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PREFACE

We have written A Community of Writers for college freshmen and women in
a one-semester writing course.’ We've made our book as practical as we can,
with lots of hands-on workshop activities. But we don’t hide our interest in
theory; our book reflects much recent scholarship in composition. And we
push students to become thoughtful about their writing prooess through regu-
lar entries in a writing process diary.

We have structured this second edition of our book into seventeen work-
shops—each consisting of a set of activities and a writing assignment de-
signed to illustrate an important feature of the writing process (and designed
to take up one or two weeks). The workshops are arranged in a coherent
order that provides plenty of direction for teachers who want to follow our
lead. (And we’ve written an extensive instructor’s manual for teachers to con-
sult.) But we've also given teachers great latitude by including far too many
workshops for one semester and by making each workshop self-contained—so
that teachers can completely rearrange their order to suit their own ap-
proaches or priorities.

In addition to the main workshops, there are ten mini-workshops—short
pieces each devoted to a smaller feature of writing or usage and suitable to be
assigned as outside reading or used for a single class meeting.

We've made some changes from the first edition, but the basic orientation
and underlying philosophy have not changed. In this revision, we’ve empha-
sized collaborative writing, writing in other disciplines, and voice more than
we did in the first edition. These emphases grow out of our own teaching in-
terests which, in turn, grow out of what we continue to learn from other re-
searchers and scholars in the field of composition and rhetoric.

The final section of our textbook, Sharing and Responding, is an unusual
feature we're particularly proud of: a series of graduated activities designed to
help students learn to respond usefully to each other’s writing. (In the first

'The book is also appropriate for a one- or two-quarter course—and perhaps for a full-yvear
course if supplemented with additional readings. A Community of Writers will also be useful
Jor high school seniors or college sophomores or juniors—for we haven’t much differentiated
our audience in terms of age or skill level. That is, when we work with unskilled or reluctant
students, we find they benefit from working on the same interesting, substantive, and some-
times difficult writing tasks we ask of our most skilled students—so long as we explain clearly
what we are asking and why we are asking it, and give lots of support. On the other hand,
even when we are working with very skilled and experienced students, we give lots of encour-
agement and take the informal, nontechnical stance you see here. The core of our book is a se-
ries of writing activities that we have found appropriate whether we're working with young
children or college faculty.
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edition, this section was bound separately, but many teachers asked us for
this change.®) We've met many teachers who say, “Peer feedback doesn’t
work.” We believe it’s really a matter of giving students more guidance; that’s
what this final section of our book aims to do.

We've tried above all to make a book that is writerly. Our overriding prin-
ciple is that we all learn writing best by writing: writing a great deal, in vari-
ous modes, to various audiences, and with lots of feedback from diverse read-
ers. This book is not a handbook that lays out rules of grammar or guidelines
for good usage—nor even principles of good writing. It is a book of writing ac-
tivities.

Yet in taking this writerly-——even idealistic—approach we have been mind-
ful of the constraints of the classroom setting: grading, time cut up artificially
into fifty-minute blocks and into semesters or quarters, and the sometimes
vexed authority relationships that grow out of teaching a course which, at
many schools, is the only one absolutely required of all students.

We spent more than three years writing the first edition of this book and
over a year revising it for this second edition. We and a number of our col-
leagues tried out drafts of both versions in our classrooms, and we have been
able to include samples of student writing derived from these trials or sent to
us by teachers who used the first edition. We do not intend these samples as
models of excellence to imitate or illustrations of pitfalls to avoid, but simply
as examples: a range of what students have written in responsc to these
tasks. We like these pieces—just as we also like the examples of professional
writing that we include with them in the readings. We have purposely min-
gled the student and professional writing together without differentiation in
order to emphasize that we don’t think there is anything different in kind
that distinguishes student writing from professional writing.

For it is a point of principle with us to treat students as writers: people who
deserve to be in charge of what they write, who already know a lot about dis-
course (even when it doesn't look like it)—and whose greatest need is readers.
Feeling ourselves speaking to students as other writers, we have tried to speak
honestly about our own writing in a series of boxes scattered throughout the
book—excerpts from our own process writing diaries. We've also collected apt
picces of students’ and professionals’ process writing for these boxes.

Although each workshop is self-contained, we encourage linkage between
them, particularly because we want to emphasize revision. After all, most
writers can wait a few weeks or even months before revising something they
care about. Thus we have designed many workshops in such a way that stu-
dents can fulfill the assignment by revising or transforming a piece they did
for an earlier workshop.

“Sharing and Responding is available separately also.



ABOUT SHARING AND RESPONDING

When Peter Elbow published Writing Without Teachers in 1973, peer re-
sponse groups were little known and the idea of students working by them-
selves to give feedback to each other’s writing tended to be dismissed as “the
blind leading the blind.” Since that time, however, peer response has come to
be accepted by most writing teachers and theorists as useful and important to
the teaching of writing. Yet even now textbooks don’t give much specific and
detailed help to students for engaging in this complex activity. And students
sometimes think of peer feedback as merely an idiosyncratic, experimental
activity that their particular teacher happens to like.

Countless teachers have learned that it’s no good saying blithely, “Okay.
Now get into groups and give feedback to each other.” Trying it this way—
without preparation and sustained help—has lead many teachers to an-
nounce, “I tried peer response groups and they just don’t work!”

We've written the Sharing and Responding section to remedy these prob-
lems. Students can give each other remarkably useful and productive feed-
back on their writing. But most of them need substantive help and instruc-
tion. And they usually take the process more seriously and do a better job
when they see this help laid out carefully in a published book—not just in
teacher handouts and oral instructions.

In this section of our text, then, we have gathered together a full and de-
tailed sequence of suggestions for students to use in sharing their writing with
each other and giving and receiving useful feedback. We've learned that
teachers with the widest range of diverse styles and approaches to the teach-
ing of writing often want their students to learn to use peer response.

We found that our first edition tempted some teachers to try peer respond-
ing who had been reluctant to do so—or who had had unfortunate experi-
ences with it. For there is often something messy and potentially chaotic
about using peer groups. One is always trying to shout one last suggestion
while students are moving into pairs or groups, and chairs are scraping, and
the hubbub of talk is taking over. “Oh yes, and don’t forget. . .”—but they
don’t hear. And one is always running to the photocopy machine at the last
minute to copy directions and suggestions. Of course nothing will ever make
peer response groups tidy and quiet (we wouldn’t want to), but these pub-
lished suggestions are a good way to give students more specific help: expla-
nations, examples, guidelines, and principles for the complex feedback pro-
cess. In particular, we like being able to ask students to read about a feedback
process for homework before we practice it in class.

Sharing and Responding contains many more techniques than a student
or teacher could use all the time. Our principle in writing the book (and in
our teaching) is this: that students need to try out a wide spectrum of ways to
respond to a text in order to end up finally in the best position to choose, on
any particular occasion, what kind of feedback to ask for or to give. Different
kinds of response are suitable for different writers, different kinds of writing,
and for different audience situations. But even though we are presenting a
wide array of techniques, we have made the sequence clearer and simpler
than in the first edition.
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When we use these techniques for peer responding, we sometimes ask stu-
dents to work in pairs, sometimes in small groups. We sometimes change
groups during the semester; often we stick with stable pairs or groups so that
students can build up safety by coming to trust each other. We sometimes try
for both goals by keeping permanent pairs throughout the semester, yet some-
times shifting the pairings of pairs to make new groups of four. Before sending
students into pairs or groups for peer response, we tend to illustrate and prac-
tice each response technique in the whole class on onc or two sample texts.
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