
CHAPTER SIX I 

Learning to Write 
by Writing 

Most of what I have had to say so far has concerned cur
riculum. In this chapter my concern is method, in particu
lar the sort of method most appropriate for the notion of 
curriculum that has been expounded. 

What is the main way in which human beings learn to do 
things with their minds and bodies? Let's not think first about 
learning to write - we'll get to that soon enough. Let's think 
about learning to walk, ride a bicycle, play a piano, throw a 
ball. Practice? Coaching by other people? Yes, but why does 
practice work? How do we become more adept merely by trying 
again and again? And what does a good coach do that helps 
our trials get nearer and nearer the mark? The answer, I be
lieve, is feedback and response. 

Feedback 
Feedback is any information a learner receives as a result of 

his trial. This information usually comes from his own percep-
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tion of what he has done: the bicycle falls over, the notes are 
rushed, the ball goes over the head of the receiver, and so on. 
The learner heeds this information and adjusts his next trial 
accordingly, and often unconsciously. But suppose the learner 
cannot perceive what he is doing - does not, for example, hear 
that the notes are rushed - or perceives that he has fallen short 
of his goal but does not know what adjustment to make in his 
action. This is where the coach comes in. He is someone who 
observes the learner's actions and the results, and points out 
what the learner cannot see for himself. He is a human source 
of feedback who supplements the feedback from inanimate 
things. 

But, you may say, learning to write is different from learning 
to ride a bicycle or even learning to play the piano, which are, 
after all, physical activities. Writers manipulate symbols, not 
objects. And they are acting on the minds of other people, not 
on matter. Yes, indeed. But these differences do not make 
learning to write an exception to the general process of learning 
through feedback. Rather, they indicate that in learning to use 
language the only kind of feedback available to us is human 
response. 

Let's take first the case of learning to talk, which is a social 
activity and the base for writing. The effects of what we do 
cannot be known to us unless our listener responds. He may 
do so in a number of ways - by carrying out our directions, 
answering our questions, laughing, looking bored or horrified, 
asking for more details, arguing, and so on. Every listener 
becomes a kind of coach. But of course a conversation, once 
launched, becomes a two-way interaction in which each party 
is both learner and source of feedback. 

Through their research in the early stages of language acqui
sition, Roger Brown and Ursula Bellugi have been able to 

Except for slight alterations, the text of this chapter was delivered as 
a lecture on April 7, 1967, at the Yale Conference on English and 
printed in the Papers of the Yale Conference on English, copyright © 
1967 by the Office of Teacher Training, Yale University. Reprinted by 
permission of Edward Gordon, Director of the Conference. 
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identify two clear interactions that take place between mother 
and child.1 One is the child's efforts to reproduce in his own 
condensed form the sentence he hears his mother utter, The 
other is the mother's efforts to expand and correct the child's 
telegraphic and therefore ambiguous sentences. Each time the 
mother fills out his sentence, the child learns a little more about 
syntax and inflections, and when the child responds to her 
expansion of his utterance, she learns whether her interpreta
tion of his words was correct or not. Linguists never cease to 
marvel at how children learn, before they enter school, and 
without any explanations or teaching of rules, how to generate 
novel and well-formed sentences according to a paradigm or 
model they have unconsciously inferred for themselves. In fact, 
many of the mistakes children make - like bringed for brought 
- are errors of overgeneralization. This ability to infer a gen-· 
erality from many particular instances of a thing, which also ac
counts for some children's learning to read and spell even with
out phonics training, is of course itself a critical part of human 
learning. The learner's abstractive apparatus reduces a corpus 
of information, such as other people's. sentences, to a usable 
rule. It is a data-processing gift that enables us to learn some
thing, but not how to do something. 

To learn to talk, the child must put his data into action and 
find out what happens. Thus he learns his irregular verbs when 
he says, "I bringed my cup," and some adult replies, "Well, I'm 
glad you brought it." Throughout school, imitation of others' 
speech, as heard and read, remains a major way of learning 
language forms, but conversational response is the chief means 
the child has for making progress in speech production itself. 
Later, after the syntax and inflections have become pretty well 
fixed, the responses the learner gets to what he says are not 
expansions but expatiations. That is, his listener reacts to his 
ideas and his tone, picks up his remarks and does something 
further with them, so that together they create some continuity 
of subject. 

1 Reported in "Three Processes in the Child's Acquisition of Syntax," 
Language and Learning, Janet Emig, James Fleming, and Helen Popps, 
eds. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1966). 
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Learning to use language, then, requires the particular feedback of human response, because it is to other people that we 
direct speech. The fact that one writes by oneself does not at 
all dimh}.ish the need for response, since one writes for others. 
Even when one purports to be writing for oneself - for pure 
self-expression, if there is such a thing - one cannot escape the ultimately social implications inherent in any use of language. 
As George Herbert Mead argued so well, even in our unuttered thoughts, we speak as though to another because we have long 
since incorporated the otherness of the social world to which language is irrevocably tied. Furthermore, we have all had the experience of looking back on something we have written earlier and of responding much as another person might do. Thus, once beyond the moment of writing, the writer himself becomes "other," and can feed back helpfully to himself. 

But no feedback of whatever sort can help the learner if his 
will is not behind his actions, for will is the motor that drives the whole process. \,Vithout it, we ignore the results of what we have done and make no effort to adjust our actions so as to home in on the target. The desire to get certain effects on an audience is what motivates the use of speech. This is what 
rhetoric is all about. So the first reason why one might fail to learn is not caring, lack of motivation to scan the results and 
transfer that experience to the next trial. The other principal cause of failure is, on the other hand, a lack of response in the 
audience. One cares, one makes an effort, and no one reacts. 
For me, the character Jerry, in Albee's The Zoo Story epitomizes 
the desperation of one who cannot get a response. To get some effect on the unresponsive Peter, he runs through the whole rhetorical gamut - chitchat, anecdotes, questions, shocking revelations, quarreling, until finally he resorts to tickling, pushing, and fighting. It is Jerry who says, "We must know the consequences of our actions." And sarcastically: "Don't react, 
Peter, just listen." 

Speaking from his experience with autistic children who had 
withdrawn and given up, Bruno Bettelheim has touched on the 
importance of both initiation and response. From the very first, he says, an infant should be given the chance to communicate 
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his needs, not have them anticipated, and be responded to when 

he is communicating the need, not fed according to some other 

timing. 

It is for this reason that time-clock feedings are so potentially 

destructive, not merely because they mechanize the feeding, 

but became they rob the infant of the conviction that it was 

his own wail that resulted in filling his stomach when his own 

hunger timed it. By the same token, if his earliest signals, his 

cry or his smile, bring no results, that discourages him from 

trying to refine his efforts at communicating his needs. In 

time he loses the impulse to develop those mental and emo

tional structures through which we deal with the environ

ment. He is discouraged from forming a personality. 

But those are infants, not adolescents, and we teach our stu• 

dents to write, we don't feed them. Bettelheim continues: 

Even among adults the joke that fails to amuse, the loving 

gesture that goes unanswered, is a most painful experience. 

And if we consistently, and from an early age, fail to get the 

appropriate response to our expression of emotions, we stop 

communicating and eventually lose interest in the world. 

"But," we say, "I praise my students, I give them an encourag

ing response." 

But this is not all. If the child's hungry cry met with only 

deep sympathy and not also with food, the results would be 

as bad as if there had been no emotional response .•.. should 

his smile, inviting to play, be n{°et with a tender smile from 

the parent but lead to no playing; then, too, he loses interest in 

both his environment and the wish to communicate feeling.2 

Smiling, gushing, or patting the back are not to the point. A 

response must be real and pertinent to the action, not a standard, 

"profe5sional" reaction. Any unvarying response, positive or 

nc.,t, teaches us nothing about the effects of what we have done. 

2 These quotations are from ''Where Self Begins," The New York 

Times Magazine, February 17, 1966. The article itself was drawn from 
The Empty Fortress, by Bruno Bettelheim (New York: Free Press of 
Glencoe, Inc., 1967). 
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If, as I believe, writing is learned in the same basic way other 
activities are learned - by doing and by heeding what happens 
- then it is possible to describe ideal teaching practices in this 
way and compare them with some current practices. Ideally, a 
student would write because he was intent on saying something 
for real reasons of his own and because he wanted to get certain 
effects on a definite audience. He would write only authentic 
kinds of discourse such as exist outside of school. A maximum 
amount of feedback would be provided him in the form of 
audience response. That is, his writing would be read and dis
cussed by this audience, who would also be the coaches. This 
response would be candid and specific. Adjustments in lan
guage, form, and content would come as the writer's response to 
his audience's response. Thus instruction would always be indi
vidual, relevant, and timely. These are precisely the virtues of 
feedback learning that account for its great success. 

Clearly, the quality of feedback is the key. Who is this audi
ence to be, and how can it provide a response informed enough 
to coach in all the necessary ways? How is it possible for every 
member of a class of thirty to get an adequate amount of re
sponse? Classmates are a natural audience. Young people are 
most interested in writing for their peers. Many teachers be
sides myself have discovered that students write much better 
when they write for each other. Although adolescents are quite 
capable of writing on occasion for a larger and more remote 
audience and should be allowed to do so, it is difficult except in 
unusual situations to arrange for this response to be relayed 
back to the writers. For the teacher to act as audience is a very 
intricate matter fraught with hazards that need special attention. 

First, although younger children often want to write to a 
"significant adult," on whom they are willing to be frankly 
dependent, adolescents almost always find the teacher entirely 
too significant. He is at once parental substitute, civic authority, 
and the wielder of marks. Any one of these roles would be 
potent enough to distort the writer-audience relationship; all 
together, they cause the student to misuse the feedback in ways 
that severely limit his learning to write. He may, for example, 
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write what he thinks the teacher wants, or what he thinks the 
teacher doesn't want. Or he writes briefly and grudgingly, with
holding the better part of himself. He throws the teacher a 

bone to pacify him, knowing full well that his theme does not 
at all represent what he can do. This is of course not universally 
true, and students may react in irrelevant and symbolic ways 
to each other as well as to the teacher. But in general, class
mates are a more effective audience. 

The issue I want to make clear, in any case, is that the sig
nificance of the responder influences the writer enormously. 
This is in the nature of rhetoric itself. But if the real intent 
of the writing is extraneous to the writing - on a completely 
different plane, as when a student turns in a bland bit of trivia 

to show his indifference to adult demands - then the effect is 
actually to dissociate writing from real intent and to pervert the 
rhetorical process into a weird irony. Much depends of course 
on the manner of the teacher, and, curiously enough, if the 
teacher shifts authority to the peer group, which is where it lies 
anyway for adolescents, and takes on an indirect role, then his 
feedback carries a greater weight. 

But, it may be argued, students are not informed and experi
enced enough about writing to coach each other. Won't their 
feedback often be misleading? How does the teacher give them 

the benefit of his knowledge and judgement? Let's look a mo

ment at just what students can and cannot do for each other. 
Part of what they can do is a matter of numbers; multiple re
sponses to a piece of writing make feedback more impersonal and 
easier to heed. Group reactions establish a consensus about some 
objective aspects of the writing and identify, through disagree
ment, those aspects that involve individual value judgments. It 
is much easier for peers than for the teacher to be candid and 
thus to give an authentic response, because the teacher, usually 
aware of his special significance, is afraid of wounding his 
students. A student responds and comments to a peer more in 
his own terms, whereas the teacher is more likely to focus too 

soon on technique. A student, moreover, may write off the 
comments of a teacher by saying to himself, "Adults just can't 
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understand," or "English teachers are nit-pickers anyway," but 
when his fellow human beings misread him, he has to accom
modate the feedback. By habitually responding and coaching, 
students get insights about their own writing. They become 
much more involved both in writing and in reading what others 
have written. 

Many of the comments that teachers write on themes can be 
made by practically any other person than the author and don't 
require a specialist. The failure to allow for the needs of the 
audience, for example, is responsible for many difficulties indi
cated by marginal comments like, "misleading punctuation," 
"unclear", "doesn't follow", "so what's your point?", "why didn't 
you say this before?", and so on. Irrelevance, unnecessary repe
tition, confusing organization, omitted leads and transitions, 
anticlimactic endings, are among the many things that anyone 
might point out. Again, numbers make it very likely that such 
things will not only be mentioned if they are problems, but 
that the idiosyncrasy of readers will be cancelled out. Probably 
the majority of communication problems are caused by egocen
tricity, the writer's assumption that the reader thinks and feels 
as he does, has had the same experience, and hears in his head, 
when he is reading, the same voice the writer does when he is 
writing. It is not so much knowledge as awareness that he needs. 

What help can a teacher give that peers cannot? Quite a lot, 
but the only time he makes a unique contribution to the prob
lem of egocentricity is when the students all share a point of 
view, value judgement, or line of thought that they take for 
granted, in which case one may question whether the teacher 
can or should try to shake their position, which is probably a 
factor of their stage of growth. Imposing taste, standards, and 
attitudes that are foreign to them is futile and only teaches them 
how to become sycophants. But there is value in the teacher's 
expressing his point of view so they at least know that theirs is 
not universal. 

Where the teacher can be most help, however, is in clarifying 
problems after students have encountered or raised them. Ado
lescents - or, as I have discovered from experimenting, even 



l 96 • Teaching the Universe of Discourse 

fourth-graders - can spot writing problems very well, but often 
they do not have enough understanding of the cause of a prob

lem to know how to solve it. This insufficient understanding 
more than anything else causes them to pick at each other's 
papers in a faultfinding spirit or . to make shallow suggestions 
for change. A student reader may complain, for example, that 
a certain paper is monotonous in places and suggest that some 
repeated words be eliminated. But the real reason for the mo
notony, and for the repeating of the words, is that there are too 
many simple sentences, some of which should be joined. The 
teacher projects the paper with the comment about monotony 
and leads a problem-solving discussion. This is where the 
teacher's knowledge, say, of a generative grammar comes in -
not as technical information for the students but as an aid to 
the teacher. Embedding some of the sentences in others in
volves, as well as transformations, the issue of subordination 
and emphasis, so that the problem of monotony can now be seen 
as also a lack of focus. 

The teacher, in other words, helps students to interpret their 
initially vague responses and to translate them into the technical 
features of the paper that gave rise to them. Notice the direc
tion of the process - the emotional reaction first, then the 
translation into technique. This amounts to sharpening re
sponse while keeping it paramount, and will help reading as 
well as writing. While helping to solve specific writing prob
lems, the teacher is at the same time dispening the negativism 
of comments and creating a climate of informed collaboration in 
which feedback is welcomed. 

The role of the teacher, then, is to teach the students to teach 
each other. This also makes possible a lot more writing and a 
lot more response to the writing than a teacher could otherwise 
sponsor. He creates cross-teaching by setting up two kinds of 
group processes - one that he leads with the whole class, and 
a smaller one that runs itself. It is in the first kind, which I 
just illustrated, that the judgment and knowledge of the teacher 
are put into play. Periodically, the teacher projects papers for 
r-lass discussion, without presenting them as good or bad ex-
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amples and without trying to grind some academic ax. No 
detailed preparation is needed. He picks papers embodying is
sues he thinks concern students and need clarifying, getting his 
cues by circulating among the small groups, where he learns 
which problems are not getting informed feedback. He asks for 
responses to the projected paper and plays these responses by 
alert questioning designed to help students relate their reactions 
to specific features of the paper before them. If they indicate 
problems, he asks them to suggest changes the author might 
make. In these class discussions the teacher establishes tone and 
a method of giving and using feedback that is carried off into 
the small groups. 

The procedure I recommend is to break the class into groups 
of four or five and to direct the students to exchange papers 
within their group, read them, write comments on them, and 
discuss them. This would be a customary procedure, run auton
omously but constantly reinforced by the model of class dis
cussion the teacher continues to lead. It can be of help during 
the writing process, before the final draft. The small size of the 
group, the reciprocity, tend to make the comments responsible 
and helpful. The teacher makes it clear that all reactions of any 
sort are of value - from strong emotions to proof-reading. A 
writer should know when he has succeeded in something; honest 
praise is very important. Descriptive remarks are very helpful 
- of what the paper seems to be or do, and of the effects it had 
on the reader. All these responses can be compared by talking 
over together the comments on each paper. Later in this discus
sion, the author says what he meant to do, and suggestions for 
bringing the paper more in line with his intentions are made if 
needed. The teacher sits in on the groups in rotation, acting as 
consultant and joining the discussion without necessarily having 
read the papers. 

After the sessions, the papers may be revised. The more use 
to which they are put, the better. In fact, the small groups 
would most of the time act as editorial boards to prepare papers 
for some purpose. Themes should be printed up, exchanged 
with other groups just for reading, performed, and many other 
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.things. Eventually they go into folders kept for each student 
and when the teacher has to evaluate student work for the ben
efit of administration, he makes a general assessment of the 
writing to date. No grades are given on individual papers. 

The teacher of course may respond individually to any pape1 
at any time during a discussion or during a conference. Whethel' 
he writes comments on the paper himself depends on several 
things. Do his students still need an adult to validate and give 
importance to their work? In his commentary helping or hiw 
dering? Is it necessary? If a student does not want a certain 
paper read by anyone but the teacher ( which happens less often 
in small groups, where trust is stronger), the teacher honors 
the request and serves as reader and commentator himself. For 
some assignments the teacher may feel that his comments are 
especially relevant, for others not. In any case, if student cross
commentary occurs during the writing process and is at all ef
fective, the amount of commentary the teacher needs to make 
should be small, as indeed it should be anyway. Mainly, the 
teacher has to know the effects of his action, how students are 
taking his feedback. First-person comments are best and will set 
an example for student cross-commentary. A teacher should 
react as an audience, supplementing the peer audience. Above 
all, a piece of writing should not go to a dead-letter office. Both 
the non-response or the irrelevant response persuade the learner 
that nothing is to be gained from that line of endeavor, and the 
impulse to write withers. 

Trial and Error 

I would like now to go back to aspects of the action-response 
model of learning other than the quality of the feedback. These 
have only been implied so far. Plunging into an act, then heed
ing the results, is a process of trial and error. That is the first 
implication. Now, trial and error sounds to many people like a 
haphazard, time-consuming business, a random behavior of chil
dren, animals, and others who don't know any better. (Of 
eourse, by "random" ,ve usually mean that we the observers are 
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ignorant of the reasons for the behavior.) Trial and error is by 
definition never aimless, but without help the individual alone 
may not think of all the kinds of trials that are possible, or may 
not always see how to learn the most from his errors. And if it 
is a social activity he is learning, like writing, then human inter
action is in any case indispensable. So we have teachers to 
propose meaningful trials (assignments) in a meaningful order, 
and to arrange for a feedback that insures the maximum ex
ploitation of error. 

The second implication is that the teacher does not try to 
prevent the learner from making errors. He does not preteach 
the problems and solutions (and of course by "errors" I mean 
failures of vision, judgment, and technique, not mere me
chanics). The learner simply plunges into the assignment, uses 
all his resources, makes errors where he must, and heeds the 
feedback. In this action-response learning, errors are valuable; 
they are the essential learning instrument. They are not de
spised or penalized. Inevitably, the child who is afraid to make 
mistakes is a retarded learner, no matter what the activity in 
question. 

In contrast to the exploitation of error is the avoidance of 
error. The latter works like this: the good and bad ways of 
carrying out the assignment are arrayed in advance, are pre
taught, then the learner does the assignment, attempting to keep 
the good and bad ways in mind as he works. Next, the teacher 
evaluates the work according to the criteria that were laid out 
before the assignment was done. Even if a system of rewards 
and punishments is not invoked, the learner feels that errors are 
enemies, not friends. I think any learning psychologist would 
agree that avoiding error is an inferior learning strategy to capi
talizing on error. The difference is between looking over your 
shoulder and looking where you are going. Nobody who in
tends to learn to do something wants to make mistakes. In that 
sense, avoidance of error is assumed in the motivation itself. But 
if he is allowed to make mistakes with no other penalty than the 
failure to achieve his goal, then he knows why they are to be 
avoided and wants to find out how to correct them. Errors take 



200 • Teaching the Universe of Discourse 

on a different meaning, they define what is good. Otherwise the 
learner engages with the authority and not with the intrinsic 
issues. It is consequences, not injunctions, that teach. We all 
know that, don't we? 

But doesn't this process lead to more failures? A learner 
needs very much to feel successful, to score. If he learns every
thing the hard way, doesn't he get discouraged by his mistakes? 
For one thing, trial-and-error makes for more success in the long 
run because it is accurate, specific, individual, and timely. For 
another, if the teacher in some way sequences the trials so that 
learning is transferred from one to the next, the student writer 
accumulates a more effective guiding experience than if one 
tried to guide him by preteaching. And feedback of the sort I 
am advocating - because it is plentiful and informed - does 
not just leave a feeling of failure, of having "learned the hard 
way," in the sense of coming out a loser. When response is real 
and personal, it does not leave us empty, even if our efforts 
missed their mark. 

The procedure, moreover, of getting feedback during the 
writing instead of only afterwards allows the learner to incor
porate it into his final product (as, incidentally, adults do when 
we are writing professional articles). I recommend also a lot 
of chain-reaction assignments, such that one paper is adapted 
into another. This amounts to a lot of rewriting, not mere tidy
ing up but taking a whole new tack under the influence of sug
gestions from other students. It is with the isolated, sink-or
swim assignment that the student goes for broke. Finally, the 
error-avoiding approach has hardly given students a feeling of 
confidence and success; since it is the predominant method of 
teaching writing, it seems fair to attribute to it a lot of the wari
ness and sense of failure so widespread among student writers 
today. 

The Case Against Textbooks 

The third implication of action-response learning follows 
from the last one about the futility of preteaching writing prob-
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lems. If we learn to write best by doing it and by heeding the 
feedback, then of what use is the presentation of materials to 
the learner? Don't presentations violate the trial-and-error pro
cess? Don't they inevitably entail preteaching and error-avoid
ance? My answer is yes. If I reject all prepared materials for 
writing, it is not that I am failing to discriminate among them. 
I know that they come in all sizes, shapes, and philosophies. It 
is not the quality but the fact of these materials that I am 
speaking to. 

The assumption I infer from textbooks is that the output of 
writing must be preceded and accompanied by pedagogical 
input. Now, there are indeed some kinds of input that are pre
requisites to writing - namely, conversation and reading -
but these are very different from the presentations of textbooks. 
Let's look at the sorts of materials that are used to teach writing. 

This material may be classified into six overlapping sorts, all 
of which might appear in any one unit or chapter. The first 
sort consists of advice, exhortation, and injunction. It is the 
how-to-do-it part, the cookbook material. Here are some fabri
cated but typical samples, "Make sure you allow for your 
audience." "Catch the reader's interest in the first sentence." 
"Make sure your punctuation guides the reader instead of mis
leading him." "Connect your ideas with linking words that 
make transitions." "Write a brief outline of the points you want 
to make, then write a paragraph about each point." "For the 
sake of a varied style, it is advisable to begin some sentences 
with a main clause and others with subordinate clauses or 
phrases." "A vivid metaphor will often convey an idea more 
forcefully than a lengthy, abstract explanation." "Build up your 
descriptions from details that make your readers see." "A good 
narrative has a focus or point to it that is not obscured by irrele
vant details (remember what we learned about focus in the last 
unit?)." 

What is wrong with practical pointers and helpful hints? 
As I have suggested, preteaching the problems of writing causes 
students to adopt the strategy of error-avoidance, the teacher's
intention clearly being to keep them from making mistakes. 
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The learner is put in the situation of trying to understand and 
keep in mind all this advice when he should be thinking about 
the needs of the subject. The textbook writer is in the position 
of having to predict the mistakes that some mythical average 
student might make. The result is that, in true bureaucratic 
fashion, the text generates a secondary set of problems beyond 
those that an individual learner might truly have to deal with 
in the assignment itself. That is, he has to figure out first of aU 
what the advice means at a time when it can't mean very much. 
Often he makes mistakes because he misconstrues the advice. 
In trying to stick to what he was told, he is in fact working on 
two tasks at once - the fulfillment of the advice and the ful
fillment of the assignment. 

Since not all learners are prone to the same mistakes, some 
of the pointers are a waste of time for the individual personally; 
he would not have erred in those particular ways. The exhorta
tions and injunctions often inhibit thought. But most critically 
of all, they prevent both the learner and his responders from 
knowing what he would have done without this preteaching. It 
is essential to find this out. The learner has to know his own 
mind, what it natively produces, so that he can see what he per
sonally needs to correct for. Students who fulfill the advice well 
have passed the test in following directions but have missed the 
chance to learn the most important thing of all - what their 
blind spots are. 

After all, allowing for the audience, catching interest in the 
first sentence or paragraph, guiding the reader with punctua
tion, making transitions, varying the style, using metaphors, giv
ing narrative a point - these are common-sense things. What 
interests me is why a student fails to do these things in the first 
place. The fact is, I believe, that writing mistakes are not made 
in ignorance of common-sense requirements; they are made for 
other reasons that advice cannot prevent. Usually, the student 
thinks he has made a logical transition or a narrative point, 
which means, again, he is deceived by his egocentricity. What 
he needs is not rules but awareness. Or if he omits stylistic 
variation, metaphor, and detail, he does so for a variety of 



Learning to Write by Writing • 203 

reasons the teacher has to understand before he can be of use. 
Scanty reading background, an undeveloped eye or ear, a linger
ing immaturity about not elaborating are learning problems that 
exhortation cannot solve. Particular instances of failing to do 
what one thinks one is doing, and of failing to use the full 
resources of language, should be brought to light, the conse
quences revealed, the reasons explored, the need for remedies 
felt, and the possibilities of solution discovered. Unsolicited 
advice is unheeded advice, and, like time-clock feeding, im
poses the breast before there is hunger. 

A second class of material found in textbooks is expository. 
Here we have the definitions and explanations of rhetoric, gram
mar, logic, and semantics. In other words, information about 
language and how it is used. Part of the game played here is, 
to borrow the title of a Henry Read poem, the naming of parts. 
The assumption seems to be the primitive one that naming 
things is mastering them. It goes with tl1e attempt to convert 
internal processes into an external subject. By pedagogical 
slight of hand, an output activity is transformed into something 
to be read about. The various ways of constructing sentences, 
paragraphs, and compositions are logically classified . and ar
rayed. The student can then be put to work on writing as if 
it were any other substantive content: he can memorize the 
nomenclature and classifications, answer questions on them, 
take tests, and on some fitting occasion, "apply" this knowledge. 

The explanations tell him what it is he is doing when he 
strings utterances - not he, of course, but some capitalized He, 
for this is the realm of general description and theory. The 
material may be up to date - the new linguistics and the new 
rhetoric - but the method couldn't be older: "There are three 
kinds of sentences: simple, complex, and compound." "Articles, 
demonstratives, and genitives make up the regular determiners." 
"An inductive paragraph goes from particulars to the main state
ment, and a deductive paragraph begins with the main state
ment and descends to particulars." "Ideas may be presented in 
any of several patterns: they may be repeated, contrasted, piled 
up in a series, balanced symmetrically, and so on." The elements 
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of fiction are plot, character, setting, and theme." ''People use 
the same words, but don't mean the same things by them." 

Such generalities, like advice, induce in the students a strat
egy of avoiding errors, of trying to do what the book says in
stead of doing justice to the subject, Whereas advice tells you 
what you should do with language, exposition tells you what 
people do do; it codifies the regularities of practice, The mes
sage is essentially the same: apply these rules and you will be 
all right. Good teaching, rather, helps the individual see what 
he in particular is doing with language and, by means of this 
awareness, see what he in particular might be doing. There is 
no evidence that preteaching general facts and theories about 
how people use language will help a student learn to write. 
(The teaching of grammar as an aid to composition is such a 
special and notorious case in point that I dealt with it separately 
in the last chapter.) 

Since the most natural assumption should be that one learns 
to write by writing, the burden of proof is on those who advo
cate an indirect method, by which I mean presenting codifica
tions about rhetoric and composition in the hope that students 
will apply them. Today there are many good theories of rhetoric 
and composition. Teachers should study these, for, like gram
matical formulations, they may help the teachers understand 
what their students are doing or not doing in their writing. But 
to teach such formulations, through either exposition or exer
cises, would hinder more than help. 

A third class of materials comprising textbooks is exercises. 
Sometimes the student is asked to read some dummy sentences 
and paragraphs and to do something with them. For example: 
"Underline the one of the following words that best describes 
the tone of the sentence below." "Rewrite the sentence that 
appears below so that one of the ideas is subordinated to the 
other." "Change the order of the sentences in the following 
paragraph so that the main point and the secondary points are 
better presented." "Read this paragraph and underline the one 
of the sentences following it that would serve as the best topic 
sentence." "Make a single sentence out of the following." Or 
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the student may be asked to make up sentences or paragraphs 
of his own: "Write a sentence describing some object or action, 
using modifier clusters as in the examples." "Write a descriptive: 
paragraph following a space order ( or a time order)," 

Exercises are obviously part and parcel of the preteaching 
approach characterized by advice and exposition. A point raised 
and explained in the text is simply cast into the form of direc
tions so that the student will apply the point directly. The 
philosophy here is a curious blend of hard-headed logical analy
sis and folklorish softheadedness. That is, the teaching of 
"basics" is construed in this way. Basics are components, parti
cles - words, sentences, and paragraphs. The learner should 
manipulate each of these writing units separately in a situation 
controlling for one problem at a time. He works his way from 
little particle to big particle until he arrives at whole composi
tions resembling those done in the outside world. The single
unit, single-problem focus derives from linguistic and rhetori
cal analysis done in universities, not from perceptions about 
learning. 

The folklorish part is represented in the old saw about having 
to crawl before you can walk. But crawling is an authentic form 
of locomotion in its own right, not merely a component or sub
skill of walking. For the learner, basics are not the small-focus 
technical things but broad things like meaning and motivation, 
purpose and point, which are precisely what are missing from 
exercises. An exercise, by my definition, is any piece of writing 
practiced only in schools - that is, an assignment that stipu
lates arbitrary limits that leave the writer with no real relation
ships between him and a subject and an audience. I would not 
ask a student to write anything other than an authentic dis
course, because the learning process proceeds from intent and 
content down to the contemplation of technical points, not the 
other way. 

First of all, when it is the stipulation of the text or the teacher 
and not the natural limit of an utterance, a sentence or a para
graph is too small a focus for learning. How can you teach 
style, rhetoric, logic, and organization in a unit stripped of those 
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authentic relationships to subject and audience that govern the 
decisions about word choice, sentence structure, paragraph 
structure, and total continuity? Judgment and decision-making 
are the heart of composition. With exercises the learner has no 
basis for choosing one word or sentence structure over another, 
and rhetoric becomes an irony once again. It is a crime to make 
students think that words, sentences, paragraphs, are "building 
blocks" like bricks that have independent existence and can be 
learned and manipulated separately pending the occasion when 
something is to be constructed out of them. 

And when students make up a sentence or paragraph demon
strating such and such kind of structure, they are not learning 
what the teacher thinks they are: they are learning that there is 
such a thing as writing sentences and paragraphs for their own 
sake, that discourse need not be motivated or directed at any
one, that it is good to write even if you have nothing to say and 
no one to say it to just so long as what you put down illustrates 
a linguistic codification. The psychological phenomenon in
volved here - called "learning sets" by H. E. Harlow, and 
"deutero-learning" by Gregory Bateson3 - is that when some
one learns a certain content, he also learns that way of learning. 
This second kind of learning tends to be hidden because it is 
not under focus, and yet for that very reason may be the more 
lasting. The student learns how to do exercises, and this learn
ing is of a higher order, ironically, than the learning of the dif
ferent sentence or paragraph structures contained in the exer
cises. Thus in an a-rhetorical learning situation, he learns to 
discourse a-rhetorically! 

When decomposition precedes composition, many such unin
tended and harmful side-effects occur that seem to go on un
noticed because we are fastened on the logic of the subject 
instead of the psychologic of the learner. Scientists have long 
been aware that when you isolate out a component for focused 
observation, you are changing it. Live tissue under a microscope 
is not live tissue in the body. A sentence or paragraph stripped 

3 See pp. 215 and 216 of Communication: The Social Matrix of Psy
chiatry, by Jurgen Ruesch and Gregory Bateson (New York: W. W, 
Nnrton & Company, Inc., 1951), 
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of its organic context, raised several powers, and presented in 
the special context of analysis and advice represents serious tam
pering with the compositional process, the consequences of 
which are not well recognized. 

Second, a student doing a paragraph exercise, say, knows the 
problem concerns paragraph structure, whereas in authentic dis
course the real problem always is this, that we don't know what 
it is we don't know. A student may do all of the exercises cor
rectly and still write very badly because he is used to having 
problems plucked out of the subjective morass and served to him 
externally on a platter, and has consequently developed little in 
the way of awareness and judgment. For example, he can't 
decide how to break into paragraphs because he must write only 
one paragraph. 

Third, students adopt a strategy for beating the game of exer
cises: they take a simplistic approach, avoid thinking subtly or 
complexly, and say only what can lend itself readily to the pur
pose of the exercise. To make the paragraph come out right, 
they write things they know are stupid and boring. 

Fourth, the poetic justice in this strategy is that the exercises 
themselves ignore the motivational and learning needs of the 
student. The result is just the opposite intended: the learner 
dissociates the technical issues in the exercise from honest dis
course. The learner becomes alienated, not only by this but by 
the hidden message of exercises, which says, "We are not inter
ested in what you have to say; we just want a certain form." 
His defense is to do the exercise by the book in an ironically 
obedient fashion to show them for just what they are. You bore 
me and I'll bore you. This dissociation in the minds of students 
between school stuff and writing for real is one of the deep and 
widespread symptoms that has made English teaching ripe for 
reform. 

The last three kinds of materials are not bad in themselves 
but suffer from being embedded in the paraphernalia I have 
been polemicizing about. For this reason I will deal with them 
briefly. The £rst is the presentation of samples of good writing 
to serve as models. As I have said, learning to write entails a 
lot of re;=iding, but when passages from the old pros are sur-
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rounded by rhetorical analysis and pesky questions about how 
Saroyan got his effects, a disservice is done to both reading and 
writing. How would you as an adolescent react to a message 
such as this: "See how Steinbeck uses details; now you go do 
that too." And there is no evidence that analyzing how some 
famous writer admirably dispatched a problem will help a stu
dent recognize and solve his writing problems. From my own 
experience and that of teachers I have researched with, I would 
say, rather, that models don't help writing and merely intimi
date some students by implying a kind of competition in which 
they are bound to lose. The assumption is still that advance 
diagnosis and prescription facilitate learning. The same reading 
selections could be helpful, however, if merely interwoven with 
the writing assignments as part of the regular reading program 
but without trying to score points from them. Learners, like 
the professional writers themselves, incorporate anyway the 
structures of what they read; what they need is more time to 
read and write authentically. The service publishers could do 
is to put out more straight anthologies of whole reading selec
tions grouped according to the various kinds of writing but un
surrounded by questions and analysis. The student should write 
in the forms he reads while he is reading them. There can be a 
lot of discussion of these selections, but the points of departure 
for discussion should be student response to the reading. 

Another kind of textbook material - writing stimulants -
is closely related to models because sometimes these prompters 
are also reading selections. Or they may merely be the text 
writer's own prose as he tried to set up ideas or talk up topics, 
two intentions that are better realized in class conversation. 
Sometimes the stimulants are photographs - possibly a good 
idea, but the pictures are always too small in the textbook. 
Whatever the kind of stimulant, the wiser course is to let it arise 
out of the daily drama of the student's life in and out of school, 
including his regular reading. In this way the stimulants are 
automatically geared to what the students know and care about. 
To present stimulants in a book is to run an unnecessary risk 
of irrelevance and canned writing. 



Learning to Write by Writi11g 209 

At last we come to the assignment directions themselves. 
They, of course, are justified, but for them who needs a book? 
Even the windiest text writer could not get a textbook out of 
assignment directions alone. It is better anyway for the teacher 
to give the assignment because he can adapt it to his particular 
class - cast it in a way that they will understand, relate it to 
their other work, and so on. 

Let me summarize now my concerns about presenting mate
rials to students as a way to teach writing. They install in the 
classroom a mistaken and unwarranted method of learning. 
They take time, money, and energy that should be spent on 
authentic writing, reading, and speaking. They get between 
the teacher and his students, making it difficult for the teacher 
to understand what they need, and to play a role that would give 
them the full benefit of group process. They add secondary 
problems of their own making. They sometimes promote actual 
misleaming. They kill spontaneity and the sense of adventure 
for both teacher and students. They make writing appear 
strange and technical so that students dissociate it from familiar 
language behavior that should support it. Their dullness and 
arbitrariness alienate students from writing. Because they pre
dict and pre-package, they are bound to be inappropriate for 
some school populations, partly irrelevant to individual students, 
and ill-timed for all. 

I believe the teacher should be given a lot of help for the very 
difficult job of teaching writing. A lot of what is in textbooks 
should be in books for teachers, and is in fact partly there to 
educate them, not the students. The real problem, as I think 
many educators would admit, is that too many teachers cannot 
do without textbooks because they were never taught in schools 
of education to teach without them. Textbooks constitute a 
kind of inservice training in teaching method and in linguistic 
and rhetorical analysis that they never received before. Thus 
the trial-and-error approach would be considered too difficult 
for most teachers; they wouldn't have the background, percep· 
tion, and agility to make it work. The extreme of this belief is 
that teacher-proof materials are necessary to compensate fot 
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teacher inadequacy. If this is so, then let's be frank and solve 
the problem by renovating teacher training and by publishing 
more books for teachers on the job, not by putting materials in 
the hands of students. If it is acknowledged that textbooks do 
not exist because they embody the best learning process but 
because teachers are dependent on them, then we would expect 
them to dwindle away as the education of teachers improves. 
But I don't see that texts are a mere stop-gap measure. There 
is every indication that they will become more powerful, not 
less. The investments of everyone are too great. I don't mean 
just the publishers, who are merely supplying a demand; I mean 
that we are all caught in a self-perpetuating cycle that revolves 
among education schools, classrooms, school administrations, 
and publishers. The teaching of writing will not improve until 
the cycle is broken. It is not up to the publishers to break it; 
they will put out whatever teachers call for. Although a num
ber of teachers do teach writing without texts, it is too much to 
expect a revolution to start in classrooms without a lot of change 
in school administration and schools of education, which is 
where the cycle can be broken. 

If I have strayed here into essentially noneducational con
siderations, it is because I believe the only justification fo'r text
books in writing is an essentially noneducational one. My main 
purpose has been to propose that writing be taught naturalis
tically, by writing, and that the only texts be the student pro
ductions themselves. I regret that I have had to speak so long 
against something, but it is not enough to propose; a way must 
be cleared. I see tremendous evidence against the preteaching 
approach, embodied in textbooks, and no evidence for it. The 
great advances in language theory, on the one hand, and in 
programming techniques on the other, are unfortunately re
inforcing that approach. The prospect that frightens me is that 
we educators are learning to do better and better some things 
that should not be done at all. We are rapidly perfecting error. 
Which is to say that I think we should heed better the feedback 
we get about the consequences of our own teaching actions. 




