
words can lead to a lifetime of lmowing and using them. It certainly seems 

worth the effort. 
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FOR WRITING STANDARDS: IT IS BEST TO ASK FOR EVERYTHING 

!avid V, Harrington 
Gustavus Adolphus College 
St. Peter, Minnesota 

In the mid 1950's, in ll\Y first years of teaching writing, before becoming 

confused about standards and expectations, I regularly told Jl\Y college classes

that the norm for acceptable writing was a paper free of errors in spelling, 

granma.r, usage, and punctuation; a paper limited to a rranageable idea, developed 

with illustrations and evidence; a paper reasonably organized with connecting 

links joining the various parts. A paper that satisfied these essential criteria 

was worth at least a "C." It was worth an even better grad·e 1f the idea or the 

experience related in it were especially distinctive, instructive, or interesting. 

I think this was a conrnon pattern annng teachers at that time. The rraj or change 

I would make now is to reverse the sequence in reciting criteria. It is doubtful, 

however, whether I or anyone else consistently maintained this standard. But 

uncertainty about standards is less damaging than insistence upon an inadequate 

standard. 

It is easy to remember rrany students, in those days mostly girls, intimating 

that error-free writing should be worth an "A." Other students, mostly boys, 

argued nore openly that making a fuss over spelling and punctuation errors was 

a waste of time. When they graduate, they will hire low-salaried secretaries 

with sufficient con:petence to solve such petty mechanical problems for them. 

Instead of encircling and underlining a couple of dozen minor typographical 

errors, the teacher should be admiring the quality of their ideas, even though 

these ideas too of'ten seem painfully conrnonplace. I didn't always have the 
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presence of mind to respond properly to such challenges. 

Then and now, mst students enrolled in courses requiring writing have 

had little previous understanding of what is involved in meaningful or per

suasive writing. Saying something in writing that ha_sn't been said before, or 

that is designed to cause a change in people's minds or actions, and for which 

one cannot count upon a predictably favorable response from readers, is not 

only very hard work requiring a variety of skills: it is also risky. It 

requires a mral attitude that patiently accepts the possibility of thankless 

striving; and it requires a habit of mind willing to struggle with the unpre

dictable and the mrrentarily unrianageable. These are requirements for which 

students receive too little preparation either in or out of school. Students 

need to experience both the practical techniques and the emtional uncertainties 

that accompany creative activity. Practically speaking, insisting upon orig

inality as a consistent virtue in all papers above the "C" level would mean that 

writing classes would be limited to far lower grade averages than mst classes 

in a college because originality is hard to produce regularly and it is rarely 

insisted upon anywhere else. But one doesn't always have to penalize the writer 

for failing to succeed; the crucial point is to teach students to strive for 

meaningful expression. It is better to compromise on grades than to falsify 

the purpose in teaching writing. There are many teaching rrethods that could 

increase the frequency of original writing especially if the methods are used 

widely enough. But first we must review some collffi)n problems in teaching 

writing. 

The relatively small number of composition teachers working on the frontier 
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of new developnents probably change their rrajor points of eITTJhasis as often as 

productive scholars in other areas. During this past decade, invention has 

enjoyed a long-delayed revival of interest. One might guess, however, on the 

basis of patterns in popular textbooks and in typical conversations about 

writing that exercises in such mechanical conventions as spelling, punctuation, 

and usage, and practice in basic elements of style continue to dominate the 

th:1nk1ng of too many teachers when they try to identify good writing. The 

recently publicized trend to go back to the basics, in IT\Y mind seems aimed more 

at avoiding that rather limited type of bad writing than encouraging a rrore 

useful k1nd of good writing. 

The emphasis on mechanics ties in with a broader tendency in the teaching 

of writing, the tendency to enphasize mst strongly that which can be demonstrated 

mst confidently. Consistency is rewarded mre generously than distinctive 

achievement. Thus mechanics, style, and the easier principles of arrangement, 

useful for such JlDdes of expression as narration, comparison and contrast, 

analysis, or argument, are taught widely and frequently with what seems like 

m::>mentary success. These aspects of writing are the easiest to teach, It has 

been noticed that a lot of students do well with what they are asked t o do in a 

writing class, but seem to have trouble later on in their academic or professional 

careers. One might infer that neither in their writing classes nor anywhere else 

have they been taught to think for themselves; their skills are more passive, 

prinarily for recognizing that which is correct or desirable. 

The mst difficult aspects of writing in teaching and in evaluation are 

discovery, originality, problem solving, or advocacy of change. All of these 
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can be subsumed in the rhetorical term - invention. These aspects provide 

the m:itivation for rrost significant writing in the practical world. One would 

hope they provide m::>tivation for academic writing as well. It is safe to guess 

that m::>st teachers and m::>st students favor originality over triteness and 

problem solving over mere recitation; but these m::>re desirable goals probably 

cannot be reached consistently. A consequence is that the desire for consis

tency, in too many cases, works against originality. 

Our academic traditions, to a considerable extent, encourage the writing 

of cOlll!Onplace materials as exercises in mechanics and style. Good spelling, 

choice of words, punctuation, sentence structure, and transitions are all 

~ortant to master, and continue to be expected of an educated person. But 

mechanical exercises with trivial substance are unlikely to m::>tivate a person 

to take pride in his writing. I like to think that a chance to comnunicate an 

original discovery, however small or tenuous, would generate the pride to 

m::>tivate ~rovement in the m:ire mechanical skills as well. Mechanical 

exercises, even of a mundane type, may eventually contribute to greater accu

racy, but should always be identified as subordinate in the larger scheme of 

writing objectives. Everyone should avoid distracting the reader's attention 

from the substance of what is being said. But concern for substance should 

precede attention to mechanics. 

Similarly, the written recitation of material just learned from reading 

or discussion, though a worthwhile and necessary classroom activity, does not 

tax the student's ability to use the m::>re strenuous writing skills. For the 

right audience, recitation isn't necessarily c0111TOnplace or obvious. Much of 
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what m::>st teachers include in their lectures may in fact be recitation, with 

very little attenpt at original interpretation, critical analysis, or evalu

ation. But both the good teacher and the good student should do m::>re than just 

recite, whether in speaking or writing. Alm:ist any kind of original .writing 

involves some use of standardized materials to start with; but a questioning 

process or critical analysis opens the possibilities for distinctive c~e. 

One person rray learn how to present an idea m::>re fully, with fresh details; 

or another may look m::>re deeply into it to show how the basic principles tie 

in with other, seemingly far rerroved areas of experience. It is also worthwhile 

to work with a basic idea because one sees a problem in it, something that 

needs correcting or redefining, to ll'Bke it more exact, mre true, more in 

accord with observable data, in effect; m::>re honest. 'I'nere are modest types 

of discovery like these that all teachers present in their classes every year 

and also present, though less frequently, in writing for professional j ournals. 

There are potential parallels for all of this in student experiences. Even 

some seem1ngly below-average students are capable of seeing a minor flaw or 

inconsistency in ideas that the teacher has never noticed. I cannot measure 

this next point for its reliability, but suspect that if a group of students 

feels that correcting or exposing a problem in class is both appropriate and 

rewarding, if a critical, questioning attitude toward study materials is 

encouraged, those students will show us mre original thinking and writing. 

Not only tolerance but appreciation for dissent is necessary for a dynamic 

intellectual atm:J[lphere. a.it it is not easy for a teacher to maintain a 

negnan1nx)us attitude toward t.l"x>se regularly challenging or correcting him. 
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We should try to develop such an attitude both for ourselves and our students. 

There is a need for a spirit of cooperation among rrost faculty in rrost 

disciplines to put into practice the philosophy of ·teaching alluded to in these 

previous pages; but no one needs to make sacrifices. This is not the place to 

say much rrore right now about rhetorical invention. Most teachers would do well 

enough just to describe for students the techniques they use in gathering data 

and solving problems in the reports and essays they write themselves. I 

continue to .be skeptical about the increasing use of extrinsic rewards to 

encourage high academic achievement, and thus do not advocate changes in 

grading systems or extra credit for outstanding writing. There are some rather 

easy contributions, however, that all teachers can ma.ke to the cause of encour

aging better writing. First, they can give rrore assignments that require 

students to dig up, select, interpret, and organize information on their own, 

for which there is no predetermined formula or pattern that assures their 

success. Second, even when asking for a rrore limited writing assig)"llllent, like 

a recitation in a quiz or in an essay test, teachers can describe in general 

terms what they think of as a desirable standard of good writing to remind 

students of the difference between a limited academic exercise and a rrore 

productive writing assignment. Third, teachers in all fields of study should 

talk to their classes rrore about their own writing experiences. Especially in 

preparation for reports and research papers, teachers should give students a 

clear picture, not only of standards and of research and writing techniques, 

but also of writing problems that everyone experiences,the need for constant 
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questioning and rechecking, the uncertainties, the roadblocks, the false 

starts, and the frustrations ·in productive scholarship. The 11\Yth that good 

writing is an easy, natural skill that one either inherits or mip-,ht develop 

through good training, should be destroyed. Fourth, more attention should 

be given to unusually admirable writing achievements. Students should see 

copies of outstanding papers from previous years. It wouldn't hurt to praise 

our students who excel on occasional assignments as glowingly as those who 

maintain a high average. In letters of recorrrnendation, I think it helps to 

cite a particular paper a student has prepared that is much superior to what 

is normally thought of as an ''A" paper. Anc1. lastly, the teaching of writing, 

whether presented by an English professor, a historian, or a biologist, should 

emphasize that learning to write is a life-long activity that needs continuous 

review, practice, ad.justments, and wholesome critical reaction. 

It is unfortunate that courses in writing are often thought of as elementary, 

as preparatory for more specialized work. In reality, students need to know that 

good writing is as difficult and unpredictable as any other outstanding 

achievement, and that the degree of difficulty increases in proportion to the 

sophistication of material written about. All of this complicates the question 

of what is a "good enough" standard in writing. It may frighten students, but 

we should continue to tell them that they have to write better than they imagine 

themselves capable of writing. 
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RE.SF.ARCH 00 CCIIIPOSim: POINI'S OF DEPAR'IDRE, edited by Charles R. Cooper and 
lee Odell. National Council of Teachers of Ezlglish, 1978. 

Reviewed by Jodie Hunpal 
st. Michael's Sch:x>l 
Duluth, Minnesota 

Member of llrl'E Ca!lllittee on Research in the Teaching of Cooposition 

The skillful editing of Charles Cooper and lee Odell has produced a 

carpilation of essays detennined. to upset traditional views of writing in 

Research 2!:1 Catposing: Points of Departure. True to title, the aim is redirec

tion of research into written carposition. Each essay raises questions and 

suggests new directions. 

Essays in Research ·on ·eonpos1.ng: ~ ·~ ·DepSrtlire are chosen · to prod 

educators and researchers into unexplored areas. The introductory essay, 

"Discourse 'Iheory: Inplications for Research," by Odell, Cooper and Cynthia 

Courts begins the close scrutiny of basic concepts in the field. Ways are 

suggested to test existing theories and challenge status quo. 

Richard E. Young's "Paradi1!'11l8 and Problems" enphasizes the difficulties 

inherent in invention. Discovering a subject/topic is an area largely ignored 

by researchers. Young places nost of the blame on text rraterials. Uniformly 

rigid, texts concentrate on exterior form. Explore the classical influence, 

suggests Young, for answers to the inner cOOl)Osition. 

S:imilar in point is Walter Petty's essay, ''The Writing of Young Children." 

Petty advocates a study of the processes young children use. Teachers can observe 

the act of writing, the effects of environment on writing and the choice of topics, 

thus adding to the ·body of available mterial. 

Of value to teachers is "story Workshop: Writing from start to Finish." 

John Sci'ultz, like Richard Young, is concerned wi.th invention. Schultz offers 
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• 

a set of procedures illustrated with workshop sessions in carposing: Because 

"story Workshop" assumes the creative process can be enhanced by a director, 

Schultz underlines the element of assignment in corrposing. 

These few, of the ten essays in Research~ CO!!J?Os1ng: Points of Departure, 

are highlights. Two are sunnerized nore fully because of the possibility for 

1nrnediate classI'OCIII application. 

"The Carposing Process and the Function of Writing" is James Britten's 

exploration of current trends and their 1:imitations. Britton sees writing as two 

separate abilities rather than the one single ability tradition sees. 

The audience category is identified as one determiner of the approach the 

writer will take. Britton lists ten categories of audience-writer relationships • 

How a writer perceives this relationship will differ according to task. 

The second of Britten's identified abilities is that of function. This 

is related to what is intended and how it affects the reader. The function of 

writer as participant, as creator and as spectator control how the writer will 

approach the mterial. Britton asks what factors control this decision, what 

haPpens in the carposing to nove the writer from one role to another. 

Donald M. M..trray's "Internal Revision: A Process of Discovery" is a call 

for research. Rewriting, accuses M..trray, is the least researched, least under

stood and - usually - least taught skill. Writing is the "process of using 

language to discover meaning in experience and to ccmnunicate it." This process 

nust include revision. 

Revision is the understanding and coorrunication of what has appeared in 

the first draft. The internal revision deals with questions of subject, adequate 
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information, form and language. &l.iting and proofreading are handled in the 

external revision. Obviously, states MurTay, the rnst inlJortant point of 

discovery occurs during internal revision. Here is where the writer cooes to 

terms with what he has written. 

Research in CClIIJ?Osing: Points of Departure can be an inlJortant resource 

for educators. It reminds us that there are no set methods of teaching 

composition, no hard and fast rules that will lead all students to excel. It 

is, in a sense, a call to explore, redefine and experiment with the composing 

process. It is a beginning. 
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CHOICES: A VARIEI'Y OF COMPOSITION COURSE READINGS 

Madeline Hamermesh 
Normandale ColltllUnity College 
Bloomington, Minnesota 

Not least among the rrany problems we teachers of composition face is that 

of content in student themes. We are quite used to emphasizing the obviously and 

easily corrigible errors in spelling, punctuation, usage, sentence structure, 

paragraph coherence, and strategies of rhetorical development, but what can we 

make of a theme that is free of bleeding red marks, is structured so tightly 

that the outline bones protrude, but yet is replete with banal and superficial 

assertions about tired topics? Do we give A's to that kind of paper? The 

student is, after all, writing correct and structured prose. Or, recognizing 

that verbal expression is the outward dress of the inner idea, do we also dem9nd 

of our students stimulating thought about significant subjects? I believe that 

this choice between mechanical correctness and interesting content (though they 

are not mutually exclusive) presents a comnon dilernna in theme evaluation. 

But if this is an accurate assessment, we should ask why the intellectual 

vacuum. I think that the reasons are several: Our cormn.mity college students 

are typically young (preponderantly in their late teens) and therefore lack much 

in simple living experience. Further, they bring to college a background poor in 

information and concepts, for college is, after all, the place where one acquires 

both, a process of acquisition that freshmen are only just beginning. Finally 

(and obviously) our students are part of a culture whose dominant disease is 

creeping illiteracy, of which television is both symptom and partial cause. 

Given these conditions, where then are our students to find the stuff of A essays? 
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