
this regard. The "dismal science" is perhaps the greatest pretender of the social 
sciences to have "scientific" status. 

While arguments about Method and Epistemological Status can dissolve into ever 
higher layers of the ether, a close exami~ation of the rhetorical nature of a given 
discipline can be concretely useful and practically illuminating. This is how I regard 
Donald McCloskey's The Rhetoric of Economics, one of the first in the University of 
Wisconsin's "Rhetoric of the Human Sciences" series. 

The Phetoric of Economics has already provoked reaction in economics' circles and 
will likely continue to do so. McCloskey is not the first economist to attack the 
methodology of "positive economics," but his book may serve as a new touchstone in a 
debate about the ways a d  the ends and the limits of knowing in economics. 1 



Back in the old days, Donald McCloskey informs us, economists understood clearly 
that their knowledge was a fragile one. It was a knowledge built on reasonable, that 
is to say persuasive, ideas about economic behaviour, economic systems, and economic 
processes. However, in the past fifty years many economists have grown increasingly 
self-confident about economics' ability to predict and to guide intervention 
successfully. At the same time, there has been a staggering increase in the 
mathematization of its method, lending an aura of "hard science" to the field. 

McCloskey believes that economists "have two attitudes towards discourse, the 
official and the unofficial" (5). The "official" attitude, positivistic and 
scientific, blinds economists to the deeply rhetorical nature of what they actually 
and unofficially do in their work. The official methodology has it that economists 
find, make, use, test and disseminate knowledge in a "mathematically saturated," 
positivist, hypothetico-deductive fashion. But "the essential methodological question 
is what does it take to convince oneself or others of the validity of an idea."2 
Economists "are unwilling to ask themselves the key question, 'What methods must I use 
in order to persuade an audience?' Economists' self-perception is as of 'an expert.' 
But economists are not experts; they are basically persuaders" (35). 

Half of the book is a close examination of cases and texts in economics. Avoiding 
the "wrong" notion "that science is demarcated from nonscience" (56) and arguing that 
"economics resembles literary criticism" (56), McCloskey looks at a range of core 
ideas: Statistical Significance, the Law of Demand, Rational Expectations, Historical 
Economics, and Purchasing Power Parity. 

Purchasing Power Parity is the "question of whether markets are integrated" (154). 
That is to say, if purchasing power parity holds, then the prices of goods "move 
together everywhere, allowing for exchange rates between currencies" (154). The issue 
is of central importance to economists, but after decades of research on the question, 
"half of them conclude that purchasing power parity works; the other half conclude 
that it fails" (154). - 

. . 
The reason for this is that "the disputants have not considered their rhetoric. ~. . , ~- 

In particular they have not considered their standards for conclusions" (154-155). 
McCloskey quotes a paper by Kravis and Lipsey on the subject, adding emphasis to words 
which suggest "a comparison against some standard of what constitutes unlikelihood or 
highness of typicality or being linked or looseness or rigidity" when in fact "no 
standard is proposed" (155): 

We think it unlikely that the high degree of national and international 
commodity arbitrage that many versions of the monetarist theory of the balance 
of payments contemplate is typical of the real world. This is not to deny thzt 
the price structures of the advanced industrial countries are linked together, 
but it suggests that the links are loose rather than rigid (155). 
Lack of standards is one thing; hiding this lack behind the construction of 

"statistical significance" is another. 
The abuse of the word "significant" in connection with statistical arguments 
in economics is universal. Statistical significance seems to give a criterion 
by which to judge whether a hypothesis is true or false. The criterion seems 
to be independent of any tiresome consideration of how true a hypothesis must 
be to be true enough. (156) 
Then too there is the shape of economic argument and the metaphoric nature of 

economic language: "The practice of economic debate often takes the form of legal 
reasoning" (72). "Few economists recognize the metaphorical saturation of economic 
theories believed to be quite literal" (75). "To say that markets can be represented 
by supply and demand 'curves' is no less a metaphor than to say that the west wind is 
'the breath of autumn's being"' (74). 

McCloskey's examination of texts and cases in economics is itself a rhetorically 
charged form of analysis. The argumen<is good, engaging and readable because, well, 
because it is persuasive. 

McCloskey's notion of rhetoric is a variegated one, pragmatic and sceptical, though 



not in a radical Derridean sense. McCloskey looks at the "Carnap-Popper-Lakatos-Kuhn- 
.~ Feyerabend" sequence in the history and philosophy of physics and says that it 
,~ represents "a decent . . .  from the frigid peaks of scientific absolutism into the sweet 

valleys of anarchic rhetoric" (34-35). The object for economics should be not to move 
the enterprise from the peaks to the valleys, but simply to "open itself to a wider 
range of discourse" (35). While one might quibble with the idea of "anarchic 
rhetoric," McCloskey's operational or analytic use of rhetoric is effective. It is 
both wide (implied reader) and narrow (tropes), both classical (topoi) and modern 
(speech acts). 

While McCloskey's aim is to apply rhetorical analysis to economic argument for 
fairly practical ends, he does not skirt the grand questions of Method and 
Epistemological Status. He understands that Heidegger, Foucault, Toulmin, Richard 
Rorty and other "alarming" "antimodernists" (51) are reference points for those who 
would escape some of the confines of positivism. But like the Deweyite he appears to 
be, McCloskey is content to assimilate some of the antimodernist tenets without 
necessarily "accepting such folk as allies" (51). While postmodernism and 
antimodernism have much to offer, 

It is not a good investment to doubt all testimony. Cartesian doubt, to put 
it economically, is inefficient. For some purposes it is enough for the 
economist to know that intelligent and honest economic scientists take such 
stuff seriously. Such authority often suffices, and should. In cther words, 
the first lesson in antimodernist rhetoric is that the authority of serious 
conversations elsewhere should not be lightly obeyed, nor yet lightly ~corned.~ (51) 
McCloskey derives much from Burke, Polanyi, Feyerabend, Kuhn and Richard Rorty. 

But his contributions are very much his own. Part of his contribution is in his 
explicit statement of why an economist should know about and care about literary 
theory, sceptical epistemology and the role of rhetoric in the field of economics. 

,- He firmly believes that a greater self-consciousness about, and knowledge of, the . . 
~. . . persuasive uses of language are worthwhile. Subtitles in the concluding chapter, "The 
-. 

Good of Rhetoric in Economics,'' encapsulate his beliefs: 
* Rhetoric Can Improve Economic Prose 
* Rhetoric Can Improve Teaching 
* Rhetoric Can Improve Relations with Other Disciplines 
* Rhetoric Can Improve Economic Argument and Improve the Temper of Economists 

Heady stuff, if only because it is explicitly stated. 
McCloskey also contributes simply by virtue of his expertise in economics. His 

reading of economic discourse reflects an insider's ideas of the disciplinary terrain. 
His literary/rhetorical analysis of economic texts is strengthened by his knojrledge 
of economic history. 

McCloskey understands that the "sin" of modernist thinking applies more to applied 
than to theoretical economics. This points to the schism we see in many disciplines: 
on a theoretical, epistemological level we find deconstruction and post-modernism 
persuasive; on the level of practical action in daily life, we tend to be informed by 
modernist, positivist thinking. This gap between theoretically persuasive theory and 
the apparent actual theory behind the real activity of daily life seems to me to be 
the jousting field of so much current argument in literature, composition and 
philosophy. 

Because he sees rhetoric not as an epistemological panacea, nor as a nihilistic 
threat, McCloskey offers a way to deal with this gap. Although methodology "pretends 
to know how to achieve knowledge before the knowledge to be achieved is in place," (53) 
we cannot escape method. But we can, as readers andwriters, become more rhetorically 
wise. In so doing, we can "reveal the machinery of . . .  inquiry" (183) and "improve 
... the conversatjons of mankind" (53). . , 

Endnotes 
- 1. See "Explanation in History and Economics" by A.W. Coats in Social Research Vol. 

56 No. 2 (Summer 1989) for a survey of thought on method and explanation in economics 



and history. Coats believes that McCloskey's "near-Feyerabendian claim that all 
scientific argument is reducible to 'rhetoric' or 'persuasion"' is "a view that has 
yet to gain significant support from economic methodologists" (338). 

The words "all" and "reducible" misrepresent McCloskey's goals. "Economics" he 
writes " . . .  can be seen as an instance of literary culture. That it can also be seen 
as an instance of scientific culture is no contradiction. It shows merely how the 
official rhetoric of science narrows the field, demanding that it honour the one and 
spurn the other" (68). 

One man's inclusion seems to be another man's reduction. 
2. This and the following quotation are from Mark Perlman's review of Hutchison's 
Knowledge and Ignorance in Economics, quoted by McCloskey. 
3. One can imagine a radical antimodernist jumping up and down, feverishly 
deconstructing McCloskey's practical and fatherly comment: "First lesson!"; 
"Authority!"; "Serious!"; "I thought this guy was on our side and now . . .  this!" 

CHRIS ANDERSON, STYLE AS ARGUMENT: CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN PIONFICTION 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1987) /// Brian Turner 

There was a time--after the two had long been engaged in a cold war--when rhetoric 
seemed ready again to enter the house of literary criticism and to remind its 
inhabitants of the suasory element in all literary discourse. As Kenneth Burke, the 
first modern spokesman for a reunion of rhetoric and poetics, said in a 1950 lecture, 
"new rhetoric" was "designed to restore structures maimed by the vandalism of the 
exclusively aesthetic," by which he meant the then prevailing practice of new 
criticism, which had sealed itself off from extra-literary, and thus rhetorical, 
considerations. Since that time, new criticism has become servant rather than master ,7. . ., 
of the house, and in general, literary criticism has for its part abandoned the ..'.::.' 

- 

"exclusively aesthetic." Now, however, it is the discipline of rhetoric that seems 
reluctant to dance. It does not, of course, have to abandon an aesthetic perspective; 
its roots firmly planted in the functional, public concerns of ancient Athens and Rome, 
rhetoric has never succumbed to the attractions of art pour l'art. Yet in its concern 
for utility, rhetoric has sometimes indulged in its own particular kinds of 
exclusionary practices, the most recent of which is a bent for the almost "exclusively" 
pedagogical. Though it has no doubt done much fine and practicable work of pedagogical 
value, modern rhetoric has rarely applied itself to the kinds of literary "structures" 
Burke wanted to restore. It hzs neglected to analyze specific texts from a "new" 
rhetorical angle, and for that reason, our understanding of modern texts, dependent 
as it is upon literary criticism, is not so rich as it might be. 

Chris Anderson's Style As Argument: Contemporary American Nonfiction is therefore 
a rare endeavor and, though not without flaws, a welcome addition to modern studies 
in rhetoric. Its subject, the non-fiction of Wolfe, Capote, Mailer, and Didion, 
normally lies within the purview of literary criticism, but here the author's 
theoretical perspective differs sharply from that of most critics. Not thatAndersonls 
perspective is shaped by only modern rhetorical theory: literary criticism is 
sometimes called upon (Iser, Poirer, Fiedler, Kazin), as is traditional rhetoric 
(Aristotle, Cicero, and Longinus). But the main theoretical sources are clearly modern 
rhetoricians--Burke; Booth; Perelman; Weaver; Corbett; Joseph Williams; Young, Becker, 
and Pike--and Anderson uses these sources frequently and effectively as he considers 
the function of style in American reportage. 

The function is twofold. On the one hand, by gaining them access to ground that 
cannot be entered through direct exposition or through disinterested, "plain" 
discourse, style enables the writers in Anderson's study to present ideas and 
experiences "beyond the pale of ordinary, communal life" (such as moonshots and merry 
pranksterism and random violence). Style functions obliquely to convey a sense of the 



I 
irhexplicable.  IC is i n  s u p ? o r t  of t h i s  argument aboue I 
Anderson u s e s  modern r h e t o r i c a l  t h e o r i e s  m o s t  convincinEi 
how Didion creates Burkean "identifications" by confessf 
limits, and how she thereby warns o f  social apocalypse u;i 
employs Willi.ams ' analysis of metadiscourse t o  explsin h! 
remind us chat discvurse cannot capture  subjects  i n  tl? 
attention from his s u b j e c t  to his personal struggles w i t h  6 

Perelman's comments on the rhetorical benefits o f  obscur 
t e x t u a l  gaps so as to revezl hcw Wolfe and Ca?ote make ine 
"present" for readers. In addition Co rhese applications 
which there  are mar.y m o r e ) ,  Anderson offers sone though 
dramacistic techniques of New Journalism, as well as tradit: 
help t h e s e  nonEicti.on writers convey a sense of what cannoc 

Much less convincing--at l e a s t  inasmuch as they are SF; 
are Anderson's claims f o r  t h e  second function of s t y l e :  t h  
argurnenr f o r  language at a time when language is being 
u ~ n e a n i n g  , and ind i f f e rence ,  " because "language is community. 
implausible about the notion that s t y l e  arEuEs f o r  languagc 
writer w i t h  an identifiable style can surely make such a c 
Wolfc's s ~ y l e  f o s t e r s  community seems to me somewEat f a r - f e t  
case could  be made for  the argwnent t h a t ,  even if it does con#, 
of language, Wolf 's style opposes c o m u n i t y ,  and n o t  o n l y  b1 
"beyond t h e  p a l e  of conmunal l i f e . "  H i s  s t y l e  i s  so flarnboya- 
f o r g e t  that we are participating i n  a verbal perfornznce. We n\ 
Anderson), s o  playfully s k ~ p t i c a l  ("Wolfe is a b i t  like the c !  
a t  us  i n  the middle  of a passionate scene"), and so se l f -asser  
cornpet i n g  w i t h  the astronauts on the  level o f  language"), t ha t  
fox individualism, not community. Anderson himself even says, 
Journalists take a stand on t h e  s i d e  of the separate and soli 
a l l  this evidence from boch s ty l e  and subject  matter, one ne 
arguments to be convinced t h a t  Wolfe has a moral vis ion  of pu 
But whir. does Anderson give us? Hc argues  only that h i s  eviden 
for self and separation is counteracted by the irony o f  " c l a  
wards," of framing " t h e  separate and s o l i t a r y "  i n  "language t h z  
and un i f i e s .  " In  short, Anderson comes perilously close LO \ 
"language is c o m u n i t y , "  a desire for cornunity is indicated by t 
a writer--an i n s i g h t  which, even i f  true, tells us l i t t l e  abox 
matter, about any writzrs. 

Xevertheless, to a u e l l  t o o  long on what I consider  ar 
intsrpre~ation o f  Wolfe would do an  i n j u s t i c e  to t h e  book as a 
S t y l e  as Ar g ~ m e n r  is more than compensated f o r  by Anderson's t 

p a r t i c u l a r  works by all f o u r  of h i s  subjects.  And if one purpose 
is to provoke thought ,  to open a new perspective on i t s  subjc 
certainly achieves t h a t ,  not merely in s p i t e  of, but at times b, 
arguments. For these r ea sons ,  I consider S t y l e  as Argwnenr a v8 
and 1 look forward to Anderson's next study in modern r h e t o r i c .  

D e ~ a r t m l  
Univers 

A SOCIAL VIEW OF GENRE: SOME IKPLICATIONS FOR TEAGHZNG 

A number of researchers expl.oring t he  social d imens ion  o 
Charles Bazerman, Greg Myexs, and Avfva Freedman, have focused t 



genre conventions of   articular academic and professional discourse communities. From 
the social perspective, the notion of genre extends beyond the linguistic regularities 
of texts to include the connected discourse activities of community members working 
within the context of recurrent situations to develop, argue, and assess knowledge 
claims. 

In Shaping Written Knowledge, the most extended study of genre as social action 
to date, Bazerman offers a compelling account of the way that genres emerge from, 
reflect and in turn shape conventional ways of working and knowing within scientific 
communities. The force of Bazerman's analysis suggests that composition studies has 
much to learn from using a socially defined notion of genre as a lens for looking at 
the writing and reading activities of specialized groups. 

What is not clear, however, is what a social view of genre means for writing 
instructors preparing students to participate in specific communities. For example, 
Bazerman's concluding comments on the implications of his study for people writing in 
the sciences serve more to nuance his theoretical position than to suggest practical 
ideas for teaching. 

The discussion that follows will develop the view that a writing instructor using 
naturalistic research methods to explore the social aspects of a particular genre 
within a discourse community can learn much more about the community's writing and 
reading activities to share with students. The discussion, which will foreground a 
prevalent genre in a large Canadian financial institution, will proceed in two parts. 
The first part will describe what an in-house writing instructor learned about the 
preparation, form of argument, and use of a genre known in the financial institution 
as the problem-solving report. The second part will show how this contextual knowledge 
was useful to the instructor in consulting with a group of eight business analysts and 
their supervisor. 

The writing instructor as observer. Over a period of seven months, the writing 
instructor used observation, interviews, a think-aloud protocol, audio tapes of . 

meetings, and textual analysis to explore the financial institution as a discourse 
community and the problem-solving report as a form of social action. As he interacted 
with the business analysts and their supervisor, as well as with several of the 
institution's executives, the instructor was able to trace a portrait of the 
preparation, form of argument, and use of the report. 

As a genre the problem-solving report represents, in Carolyn Miller's terms, a 
typified social action emerging as a response to a recurrent situation. In this 
particular case, the recurrent situation is the financial institution's ongoing effort 
to develop better ways of creating and communicating the information required by 
executives for making administrative decisions. A problem-solving report is an 
institutional response to a perceived problem in an existing manual or computerized 
"business systemn--a set of complex procedures for processing statistical information 
--and is used by executives to determine how to improve the system. 

The report typically has five sections: a description of the business system and 
an analysis of the problem; a description of the requirements, related to performance, 
cost, and timeliness, that any acceptable solution must meet; an assessment of the 
advantages and disadvantages of several alternative solutions; a recommended solution; 
and a plan for implementation. 

The problem-solving report is prepared through a collaborative composing process 
that reflects and reinforces a particular way of seeing and interpreting reality. In 
an iterative cycle, a business analyst, after researching technical aspects of the 
business system under study, prepares successive drafts for review by his or her 
supervisor. The analyst continues to incorporate rounds of oral and written feedback 
until the supervisor is satisfied. At this point, particularly if the business system 
is of special importance, the iterative cycle may be repeated between the supervisor 
and a person at the next level of the hierarchy. When consensus has been reached the 
report, which in final form is usually less technical and more conceptual than earlier 
drafts, is passed on to one or more executives who use it to improve the system. 



Throughout its preparation, the structure of the report acts as a heuristic, 
drawing writer and reviewer into a distinctive pattern of thought that influences both 
what is attended to in the environment surrounding the business system and how what 
is seen is interpreted. As Rick Coe has pointed out, form becomes a motive for 
generating and shaping information, thereby structuring what goes on in the writer's 
mind. For example, as the report is drafted and revised, there is a continuous back- 
and-forth shift in the writer's attention between the problem inherent in the business 
system and the possible solutions, so that the emerging understanding of the system 
and the problem is influenced by the emerging sense of the alternatives available for 
solving it. And invariably, the eventual choice of a recommended solution will affect 
how the problem and the alternatives are finally viewed and represented. 

From a social perspective, then, the preparation of the problem-solving report 
involves a distinctive composing process shaped by the recurrent situation that evokes 
the report, by the collaborative forum in which it is produced, and by the structure 
of the discourse itself. This view of the preparation of the problem-solving report 
would support the claim that there are an indefinite number of composing processes, 
each constituted in a unique way by social context and genre. 

As a form of argument, the problem-solving report's persuasive force relies on the 
degree of logical rigour it can sustain--starting with the representation of the 
problem, and continuing on through the requirements, the alternative solutions, and 
the recommended solution--without reference to other sources of authority such as 
people's subjective opinions or the writer's previous successes. In Stephen Toulmin's 
terms, the recommended solution for improving a business system represents a claim 
backed by warrants such the quality of service the improvement will bring to staff who 
use the system, cost relative to benefits, and timeliness. 

The report's form of argument has a built-in mechanism for evaluating its 
recommendation: to emerge on top, the recommended solution must run the gauntlet for 

.. . competing ideas represented by the alternative solutions. This self-reflexive form 
. . ' 8  . . . , of argument mirrors the deliberate, analytic intellectual style characteristic of the -. 

financial institution as a whole. 
The problem-solving report is used by busy executives who are prepared to accept 

a recommendation on the basis of a "minimal amount of high-qu~lity information," as 
one of them put it, implying a succinct, coherent line of reasoning leading to 
particular types of claims and warrants. The consistent use of the report by 
executives as their primary source of information for determining how to improve 
business systems reflects the institution's reliance on written discourse for defining 
problems and developing solutions. Underlying this reliance is a strong belief in the 
power of a collaborative, consensus-building composing process for analyzing complex 
issues. 

The use of the report, with its recommended solution, also reflects the need of 
time-pressured executives with a wide range of administrative responsibilities to 
delegate technical problem-solving to more junior staff while reserving for themselves 
the final, more conceptual decisions. The executives rely on the collaborative 
composing process to resolve technical concerns at more junior levels in the 
institution, with the rhetorical quality of the report itself the assurance that this 
has been done. 
The writine instructor as consultant. The knowledge that came from exploring the 
problem-solving report as a form of social action over the seven-month period was 
invaluable to the writing instructor in consulting with the eight business analysts 
and their supervisor. With an understanding of the preparation, form of argument, and 
use of the report the instructor was in a position to offer them contextually relevant 
advice. 

The instructor's awareness of the unique collaborative composing process involved 
i in preparing the problem-solving report was useful for two reasons. First, having 

developed a sense of the business analysts and supervisor's way of seeing and 
interpreting objects, events and issues related to business systems, the instructor 



could consult with them from common ground. For example, knowing that the writer : 
continuously shift attention back and forth from one part of the report to anof 
and understanding how this pattern of thought influences the emerging understan 
of the problem, allowed the instructor to make interventions congruent with the rh: 
of the writer's work. 

Second, having studied the nature of the collaboration between writer and revi 
during the composing process, the instructor could consult with both to hclp 
perform their respective roles more effectively. For example, the instructor sugge 
to the supervisor a way of staging her feedback; and coached business analysts in u 
oral and written comments on drafts to filter unnecessary technical detail from t 
revisions. 

The instructor's knowledge of the form of argument embodied in the problem-sol 
report was useful in commenting on a writer's drafts. Because he knew what type 
evidence were acceptzble as warrants, he could suggest ways of reinforcing the writ 
claims. As well, the instructor's recognition of the report's form of argument 
reflection of the institution's intellectual style allowed him to help writers 
their own rhetoric in a broader context. 

The instructor's understanding of the use of the problem-solving report by 
institution's executives was also important. He was able to convey to the busi 
analysts and their supervisor his sense of how the executives read the rep 
influenced by their similar educational backgrounds, professional experie 
responsibilities, purposes for reading, and timepressures, as well as by the struc 
of the text itself, the executives appear to share a particular way of construc 
meaning from the problem-solving report. This information was useful to writer 
reviewer in dcveloping a text which would accommodate the intended reader's proc 

As well, the instructor was able to convey information about how the execut 
use the meaning constructed from the problem-solving report in their work. For wr 
and reviewer, this information brought insight into the larger corporate functio 
the report, and a recognition of the Fntended reader as a partner in an ong 
institutional conversationabout better ways of creating and communicating informat 

To conclude this discussion of the implications for teaching of a view of g 
as social action, we will look at a slightly altered version of a memorandum from 
writirg instructor to the supervisor. The memo reviewed the work the instructor 
done with the supervisor's group over the seven-month period and recommended meas 
for further developing the business analysts' writing skills. 

Two aspects of the memo are of particular interest. First, the instructor c 
a rhetorical approach that followed, in i broad way, a form of argument similar to 
of the problem-solving repsrt. Tne recommendations that conclude the memo, whic? 
the real reason for the communication, follow from an analysis contrasting expert 
inexperienced writers. The analysis provides the warrant which supports the se 
recommendations as a claim. This rhetorical approach reflects the way the instr~ 
himself had been influenced by the genre. 

Second, the memo's characterization of expert and inexperienced writers is a k 
of the instructor's own observations and the views of the supervisor. In part 
is a rhetorical move to create common ground for the presentation of recommendat: 
However, it is also a recognition that as someone who had been promoted to her posj 
largely on the basis of repeated success as an expert writer of problem-so: 
reports, the supervisor's views carried definite authority. In the version of the 
presented below, bold print in the body of the text signals words and phrases 
directly from the supervisor. 
Writing Trainin2 for Business Analysts 

In January we spoke briefly about your request for writing training in 193' 
the business analysts under your supervision, and agreed to meet later in the ye 
discuss what form this training would take. In this report, to prepare the groun) 
our discussion, I review the training given the analysts in 1988, contrast 
performance of expert writers of problem-solving reports with the performanc 



inexperjenced wrir~rs, and make suggestions f o r  £1 

in your group .  
> -  T r n i n i ~ p i n 1 9 8 8 .  T h e f i r s t ~ r a i n i n g a c r i v i t y f c  

the t o p i c s  of writing f o r  executives and using a ; 
in the y e a r  I coached two ind iv lc?ua l s  as they work  
coaching focused on developing a p l a n  and using i 
d r a f t s .  To help w i t h  the coaching, I had t w o  disc 
o f  writing problen-solving reports; take-recorded 
a draft by one of t h e  writzers; taped three meetings 
a writer; and met: with several  executives who use I 
Expert  versus Inexperienced Writers. From the exper - 
analysts under your supervision, from my conversat. 
to the  four tapes,  I have sketched a p r o f i l e  of t h ~ .  
r e p o r r s  and a contrasting profile of the inexperienct 
poles on a con t inu im,  of course,  w i t h  most writers I 

po les .  
The E x p e r t  Kriter. P r i o r  to the start aE documenting 
wiil have probed t h e  business system under study to 
w i l l  have read available system-documentation and busi 
who know the system, r e f l e c t e d  on the  information 
independent  v i e w  o f  the problem. INote: To a la rge  
process implicit i n  the se  p r o f i l e s  of expe r t  2nd inex; 
supervisor .  Although the i n s t r u c t o r  d i d  nor always 
he w a s  willing to concede ground t o  gain  a f a i r  hear 
case in p o l n t  is the  supervisor's perception t h a t  d e f i ~  
happens p r i o r  to t h e  beginning o f  the composing procet 

During the writing process, the expe r t  writer uses 
information and ideas. Tke  purpose filter allows the 

. o f  t h e  b u s i n ~ s s  system, and to weigh informa~ion f o r  
The expert w r i t e r  constructs an argument to 

impeding the business system, through the advantages 
alzernative solurions, and o n t o  the recommended 
coherent l i n e  of reasoning to support a l l  judgements,  

Aware of readersi need f o r  structure, t he  expert  
s e c t i o r s  of the reporr ,  to create  a fft among them. 

e 

~5 

i 
lead 

solu;  
cox 

Fc 
business s y s t e n  t h e  writer draws an overview t o  g iv  
understanding the problcm, the altcrnativ~s considered, 
To reinforce t h e  structure, the writer deve lops  linkages 
f r o m  section to s e c t i o c ,  from paragraph to paragraph,  a: 

The expert writer q p e a r s  to have developed a mental 
overall structure of  a problem-solving r e p o r t .  With tF 
w r i t e r  is able  to t h i n k  about  dif ferent  sections of the 
shape them to complement one ano the r .  

During the  composing process ,  the e x p e r t  writer is ab 
to revise and edit:  drafts effectively. k ien  meeting I 

d r ~ f t ,  the writer takes an active r o l e ;  and then l a t  
reviewer's cements and annotations to make sppropriate 
The Inexperienced Writer. In gene ra l ,  the inexperienc~ 
che complex analysis involved in producing a problem-sc 
the mi ter  o f t e n  f a l l s  back on writing t h a t  is : descript 
system procedurally; narrative, outlining a chronolog 
reporting o the r  people's v i e w s .  

The inexperienced writer o f t e n  comes to the  t a s k  o f  d 
a mistaken o r  incomplete sense of the  problem, a result 

. on ocher people's op in ions  r a t h e r  than on independent i 
sense o f  the  problem, the w r i t e r  is handicapped from t h ~  



As well, the inexperienced writer has often failed to clarify the purpose of the 
analysis. During the writing process, lacking a purpose filter to focus attention on 
the important aspects of the business system, the writer can easily become lost in a 
maze of irrelevant detail. At the same time, the writer frequently ignores significant 
information about the system. 

The inexperienced writer has difficulty developing a coherent argument to explain 
how alternative solutions for improving the business system were identified and a 
recommended solution chosen. Instead, the writer appears to arrive at alternative and 
recommended solutions somewhat arbitrarily or to derive them from other people's 
opinions. 

Typically, the inexperienced writer also has difficulty developing a logical 
structure. The writer neither shapes the different sections to fit one another nor 
creates adequate linkages between sections, paragraphs and sentences. This problem 
appears related to the lack of a mental schema for the overall structure of a problem- 
solving report; constrained by a narrow field of vision, the writer seems only able 
to focus on one small part of a draft at a time. 

The inexperienced writer is further hindered by an inability to use feedback from 
reviewers to improve drafts. In meetings, the writer is often passive, particularly 
when a reviewer has a large number of substantive comments; and when attempting to work 
with a reviewer's annotations on a draft, the writer frequently misinterprets them and 
fails to make appropriate changes. 
Suppestions. Given the above observations about expert and inexperienced writers, I 
have three suggestions for furthering the development of writing skills in your groups. 

1. Put together a library of successful problem-solving reports. Familiarity with 
these reports, together with an understanding of why they succeeded, couldhelp writers 
become better readers of their own drafts, and so revise more effectively. This 
library would also provide you with models to point to when discussing the weaknesses 
of a particular draft with the writer. (I could work with you to set up a library.) . - 

2 .  Translate your own mental schema for the overall structure of a problem-solving 
report into a checklist of questions for writers to use when revising their drafts; 
over time, using this checklist could help writers develop a similar schema for 
themselves. The checklist could also be used by writers when giving one another 
feedback on drafts. (Again, I could work with you to design a checklist.) 

3 .  Create the best possible context for providing feedback on work in progress. 
Encourage writers to play an active role in discussions with you about their drafts. 
Below are a number of ideas to consider: 

Wnen YOU read a writer's draft: photocopy the draft; on the original make whatever 
annotations come to mind as you read; afterwards, prepare the copy for the writer, 
selecting and recording only the comments you think will most contribute to improving 
the draft at that point in the writing process. When you meet with the writer to 
discuss the draft: help the writer prepare for the meeting by conveying the gist of 
your reaction beforehand; you could give the writer a list of your comments and 
questions, provide an annotated copy of the draft, or both; pay careful attention to 
how you start off a meeting: try to put the writer at ease by taking ample time to 
point out what has been done well in the draft before moving on to problems; try to 
get the writer talking about the draft: ask about perceptions of audience and purpose, 
about the process of writing, and about the writer's assessment of the emerging product 
(here you will be modelling questions that writers need to ask themselves about work 
In progress); as an alternative to going through a draft page by page pointing out one 
problem after another, categorize problems and highlight your main concerns; in any 
one meeting, give only as much feedback as you think the writer can absorb and use; 
and where you think it would be helpful, tape-record meetings where you anticipate 
covering a lot of ground and give the writer the tape to use later when making 
revisions. 

In the spirit of naturalistic inquiry, the next step in this research should be 
to give this paper to the people who were observed in the financial institution over 



the seven-month period to see how their interpretation of the discourse activities 
associated with the problem-solving report accords with the instructor's. In the case 
of the supervisor, this could include asking for more detail about what terms such as 
"purpose filter," "coherent line of reasoning," "fit," and "linkages," mean to her. 

This discussion has shown how an in-house writing instructor in a large Canadian 
financial institution used naturalistic methods to explore genre as a form of social 
action. The instructor traced a portrait of the preparation, form of argument, and 
use of a particular type of report, and used this contextual knowledge in consulting 
with members of the institution's staff. How this approach might best be used to 
advantage by composition teachers working with students in academic settings is a 
question that Inkshed readers themselves are in the best position to answer. Perhaps 
addressing the question could help teachers in their work of preparing students, in 
Jim Reither's words, for "full participation in the knowledge/discourse communities 
that motivate writina." - 
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REMOVING THE STIGMA FROM ADULT EDUCATION /// Anne Hungerford 

It is commonly held that a university graduate should, by definition, be able to 
h-rite The public in general, many academics, often the students themselves are 
in agrezment here . . .  Good writing is good writing, and if students can produce it in 
one environment, they should be able to do so in all. In spite of our best efforts 
to communicate advances in the field of composition theory--advances which call into 
question such expectations--this attitude prevails in most other disciplines. When 
academics are confrontedwith graduate students struggling with new writing tasks, they 
grwnble that the English department has not done its job: outside the university, 
employers grumble that the universities have not done their job. What this amounts 
to is a lot of "notsn--not able to write, not properly educated, perhaps not able to 
improve, at least not without a lot of effort. And all these nots, in turn, create 
an atmosphere of failure. 

Perceived through the lens of failure, writing courses for adults (many of whom 
hold professional degrees) are frequently looked at askance by other members of the 
university community. The common view is that such courses must be remedial in nature, 
picking up the slack (more or lsss) for those who didn't quite get it the first time 
around. Of more importance, this attitude is reflected in the kinds of resources 
usually made available for recurrent adult edacation, in particular, writing courses. 
For the most part, such courses are severely underfunded and amount to scattered 

. offerings by departments of continuing studies--departments which themselves are 
frequently viewed with some suspicion. 



Within such a climate the Department of Continuing Studies at Simon Eraser 
University decided in 1984 to launch a professional writing program aimed primarily 
at writers in business and the professions. The business community hadbeen consulted, 
writing courses had been identified as a priority, and in response to this need, a 
pilot project was initiated. Course offerings were small at first, but from these 
tentative beginnings sprang a program which now includes over forty courses ranging 
from business and technical writing (still the core of the program) to fiction and 
publishing. So popular has the writing program been, together with other programs 
offering professional development, that the business community has contributed 
generously to SFU's new downtown campus. This campus, which opened in January, has 
been designed with the adult student in mind. It is truly a showcase--complete with 
boardrooms and designer furnishings--a place where adults coming back to learn feel 
accepted and comfortable. And they do come back--lawyers, doctors, architects, 
engineers, consultants, arts administrators, journalists, middle and senior managers, 
civil servants. 

These professionals enroll in writing courses for reasons linked to empowering 
themselves and others. Some have just been promoted and are seeking strategies to help 
them master new, more complex writing tasks. Others want to overcome lifelong problems 
with writing, such as procrastination. Still others have more challenging goals: they 
want to put more of their voices into standard bureaucratic prose; they want to broaden 
their range--to make, for instance, technical subjects comprehensible to lay audiences; 
or they want to revolutionize systems of review in their organizations. All are 
competent writers, highly motivated to achieve their goals. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * *  
So what have I learned as I have eavesdropped on writers in business and the 

professions applying the theory I have taught them to their own contexts? The list 
would be almost endless, even if I could write it, so I have chosen to emphasize two 
points which speak to a goal I believe is commonly shared among us--to prepare our 
students in university composition courses for a lifetime of writing experiences. My 
first point is that strategies can be employed to make processes of review (feedback 
from professors and reviewers) more effective; my second, is that writers can gain 
greater control of their drafting by identifying and solving problems in their 
rhetorical contexts. 

Most participants in the downtown courses have spent a minimum of twenty years in 
school and university and have been heavily influenced by this experience, especially 
in terms of how they have internalized past criticism of their writing. In this 
respect, they are remarkably like university students in that many of them suffer from 
a cripplmg sense of inadequacy in the self-evaluation process, thls in spite of their 
years of experience in writing and success in their careers. This apparent 
contradiction is related, I believe, to both our current educational system and to a 
predominant cultural perception of what writing is. Long after their teachers and 
professors have forgotten them, they carry within these ghosts of the past. Last year, 
for instance, when I asked a successful lawyer why he had enrolled in my course, he 
answered that his English professor had told him he had writing problems. Now, twenty 
years later, he had finally decided to do something about them--this in spite of the 
fact that he had developed into a highly competent writer. For him and others like 
him, empowerment comes quite easily and rapidly; it's really a matter of recognition, 
facilitated by peer and self-evaluation. For others, however, the process is a little 
slower, for they have internalized past writing experiences in the form of a critic. 
When they write, the ghosts of failure crowd around them, blocking their ability to 
see and, consequently, to communicate with their real audiences. 

It surprised me, I must admit, to see writers working within dynamic rhetorical 
contexts, still writing to their professors, still anticipating a grade-like reaction 
from their audiences--surprised me, that is, until I realized that evaluation of this 
sort is perpetuated within the business community by systems of review. Reviewers are 
themselves influenced by their years of education and when called upon to evaluate tend 



to reproduce. sometimes brutally, their own experiences as students. Thus, for many, 
the process of review amounts to fussing with sentences, changing words, fixing 

,- punctuation, with little or no explanation offered to the writer. For example, a 

writer in charge of publicity for a charitable organization showed me a draft of her 
work complete with the reviewer's changes. All she could see was the large number of 
changes, many of which made little or no sense to her, yet served to undermine her 
confidence as a writer. When I looked at the draft, I think I saw what had happened. 
The reviewer had changed for reasons of tone one or two words in the opening sentence. 
These words, however, had been used in the second sentence, so the reviewer had had 
to change those. These changes had necessitated further revisions and so on--a kind 
of snowball effect brought on by two small changes in the opening sentence. Yet the 
writer had seen a sea of comments, and was experiencing increasing difficulty writing 
for this person. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * *  
It is well known that students conditioned to write to one audience (their 

professors) for one purpose (to demonstrate mastery of a subject) and for one occasion 
(the academic essay) experience what amounts to culture shock when they enter the 
xorking world. Thus it is not surprising that even experienced writers enter writing 
courses seeking expertise in these areas. Most possess an uneven balance of ability 
in assessing components of their rhetorical situations and are striving to fill in the 
gaps. In response, a major portion of my teaching is focused on examining rhetorical 
contexts and on probing their complexities with input from the writers. 

Since the content and complexity of rhetorical situations vary widely from writer 
to writer, I work closely with individual participants. Unlike students, they are 
usually well aware of the importance of rhetorical analysis, and it is relatively 
simple for them to incorporate new strategies into the parts of their writing processes 
they habitually set aside for this task. What they are not so good at doing, however, 

<. .. .. is first, recognizing and, second, solving problems inherent in their rhetorical . ~ .  contexts. In other words, they might devote energy to identifying a problematic 
- 

audience, a difficult purpose, an intimidating occasion--might even recognize the 
problems, but fail to devise writing strategies for dealing with them. There is a kind 
of hopelessness here--a feeling that the problems come with the territory and cannot 
be solved. Under such circumstances, any unresolved problems in the rhetorical context 
surface as difficulties in the drafting, and writers struggling to get words on paper 
begin to question their ability to write. What is more, because they experience 
radical shifts in their ability to draft (for instance, a document they have previously 
written vith ease may suddenly and unaccountably become difficult to produce) they 
begin to think that writing, itself, is unmsnageable, that they are truly the 
playthings of the muse. 

One case among many will serve to illustrate this point. A writer was asked to 
submit an annual report outlining future directions for her department. Her audience 
was a senior vice president, who, she knew, disliked making decisions. Her primary 
focus in the drafting had been to clarify her department's goals in order to justify 
increases in the budget. Although she had experienced no previous difficulty with this 
annual writing task, she had reported that this time the document had been difficult 
to write, that she had struggled with it, and was unsatisfied with the result. Once, 
however, she was able to locate the source of the problem--her audience's reluctance 
to make decisions no matter how strong the arguments--she was able to devise a strategy 
for solving it. To prepare for further revisions she researched this V.P.'s goals for 
the organization; then she added a more general discussion to her document which linked 
her department's aims to those of the V.P. This strategy, she felt, might save her 
document from limbo. More important, during the revisions, she reported little if any 
difficulty in composing: words seened to flow; ideas came naturally. 

The principle here is that problems in the rhetorical context frequently manifest 
.- themselves as problems in the writing. It may, therefore, be important to teach 

students not only strategies for identifying audiences, for generating content relevant 



to purpose, and for recognizing the constraints of occasion, but also to include 
techniques for problem-solving around this context. Difficulties can crop up in any 
of these areas, in fact, may be known to the writer, but overlooked to the extent that 
they float above the writing exerting a negative influence which frequently robs the 
writer of energy. 

As for preparing university students for future writing tasks, I have one small 
suggestion. It is becoming almost commonplace to ask students in advanced writing 
courses to write to real audiences--audiences other than ourselves. This addition, 
I feel, is extremely positive, but we might go further. Depending on the students, 
we might plant or, at least, identify difficulties in the rhetorical context and guide 
group discussions aimed at developing strategies for overcoming them. This activity 
certainly serves to empower adult writers, to give them added control over their own 
writing processes, and to build their confidence that writing problems are solvable. 
Thus, such an exercise might have a similar effect on our students, and, as a result, 
empower us all. 

[excerpt from a paper presented at the Canadian Caucus-sponsored panel, CCCC, 
Seattle, March 19891 
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GLIMPSES INTO THE POETRY-WRITING PROCESSES OF YOUNG WRITERS /// Dawson C. Harms 

What happens while a young writer is engaged in the production of poetic texts? 
More specifically, what can be known/learned about those unseen, internal, hidden ,..:..,, 

. . . .  3 creative processes that are active when a student-poet is writing? e . - . ,  . 
There are several reasons why looking at poetry-writing processes is important: 

1) poetry holds a special/singular place in the index of discourse forms (a "central 
role" according to Tunnicliffe); 2) the poetic genre has not been given a significant 
or sufficient degree of attention (in research, pedagogy and programming), particularly 
in comparison to prose; 3) much research about composing has (by omission) assumed that 
patterns, implications and processes of writing prose texts are interchangeable with 
composing in the poetic mode. Thus, a need exists to correct something of an imbalance 
among the gepres; it is time to play the hand of that "other" form of discourse. 

Unhappy with the simplistic and fatigued three-stage "Prewrite-Write-Rewrite" 
approach to describing the writing process, and believing that poetry writing, as 
something very magic and vibrant and meaningful, could/should hold a 
particular/peculiar place in Language Arts curricula, as well as in discourse outside 
the classroom, I felt that there was value in examining the process(es) involved in 
poetic creation. 

Until recently, research into the poetry-writing process consisted essentially of 
multiple-draft manuscript analysis, and writer interview and retrospective. Although 
it is impossible to see directly into the composing student-poet's mind, current 
research techniques do allow an increased access into writers' internal processes. 

In an attempt to capture the activity of student-poets engaged in the very act of 
writing, I recorded (some of) those external manifestations of the creative dynamics 
that were internal, intimate and unseen. Four highly motivated, high school student- 
poets assisted with the project. Each writer wrote independently in three separate 
one-hour sessions. Writers had complete freedom in terms of writing topic or poetic 
format. 

Writers did Think-Aloud-Protocols (TAPS), vocalizing as completely and coherently 
as possible any thoughts that crossed their minds while they were writing. TAPS were 
audio-recorded as the students wrote. Since students wrote with word-processors, a 



video recorder was attached to the compter monitor, recording the devel 
directly from the monitor screen. Video recordings of texts, along wi 

> audio-recorded TAPS, provided running data of writers' active engagem: 

writing; transcribed recordings provided a basis for drawing conclusic 
writers' poetry-writing processes. 

Student-poets' wrlting processes ranged from simplistic-linear 
recursive; poetry writing appears to be a highly idiosyncratic process, a 
personally-employed form/mode employed by the individual to suit hisher < 

In the poetry writing done by the four student-writers, all or some of i 
(sub-)processes were evidenced: BRAINSTORMING/INVENTION (a search for su: 
words, images; intentional and/or "automatic"; based in reality and/or i 
REFLECTION (calling up past lived experiences, as well as experiences 
and/or poetry writing), GOAL-SZTTING (planning the course for initial, 
completed writing), REViSION (reworking ideas and/or text, usaally involvir 
and analysis of text), REVIEGING (rehearsing text before scripting it and/ 
it after scripting). 

Composing processes were often embedded within other processes (i.e 
were integratcd, used in conjunction, with each other), revealing the c' 
the writing process. For two of the writers, a composing "pattern" oj 
review-revision-invention seemed to emerge: for the othcr two writers 
separation between inventing and revision processes was evident. 

C~rtain aspects of the creative process appeared to be common amo 
writers: 1) student-poets experienced an artistic "tension,' a struggle 
a kind of dual fidelity--to genre an2 to topic; 2) while writing, st 
commonly pursued something of an "ideal poemn--enigmatic poetic ideals 
somewhat from one writer to another and which guide the writing, often char 
(and, to a certain extent, because of) the writing; 3) writing poetry hi: 

. .  . interaction between the writer, the laneuage and the text; the polylog~ 
. .  between poet, topic, form, ideas and text is rich, profou~d. 

Using the word processor appeared to have certain effects on the stude 
writing. Generally, computers provided an advantage in that text could be 
speed and ease, and revisions could be performed with smoothness. 
computer's revising capacity was useful only to the degree that wr 

e 
H< 

comfortable with or adept at using these functions; usefulness was also dep 
the emphasis given to revision in the writing process. 

The technical aspects of the computer seemed to conflict somewhat wi' 
aesthetic preferences. Particularly, writers with a more "natural" approac 
writing, felt that using the machine held a sense of alienation for them. kT 
that they would prefer to do at least the initial writing of a poem on 
possibiy use the computer only as an editing tool at a later point. This 
may be related to writing in the poetic mode or to the writer's degree of : 
with the writing stylus. 

kiting students should be given ready access and exposure to writing 
processor; but they should also be given freedom to choose their stylus, 
a sense of "relationship" with the writing tools: this seems pnrticularl: 
when the mode of expression is a personal/creative one like poetry. 

It is especially important that students be given the opportunity tc 
poetry writing as a form of creative expression. Such an opportunity is be, 
by writing teachers ensuring that an encouraging and supportive environment 
student-writers in the classroom, and tkat much opportunity for writing 
Because of the idiosyncratic nature of poetrywriting, flexibility should be 
the writing program; attempts to accom~odate individual writing needs anc 
should be made. Based on the notion that some student-poets work frorn/wi 
of an "ideal poem" in their minds, there would appear to be value in assisti. 
to deTrelop a variety of conceptionc and perspectives about poetry, thus pro. 
with something of a (poetry-)writing repertoire. 
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Poetry writing is a complex process, emerging from an integration/interplay of I 

thought and feeling, intention and surprise, imagination and experience; cognitive, 
affective and psycho-motor processes are involved, inseparable in their interactive 
and integrative presence during composition. Much about the process of writing poetry 
is still unknown, the magic remains. And yet, even the modest and limited insights 
gained in this study speak to the diverse and fascinating processes involved, and their 
particular value for young writers. 

Curriculum and Instruction 
University of Calgary 

DICKENS, MINERS AND THOSE EXPECTATIONS /// Wayne Lucey 

There's a great story I once heard over dinner about expectations that I can't 
repeat here. What a way to begin! Isn't it? Lead your reader on about something 
great and never really tell him what. Somehow I get the notion that in the past that's 
what I've done with teaching writing with my students. I led them on with the 
expectation that there is something fantastic about writing and never really told them 
what, subsequently building their expectations and mine too. 

Last year I started out with my Senior English Writer's Craft Course by asking my 
students to write down their expectations of the course. I wrote down my expectations; 
I had my motives clear and was about to reveal them. We shared our expectations; I 
went last. This was the first time I had ever informed my students what I expected 
of a course and listened to why they bought into this elective English course--one more 
than the required number of English courses for university. 

It was an enlightening session. They remarked that it was the first time they had 
ever heard a teacher enthused about teaching a course and that my expectations never 
touched upon behavior in the classroom. As well, there was a discussion, not a one- 
way dialogue. 

We listened to each other. They wanted to learn to write better; however, their 
reasons for their expectations varied. I agreed I wanted to write better too. This 
surprised them, but didn't outwardly seem to frighten them. There was no mass exodus; 
they were excited. We were ready to try together. 

I think they felt they had a hand in setting the agenda. Granted the course 
already had an agenda, set by the course of study written well before I taught the 
course. Teaching the necessary writing skills and forms was the meat of the course 
of study. Kevertheless, we all felt that could grow in knowledge and practice of 
skills and forms and still reach out towards our expectations. 

Could we meet each and every expectation? If we weren't able would we fail? What 
would success be? I am now convinced that there is something equally as important to 
improving as a writer as acquiring the skills and the knowledge of forms and that is 
realizing your expectations. What I sense is knowing yourself as a writer; 
understanding what it is you write for. 

I'm uncertain whether this can be measured but the substance of the product may 
illustrate change. One student wrote that he wanted to have the freedom to pursue his 
own expression. His goal according to interviews (conducted as the course progressed) 
with him was to write for his desired effect. This remained consistent for him for 
the entire time in the class. Certain forms of writing he held no use for. In the 
very first session when this was mentioned, several students considered this a rather 
eccentric notion. They felt it necessary to improve their writing skills for 
university expectations in the fall. Rather pragmatic, I guess. 

I would think that writing for a desired effect would be essential for any piece 
of writing, although I'm sure we have all read published writing that has left us 
wondering what effect the writer had intended. This agenda set by one student was 
important to him. In the second term of the course as we worked through writing a 



group effort of a novella, we were able to further define this expectation writing for 
a desired effect. We had decided to collaborate on writing a satirical novella 
lampooning social realism. Several students, notably the pragmatic ones, felt 
inhibited by the form. They were persuaded by their peers to alter the way they wrote. 

Through interviews of my students it became obvious that students were more aware 
of the effects of word selection and word order, and how we describe can create certain 
desired effects. They were writing very differently than ever before. One 
academically pragmatic student confided that she never felt it possible to change her 
style. But she was quite impressed by the impact her writing had on the group and the 
satisfaction when we applauded her efforts after she read what she had written. 

What they began to realize was that the agenda of writing for effect wasn't a very 
eccentric idea. They had written for certain effects already. I am certain that now 
they were aware of what they were writing for. Although our expectations may be 
interesting, or even fantastical, they need to be in touch with what each of our 
students expects. 

Considering what we want to accomplish in teaching I assume is predicated upon some 
substance, content. Although I guess some have made light of learning about forms and 
basic skills, they remain important. Nevertheless, writers zeroing in on their 
expectation and reaching for it by defining it clearly highlights something very real 
for progress in writing. The longer I teach the more I realize how much students can 
teach each other. But in order for that to happen, I must be in touch with what my 
students expect. 

Assumption High School 
3230 Woodward Avenue 
Burlington, ON L7N 3P1 

CO-RESPONDING ABOUT RESPONSES TO THE "GENDER SESSION" OF INKSHED VI 
(Inkshed. 8:4:11-12) /// Steve Whitmore 

About a week ago I was asked to provide a brief self-description for a workshop 
I will be teaching next spring. I report the final part of the ensuing telephone 
conversation to you because I think it illuminates something interesting about the 
study of gender differences. Although edited in the interests of brevity, the 
substance of the conversation is accurate. 

S.W.: And the final sentence is: "He is currently studying the relationship 
between gender and the academic essay forv." 

Anon.: [Long silence] 
S.W.: Is something wrong? 
Anon.: Well, that's a very provocative statement you just made. 
S.W.: It is? [Deep sigh] Would you like me to explain? 
Anon.: O.K. 
S.W.: I'm studying the possibility that some, not all, females may sometimes 

encounter problems dealing with the academic essay because it may have 
originated in historical contexts which were androcentric. 

Anon.: [Longer silence] 
S W.: Is something wrong? 
Anon.: Do you want to debate that? 
S.W.: [Deeper sigh] No, there's already enough debate. 
I was intrigued that the person found the statement of fact about my studies to 

be "provocative" (even prior to knowing my opinion or my approach). I was further 
intrigved that all the qualifications in my explanation (and there were many) had 
apparently disappeared when it was cognitively processed. I think the person's 
animated response to my statement reveals something quite interesting in terms of - 
reader (or listener) response theory. A person's cognitive frames may well pre-vent 



a reasonably accurate reading (or hearing) of subjects about which that person has 
strong beliefs. 

All of us are gendered and all of us have beliefs--often powerful ones--about the 
meaning of our gender. Consequently, studies of gender (and responses to those 
studies) probably reveal more about ideology than about biology or psychology, more 
about belief than about "truth". Conceiving of gender as ideological may well enable 
us to explain the sometimes contentious debate which ensues when the issue of gender 
and writing is raised. Dialogue, rather than debate, potentially leads to re-visions 
within the genre instead of divisions within the discourse community. 

Simon Fraser University 
Faculty of Education 

HAIKU: POET AS SHEPHERD by Dawson C. Harms 

herding words 
self-willed 
into 
enclosures of falling fieldstone 

INKSHEDDINGS 

Please let Kay know that I really enjoyed 8 : 4 .  Not having been at Inkshed VI 
(because I had to attend CCTE executive meetings scheduled at the same time), I think 
the issue gave me a good sense of some of the ideas debated at the conference (--and 
in considerably less time, I know!). I particularly liked Jim Reither's opening 
article, and I've sent my copy on to a friend who I know will be interested. That's 
why my cheque is enclosed without the subscription form: I've sent that to my friend, 
too, in case he wants to subscribe. 

Nancy Carlman 
* * * * *  

Inkshed is getting better and better. I look forward to it. The newsletter 
contains the kind of raw and truthful expression which heavy editing extirpates from 
most major journals. 

In the last issue, I particularly liked Jim Reither's call for a "new grammar of 
teaching (new ideas about what's worth reading.) I am starting a new job in a new 
college with a different kind of student, and I am struck by how constraining it is 
to teach "writing," as it is conveniently defined, in a writing course. The class 
moves from process essays through four more types of essays until we reach 
argumentative. But I want the students in the writing class to learn thing such as 
these: 

a) other students have worthwhile things to say; listen when they speak. 
b) instructors do not know all the answers; I cannot tell you what sentence is 

the climax in "The Lotteryu--everyone reads the story slightly differently. 
c) the purpose of peer response groups is for students to help one another. 
d) when arguing about one mark, please remember that it does not matter much 

whether you get 97% or 98%: it is more important that you learn something. 
e) it is better to learn to evaluate your own work than to rely on someone else's 

judgement. 
Interestingly, the above ideas have to do with education in general rather than 



with writing in particular. When con 
teaching," they would do well to think 
helplng me do this. 
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Inkshrd conference themes grow out 
of thought spin out from the central web I 
and provoke the desire to explore furthel 
pedagogy inevitably meant a constant s' 
powerless, the politically privileged ar 
-and all tte shades and grades in betweer 
tkird conference on a Canadian seacoast, 
acd writing on the margins, to the defini~ 
and the rhetoric of otherness. I 
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It will be necessary to consider our 
oppositions, for example, that shape muck 
otherness--inside, outside; central, pc 
identified several strands of otherness 
are far from exhaustive. Recurring ex 
mapping (as in "mapping discourse commu~ 

.. , . .  .. protection, and challenging of canons, a1 
: may be fruitful to look at ESL and at lit 

Year of Literacy and literacy being the C 
As always, we call for presentatio; 

constructively, texts-in-process as well 
a variety of formats--contexts as well as 
advocacy, even risk- taking approaches. 
include 10-minute informal talks on curr 
minute papers or formal talks, and 45-minc 
panel-provoked discussians, bct we are ope 
to be surprised by your ideas. All propos; 
they will make to the exploration of the 
margins, or otherness in reading and writir 
invited to collaborate with one another 
a coherent, balanced programme. We will 
report briefly and informally to the Ink 
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registrants in advance of the conference, 
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