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Preface

In her preface, Diana Hacker writes that she intends The Bedford Hand-
book for Writers to be useful to a wide range of students. Similarly, Back-
ground Readings for Instructors Using The Bedford Handbook for Writers is
intended to be useful to a wide range of instructors, instructors with diverse
backgrounds and with different levels of experience. My purpose is to provide
useful and accessible references; to suggest helpful, practical solutions to
common problems and concerns; and to challenge new and experienced
instructors to consider how and why they do what they do as writing teach-
ers. 1 like to think that these readings will engage instructors in a dialogue
with the handbook: Although each selection is important and interesting on
its own, they all benefit from the link with a student handbock.

This collection represents a wide range of scholarship on composition
addressed to composition instructors. The readings were chosen from the
professional literature cited in extensive annotated bibliographic references
included throughout the Instructor’s Annotated Edition of The Bedford Hand-
book for Writers. They were chosen for their potential to complement, supple-
ment, or enhance the teaching done with The Bedford Handbook for Writers
by addressing practical classroom issues and, wherever possible, offering
alternative ways of thinking about those issues. They are also meant to spark
interest and stimulate further reading. These selections should enable teach-
ers to benefit not only from Diana Hacker’s textbook but from its connections
to and reliance on the rich body of research that comprises contemporary
composition studies.

My intrusions In this text are minimal. Each part has a brief introduction
that explores the possible relationships between the part, the readings, and
the ways of teaching them. The selection headnotes attempt only to introduce
the author, to give a sense of the selection's original context, and to offer a
short synopsis or overview of the reading. I chose not to interpret, to prescribe
methods, or advocate theories; instead, 1 hope 1 have provided a forum for
composition scholars to share their insights with composition instructors.

The organization of Background Readings lollows exactly that of The
Bedford Handbook for Writers: Each part of the handbook is paralleled by at
least one reading selection that addresses a key question about teaching its
subject matter. Just as you may skip around in the handbook throughout the
semester, so too may you skip around in this book of readings. No matter
where you are in Diana Hacker's text, there is something in this collection to
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Preface

complement it. And thus no matter how teachers choose to incorporate The
Bedford Handbook for Writers into their course plans, this collection should
contribute to their teaching.
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PART ONE

THE WRITING PROCESS

The first part of The Bedford Handbook for Writers, “Composing and Revis-
ing,” guides students through the composing process, covering the full range
of their concerns as they work toward successful completion of their writing.
To complement that coverage, the articles and selections for the first part of
Background Readings confront a series of questions that instructors must
consider as they integrate the handbook into their class plans:

* What does it mean (for teachers and for students) to assess the writing
situation?

* What alternatives should students consider when they approach an
audience analysis?

¢ Which invention strategies work best at particular stages of the compos-
ing process?

¢ What assumptions have teachers made when they teach “the writing
process” in a certain way? And why should they examine them?

¢ Is revision the same for everyone?

¢ What do teachers do and what should they consider doing as they
respond to student writing?

THE WRITING SITUATION

From PREPARING TO TEACH WRITING
James D. Williams

James D. Williams is assistant professor of English and director of the under-
graduate writing program at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He
has published numerous journal articles, and he is the author of Preparing to
Teach Writing (1989) and co-author (with Grace Capizzi Snipper) of Literacy
and Bilingualism (1990). Currently, he is working on a text on writing across
the curriculum.

Preparing to Teaching Writing resulted from Williams's work in training
writing teachers. In the first half of his book, Williams surveys research and
theories that affect the teaching of writing; in the second half, he presents a
methodology informed by his explanations of those theoretical foundations. In
the following selection, from an early chapter that explores the relation between
rhetoric and writing, Williams argues that writing is a social act. And although
teachers don’t have to accept Williams's claim, he implicitly challenges them to
consider their assumptions about language and writing. His reason is clear:
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The Writing Process

Unless assignments are functional and rhetorical, asking students to assess
situations becomes a teacher-sponsored, product-centered activity rather than
an essential part of the process students use to produce effective writing. In
other words, teachers should assess the situation they create for students
when they give assignments.

Language as Action

When we think about language at all, we probably don’t think about it as
being an action. It seems to have little in common with hitting a baseball, or
sewing a dress, or driving a car, which are easily identified as actions. Yet
understanding language as an action is crucial to understanding the role
rhetoric plays in writing, as well as to exploring a few of the problems stu-
dents have with writing.

Consider the characteristics of actions. They involve an agent. They pro-
duce some sort of change in the world. In addition, to be truly considered an
action, they must be intentional; that is, the agent must intend to engage in
an action and to produce some sort of change.

This last point seems especially important, for without intention we may
have an event, but not an action. We can understand the distinction if we
consider, say, a girl playing baseball. As she comes to bat, we could identify
her intention to hit a home run.

Now let's suppose she hits the ball and sends it out of the park, thereby
realizing her intention. But what if the ball sails right through a neighbor's
window and hits him on the head while he’s reading the newspaper, knocking
him out cold? Can we say that the batter performed the action of knocking
the neighbor out? Not really. The batter's action was simply hitting the home
run. Breaking the window and knocking out the neighbor were results of the
action, because the batter had no intention of doing either. On this basis, an
action is performed only when one intends to do something and actually does
it (see Searle, 1983).

We see how this analysis relates to language when we consider that anyone
who uses language {s an agent, since words do not spring forth out of thin
air but are produced by a speaker or writer. Moreover, most language is
intentional, and by nature is primarily functional. that is, we typically use
language to affect our environment, whether it be through making requests,
issuing directives, supplying information, or making assertions.

Assertions are especially interesting because, unlike requests and direc-
tives, for example, their functional nature is not readily apparent. Much
school-sponsored writing asks students to formulate a series of assertions
that they are then supposed to support. If you were to say “There is a robin
on my balcony,” you would be making an assertion, but how is it functional?
How are you performing any action other than merely mouthing some words?
Well, first you are asserting a particular representation of reality consisting
of a state of affairs in which there is indeed a robin on your balcony. But in
hearing your statement (or reading it, as the case may be), the audience must
formulate a mental picture of your asserted representation of reality, such
that your representation in effect becomes its representation. If this process
doesn't occur, your assertion will simply not be comprehended; the words
won't have any meaning,



Williams, Preparing to Teach Writing

It seems reasonable to propose that in asserting “There is a robin on my
balcony” you are expressing your belief that in fact there is a robin on your
balcony. You are asserting, in other words, the validity of your representation
of reality. The mental model that the listener or reader formulates must also
include your assertion of validity. Your belief becomes his or her belief. In this
adoption of belief lies the element of change characteristic of an action, and
in this sense your assertion is most certainly functional because you have
transferred to the audience your representation of reality and your belief in
that representation.

Interestingly enough, you need not actually hold that belief, you need only
instill it in your audience. this is the point about rhetoric that the Sophists
noted, for which they were so criticized by Socrates and Plato. One begins to
understand on the basis of this analysis why the ancient Greeks viewed
language as both powerful and potentially dangerous. To appreciate their view
more fully, you need only move from the simple example of the robin
and consider assertions related to ethics, values, and belief systems. To get
others to view the world as you do is perhaps the most powerful aspect of
language, and it underlies all forms and definitions of rhetoric, including
dialectic. . . .

Rhetoric and Context

One of the major differences between speech and writing is that speech
occurs Iin a context where the audience is visible and where the discourse
topic is implicit. Let's suppose for a moment that you are working in your
room, typing a term paper on a personal computer. A friends walks in and
asks, “How much memory do you have?” Without hesitation you would pro-
vide the appropriate response, perhaps “256K." The amount of memory one
has in a computer is a fairly important concern, so the question is quite
reasonable, as is your response, which indicates the relative storage space
your computer has. But both the question and the answer make sense only
in a context that includes a computer.

In conversation, the topics of discourse are usually either present or come
from a shared body of background information. Moreover, in conversation we
are able to draw on a vast range of social or nonverbal cues to help with
communication. These range from hand gestures, facial expressions, and
other visible points of reference in the context to an understanding of conver-
sational turn-taking and an awareness of appropriateness conditions.

This is not the case in writing. Writing my computer example, for instance,
I had to establish a scene to make the question and the response understand-
able. It was necessary not only to explain the hypothetical situation but to
say something about computer memory, in case some readers aren't familiar
with personal computers. Writers are required to create a context for readers
(see Hirsch, 1977; Williams, 1985). If they are successful, writers and readers
will share experiences and information that will make the writing comprehen-

sible.

Several researchers have suggested that creating a context for a piece of
writing is fundamental to competent discourse (see Bamberg, 1983; Williams,
1985; Witte & Faigley, 1981). In the narrative example of the computer,
creating a context consisted simply of setting the scene. In argumentation or
analysis, matters are more complex.
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Suppose, for example, you ask your class to write an argumentative essay
dealing with whether students should be provided smoking areas on campus.
Where will they (and you) begin? what must go into creating an appropriate
context?

Based on what we know about how people use language in real situations,
your students will have to provide background generalizations that establish
the topic as one students, parents, and school officials have discussed or may
be prepared to discuss. They will also have to establish premises: the value
of individual rights, importance of safety from fire hazard, teenagers’ personal
autonomy, or lack of it, and so on. They will have to identify the topic explic-
itly, and very important, they will have to offer an acceptable reason for
producing the essay. At this point, our discussion of intentionality allows us
to recognize that simply fulfilling the assignment should not be deemed an
acceptable reason.

Failure to perform any of these tasks may result in incoherent prose
(Bamberg, 1983; Witte & Faigley, 1981). It therefore seems that creating a
context is another significant by-means-of relation based on an understand-
ing of rhetoric and writing.

Research also suggests that creating a context does not occur spontane-
ously for student writers, and it is unlikely that it occurs spontaneously for
mature, experienced writers, either (see Flower & Hayes, 1981). It requires a
plan and an awareness of numerous rhetorical devices related to audience.
Writing lacks the social cues that give conversations form and meaning.
Creating a context for readers may be thought of as explicitly providing cues
that would normally be Implicitly available in speech.

In this regard we can imagine the process you would engage in as a teacher
if you had to write a note to a student's parents to report poor behavior. The
note may be written hours or days after the act that prompted it, and the
context of the student’s behavior must be recreated for the parents. But the
context for such a note would be a relatively easy thing to establish, because
you would have a real incident to report, a real audience to report to, and a
real purpose in writing. The nonfunctional nature of most student writing, on
the other hand, makes it more difficult; it usually lacks reality on all counts,
unless one wants to make the dubious claim that the teacher represents a
realistic audience.

Sensitive teachers tell students repeatedly to imagine an audience consist-
ing of readers outside the classroom, but as long as the assignment itself
remains nonfunctional, such advice doesn't seem to work very well. With little
or no experience writing to real audiences with a real purpose, students are
inclined to fall back on what experience they do have with real audiences,
which is of course speech. Lacking a context for a nonperformative language
event, they assume what they consider the normal context or situation for the
occurrence of language. With few exceptions, this takes the form of a dialogue
where the other participant is internalized as the teacher. Thus student
essays are often characterized by conversational features, such as repetition,
lack of an identifiable topic, and so forth.

References
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From A RHETORIC FOR WRITING TEACHERS

Erika Lindemann

Erika Lindemann is professor of English at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, where she directed the writing program for ten years. She edited
the Longman Bibliography of Composition and Rhetoric: 1984-1985 (1987)
and 1986 (1988). From 1988 through 1991, she edited the annual CCCC
Bibliography of Composition and Rhetoric, continuing the important biblio-
graphical work she began with Longman. With Gary Tate, she co-edited a
collection of new essays, An Introduction to Composition Studies (1991).

Lindemann’s A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers came from her extensive work
with public school teachers and graduate teaching assistants. Though her book
emphasizes the practice of teaching writing, she provides a sound theoretical
Sframework for all of her suggested methods. The selection that follows is “What
Is Writing?", chapter two of her book; it demonstrates how theoretical discus-
sions can inform and illuminate methods of teaching writing. Lindemann offers
several alternatives for presenting the elements of the writing situation to
students, expanding significantly the traditional concept of the communication
triangle and complementing The Bedford Handbook discussion of the five key
elements of writing. In addition to suggesting how this expanded framework
can help students understand the importance and the complexity of assessing
the writing situation, Lindemann points out that teachers can benefit also if
they consider these elements as they compose assignments and respond to
student writers.

Writing is a process of communication which uses a conventional graphic
system to convey a message to a reader. Let’s examine that working defini-

tion:

Writing is

e a process of communication

e which uses a conventional graphic system

* o convey a message

e to a reader.
All processes of communication have elements in common. “Who says what
to whom™ characterizes written messages as well as spoken ones. This chap-
ter describes those elements, the ingredients we combine in various propor-
tions to compose written and spoken messages. How we combine them [is]
“the process of communication” . . . Although this chapter concerns itself

primarily with the rhetorical context that shapes student papers, keep in
mind that teaching, like writing, is a process of communication. Classroom
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talk and comments written on student papers also represent messages which
teachers convey to a student audience.

The working definition of writing given at the beginning of this chapter
specifically names three elements present in any rhetorical context: a conven-
tional graphic system, a message, and a reader. The statement “who says
what to whom” introduces a fourth element, a “who” or writer. The so-called
‘communications triangle” (which does not include the graphic system) intro-
duces the subject, the larger reality (topic) from which writers draw the more
narrow, specific message (thesis).

Subject

Message

Writer Reader

The communication triangle offers students a useful model for defining the
rhetorical problem a writing assignment must solve. the terms are relatively
simple, and the diagram establishes relationships between terms. In formu-
lating questions about those relationships, we can help students plan their
response to the assignment:

What do I know about my subject? (writer-subject relationship)
Who is my audience? (writer-reader relationship)

What does my audience need to know to understand the subject? (reader-
subject relationship)

Roman Jakobson's diagram represents a more elaborate version of the
communications triangle (“Linguistics and Poetics,” p- 358). His perspective is
the same, but because his model contains six terms, it offers a broader view
of the rhetorical context in which writing occurs. As teachers, we need a more
detailed understanding of that context than we might expect of our students.

context

addresser message addressee
contact
code

Because Jakobson intended the diagram primarily to explain “factors inal-
lenably involved in verbal communication,” some of his terms differ from
those used in other models. Let's examine each term as it applies specifically
to writing.

The Addresser

The addresser or writer composes the message. In our classes the most
important addresser is the student writer, a complicated human being whose
experiences, perspectives, and unique language shape every feature of written
discourse. To teach well we must know as much about our students as we
have time to learn and patience to discover. Otherwise, we can't determine

6
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whether our teaching enhances or interferes with their ability to write effec-
tively.

Students, however, are not the only addressers in a classroom. Teachers
too express messages, both spoken and written, and act as models for stu-
dents. If we don’t write, why should they? Teachers should write as frequently
as they ask students to, sharing with them strategies experienced writers
develop in their wars with words.

The Addressee

The receiver of the message, the reader, is often ignored in traditional
writing courses. Students have not had much experience writing for audi-
ences and often have difficulty addressing even an audience of peers. Their
“What do you want?” and “How long does it have to be?" reveal that they
expect The Teacher to be the only reader for any writing they do. For most
academic writing, the teacher really is the only audience, but students also
need practice writing for themselves, for each other, for audiences outside the
classroom. Teaching students how to write for increasingly diverse and
complex audiences enables them to establish larger networks of social rela-
tionships. For this reason, the investigators in Britain's Schools Council
Project urge writing teachers to give greater attention to the addressee:

We want to suggest that one important dimension of development in writing ability
is the growth of a sense of audience, the growth of the ability to make adjustments
and choices in writing which take account of the audience for whom the writing is
intended. This accommodation may be coarse or [ine, highly calculated or totally
intuitive, diffused through the text or explicit at particular points in it; but, whatever
the form of its realization, a highly developed sensc of audience must be one of the
marks of the competent mature writer, for it is concerned with nothing less than the
implementation of his concern to maintain or establish an appropriate relationship
with his reader in order to achieve his full intent. (James Britton et al., The Devel-
opment of Writing Abilities, 11-18, p. 58)

Context

All messages come from somewhere, from some reality the writer re-creates
in words. Context refers to situations which offer the writer potential subject
matter. For example, if I notice a woman stuffing a blouse into her purse on
her way out of a department store, I may conclude that she stole it and out
of that context frame the message “Did you pay for that?" Eventually, the
experience may find its way into an editorial on shoplifting. Of course, 1 may
have misinterpreted the experience; perhaps the woman wanted to save the
store the expense of a paper bag. If so, she will respond from the context of
her experience, “Yes, I paid for it. Would you like to see the receipt?” The
incident now becomes potential subject matter for a discussion of appearance
versus reality. Interpreting reality is a complicated process, . . . but for now,
we can define context to mean an entire world of subject matter or topics
which writers develop into messages.

Message

Message refers to what is being said about the topic or subject, about the
context. In a writing course the term thesis refers toc message, to experience
that is filtered, narrowed, and interpreted by the wriier. When we ask stu-
dents “What is the point of this essay; what is being said here?” we are asking
them to restate the thesis or message. We are also discussing message
whenever we talk about the organization of written discourse; its structure

7
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reflects the order we impose on our experiences in shaping what we want to
say.

Contact

For communication to occur, the addresser and the addressee must
somehow be in contact with each other. A physical as well as psychological
connection must exist between them. In speech, contact is generally visual
and auditory. Because speaker and listener occupy the same space and time,
the speaker can observe signs of recognition or confusion in the listener’s
stance and facial expressions, revising the message to make it clearer.

In writing, contact is achieved through pen or pencil and paper, media less
comfortable to use than the human voice. Some students, in fact, experience
serious “writer's block” when confronted with the prospect of putting pen to
paper; they freeze.! More than likely, their unreasonable fear stems from past
teachers’ finding fault with every paper. To protect themselves from making
mistakes, from failing, such students simply will not write unless they fear
the penalty for not writing even more than they fear writing itself. Or they
may have developed poor handwriting as a defense mechanism. Realizing that
they must write, they hope we will interpret their scrawling in their favor,
reducing the number of errors they must confront when the paper is re-
turned. Red ink, the medium for comments on student writing, also creates
a strong psychological channel between student and teacher. Some students
can attend to it, responding to what has become a “color of authority,” while
other students view it as a “color of defeat.” They may be so overwhelmed by
copious red marks that they cannot comprehend the message; when that
happens the medium acts as a psychological barrier to communication.

Code

Code refers to the language of the message. . . . Mathematics, braille,
FORTRAN, semaphore, the International Phonetic Alphabet, Morse code, and
the linguistic features of speech — all are examples of codes. The English
graphic system comprises (1) alphabet letters and conventions for arranging
them into words, sentences, and paragraphs; (2) a system of punctuation
marks which separate the structural units of a communication — commas,
periods, exclamation points, question marks, dashes, hyphens, semicolons,
colons, single and double quotation marks, slash marks, apostrophes, paren-
theses, ellipses, brackets ([ ]), and braces ({ ): and (3) mechanical customs.
Most texts define mechanics inadequately, but the term generally refers to
matters of manuscript form rather than to conventions which express mean-
ing. That is, mechanics determine what the text looks like rather than what
it says. The writer's use of margins, indentation, italics, numerals, symbols
(@, $, %, &, and ¥, capital letters, abbreviations, even the convention of
writing from left to right — all these belong to mechanics.

The English graphic system has a long history and, like the language itself,
has changed over the years. We have gained and lost alphabet letters and
redefined formal conventions. Medieval monks, for example, rarely indented
their writing; parchment was simply too expensive to waste. Instead, they
indicated “paragraph” by writing in a different color, adding a decorative
(illuminated) letter, or changing the script. The practice of indenting para-
graphs or separating blocked unindented paragraphs. by a line of “white
space” developed relatively recently. Conventions governing paragraph length
also seem to be changing. As a rule, paragraphs tend to be shorter than they
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