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The Unsuccessful Writer: Treating the Malady 

Instead of the Symptoms 
by 
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Midway through my career of teaching English at the secondary level, I 
began to understand that underneath most unsuccessful writers' surface level 
problems lay a more tenacious difficulty. The real malady for these writers was 
a problem with general self-esteem and with writing confidence. Treating the 
surface manifestations of this malady was seldom useful and, by adolescence, 
quite often impossible. To work with students who had rarely succeeded in 
writing, it is important to make preliminary use of strategies to build self
esteem and writing confidence, and to be aware of the bleak view that they 
have of themselves as writers. 

When I think back, Dan Koski comes to mind. Dan used to sit through 
whole periods with a blank piece of paper in front of him. He would never 
have said that he wouldn't write because he didn't want to appear inadequate 
or because he feared the consequence of error. Dan would never have admitted 
he was afraid of anything; his largeness, his burly exterior sat in defiance of 
such an admission. On his worst days he was either truant or he acted out, 
making it difficult for anyone to get writing done. On his best days he just 
grumbled that he hated writing, got up to sharpen his pencil, sat down, looked 
around at his other eleventh-grade classmates to see what distraction might be 
offered, and finding none, wrote something that, though it allowed him to 
pass, did not permit him to grow as a writer. As a fairly new teacher, I was 
tempted to look at Dan's problems and to try to correct them. Spelling, lack of 
organization, awkward sentences-I found them all. It took awhile to recog
nize Dan's problems as more than simply error deep. 

I see now that to understand why writing isn't a positive and successful 
experience for each developing writer, it is important to look at unsuccessful 
writers within their context. Dan tried to write in a school context where I as a 
teacher waited to correct his mistakes. Unknowingly, I, by my very presence, 
was a harbinger of failure, a threat to Dan's feeling good about himself as a 
writer. He was even more fearful of his fellow students' discovery of his 
inadequacies, refusing to let them see anything he wrote. Dan was affected in 
his writing by the way he viewed himself and by the way he viewed those who 
would react to his writing. His views of self and context were interrelated. In a 
way much of his view of himself as a writer was gleaned from reflected 
responses to his work. Dan's context also included the "freight" that he carried 
into the classroom from his troubled home life and from past failures in 
English classes. 
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Because writing is a complex process that in itself crowds the conscious 
attention, emotional reaction to context can limit the amount of conscious 
attention available to the writer for writing. What are the emotional factors in 
the school setting that could impinge on the conscious attention available to 
writing? A blank piece of paper, the task itself, the aura of the classroom, the 
other students, parental pressures (in Dan's case weekly beatings), the teacher, 
issues of race and class-all originate outside the student, and all can carry 
emotional "freight" for the student that can crowd the conscious attention and 
hence affect the writing process. 

In a study that I find particularly significant, Flower and Hayes (1980) 
demonstrated that if the writer's mind did at once all the things it must do to 
achieve a finished product, she or he simply could not write. The writer would 
experience overload; there are simply too many tasks with which the con
scious attention must deal. The most obvious of tasks that necessitate thought 
are generation of ideas, organization, handwriting (or typing), spelling, punc
tuation, word choice, syntax, textual conventions, clarity, editing, voice, and 
audience. Skilled writers deal with this overload by juggling these demands on 
the conscious attention. Some plan assiduously. Others ignore numerous tasks 
until ideas are out and in order. Still others have automated a large enough 
number so they can concentrate on the remainder. But for the developing 
writer who is tugged by emotions linked with inadequacy or (disturbed) life 
situations, the amount of attention left for writing is limited. 

Dan was certainly such a writer, and the classroom drama connected with 
his presence has etched him permanently in my mind. But Dan is by no means 
alone there. There are countless others that I met in thirteen years of secondary 
teaching who struggled and who were unsuccessful in the eyes of the school. 
Some of their behavior is so subtle that identifying it isn't always easy. We 
might identify these students by certain writing behaviors: false starts, late 
starts, long hesitations in the writing process accompanied by feet shuffling, 
sighs, and confusion. Their confusion may display itself through quiet passiv
ity (the confused not wanting to appear stupid), the asking of simple ques
tions, or the repetition of questions already asked. These writers might be 
identified by their disruptive behavior when writing is being done, or by the 
lack of congruence between their inarticulate written expression and their 
otherwise sophisticated verbal or social behavior. Although these writers are 
found in all classes and tracks, unhappily, the largest number can be found by 
simply looking in the lower tracks for students whose language upon coming 
to school was not standard English. 

For most of these writers errors are symptoms of a deeper malady, and 
as teachers we feel we must rout out the malady. But by adolescence the 
prognosis isn't bright. Defenses to the bruised self-esteem of the 
struggling or unsuccessful writer are well entrenched, and the risks 
necessary to growth in writing threaten these sturdy defense systems. 
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Thus far I have begun to describe the malady of those who feel badly about 
themselves as writers and have identified some characteristics that they display 
in the classroom. But the important question is left unanswered. What can we 
as teachers of writing do to allow these unsuccessful writers to grow in their 
ability at written expression. 

To write off the unsuccessful adolescent writer is, of course, inhumane and 
thousands of teachers strive daily to avoid doing so. Teachers must avoid, 
however, the temptation to attack only the surface symptoms, the errors, and 
must strike at the source of the problem-self-esteem and responses to per
ceived threat. Teachers must accept the reality of their position in the "teacher" 
category and slowly allow the student to gain the trust needed to allow exit 
from that category. 

To do this, the teacher can proceed in two ways: (1) she or he can build up 
the self-esteem of the learner, and (2) she or he can create a learning environ
ment free of threat. Doing one also permits the other to begin to happen, for 
the methods overlap. The remainder of this article will make very concrete 
classroom suggestions in these two areas. 

Finding ways to build self-esteem will be the first focus. Psychologists have 
found that certain conditions facilitate openness to learning new behavior. An 
environment of acceptance, trust, and clearly defined limits (with respect and 
latitude for action within these limits), and empowerment are on their list. 
These conditions may be used by the writing teacher to raise self-esteem and to 
foster students' willingness to take the risks necessary for improvement in 
writing. 

Acknowledging the writers for where they are, allowing them defensive 
postures until they are no longer needed, encouraging them to see a strength 
from which to move, maintaining flexible but clear expectations-these are all 
strategies a teacher can draw on. The teacher should begin by neither focusing 
on, nor penalizing for errors. With acceptance, students will be more likely to 
see value in the writing process and less likely to see their ability only as the 
accumulation of red marks. Errors are not to be ignored, but they definitely 
take second priority to content for awhile. 

A possible scenario: 
Teacher: Well, this is the first writing you've done this term. What do 

Student: 
Teacher: 
Student: 

Teacher: 
Student: 

Teacher: 

you think of it? (teacher asks student to reflect) 
It stinks; it's just like everything else I write. 
Oh? What didn't you like about it? (allows for defense) 
The spelling's all wrong, there are not paragraphs, and it looks 
awful, and it doesn't say it right. 
What's good about it? (asks student to look for strength) 
Well, it's done ... (teacher waits) ... Well, I guess that part about 
the fish is all right. 
Yeah, that part worked for me. I can almost feel the fish. (gives 
her experience of the strong part) 
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Student: But the rest is horrible. 
Teacher: Well, I see your viewpoint. There are spelling mistakes 

and other things wrong. But that's where you are right 
now (acceptance). We can change that so that by the end of 
the term you will have gotten somewhere (trust in prog
ress). You may have ups and downs (realistic), but just by 
writing you will get better. Let's look at that fish part again 
(starts with strength). 

If the student sees errors as legitimate in the first draft, there will be more 
willingness to engage in writing. Playing down grades and playing up progress 
also have a function in the teacher's demonstration of acceptance. Acceptance, 
subtle as is, as long as it may take to establish, is one of the most important 
factors in building self-esteem and in reducing the threat that writing poses to 
the unsuccessful writer. Acceptance says, "We both know your problems. I 
respect and trust your ability to make progress in solving them, and I am here 
to confer with you about doing so:' 

If students begin to feel acceptance from the teacher, trust will naturally 
follow. But there are also ways to actively build trust. Classroom routines 
allow students to trust in the way a writing period will go and will provide the 
student security from which to take risks. If reasonable classroom structures 
are set forth, rebellious, recalcitrant, or reluctant students may balk, even 
fight them for a while, but will accept them when they come to trust the 
teacher's good will. Reasonable classroom structures might include: 

1. a clearly defined writing time and setting (example: one-half 
hour each day). 

2. clear, though flexible, procedures within that time (ex: write/ 
teacher conference/group). 

3. clear expectations for whole class (ex: that class will write daily 
and will polish two items for evaluation per month). 

4. clarity that individual expectations can be negotiated but will be 
followed through (ex: if a student is too upset to write, will read 
or clean up supply closet, but will not distract and will write 
tomorrow). 

5. highly predictable teacher behaviors (ex: the student knows what 
to expect from the teacher-isn't distracted by needing to inter
pret ambiguous moods, defend against possible threat) . 

With predictable routines, a student begins to trust that the day will go on in 
an undisturbing way. The bad days for the most reluctant become fewer. The 
teacher doesn't have to fight or negotiate as much. Stability in the classroom 
allows everyone to focus on the writing. ' 

While the acceptance and trust are growing between student and teacher, 
there is a third way that teachers can actively build the self-esteem and self
confidence of the developing writer. The teacher can help the student to feel 
some power in writing and in the writing classroom. 
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"Will defend like an animal" is the way Erikson (1968) describes an adoles
cent's reaction if his environment deprives him of all avenues for acting on the 
world. As teachers, each of us knows what it means to keep control, and most 
of us have had that sickening feeling at impending loss of control in a 
classroom. Yet teacher over-control means student lack of self-control. Neither 
teacher nor student need feel that helplessness. A teacher can take explicit steps 
to empower students. Providing students some power and success is a major 
step towards encouraging the risk-taking that will allow progress. But the 
teacher must proceed slowly. The helpless student who has felt no latitude will, 
at first, be intimidated by it. The rebellious student will mistake it for license 
and overrun even well-defined limits. 

Starting with choice of topic is a first step, for when a student starts with a 
known subject, that student has mastery of content. A student who has no 
knowledge of the subject is powerless in two ways: in not knowing what to 
express and in not knowing how to express it. To remove powerlessness over 
content increases self-confidence and reduces the cognitive overload that oc
curs in trying to generate ideas on an unfamiliar subject, to organize, and to 
transcribe all at once. Britton (1975) found that when writers had had expe
rience with, or knowledge of the subject, they were able to bring to bear the 
full force of knowledge on the rest of the language experience. The students 
who are unused to the chance to choose a writing topic may be overwhelmed 
by having to come up with a topic. If that is the case, several choices and an 
option for free choice will more gradually guide them into the empowerment 
that comes with mastery over the content. 

Another way a teacher can empower is to start the student off with a mode 
of writing which the student can do. When success is firmly established, a next 
step is possible. The less successful writers are usually more able at what Emig 
(1971) calls "reflective writing" which capitalizes on the writers' thoughts, 
feelings' and experiences. The writers start with what they know best, and 
imagination is allowed free play. Whatever the goal, starting with reflective 
writing allows for growth in self-esteem and self-understanding and hence for 
growth in self-respect. 

A third means of empowerment that a teacher holds is to provide tasks that 
students can see as meaningful in relation to their culture. Heath (1981) 
suggests that a teacher examine the ways that writing is used by parents and 
other adults in the students' social class or ethnic community. lf it is classified 
ads, recipes, family records, and/ or letters-that is the place to start. 

For writing to have power is also to empower the writer. Where writing is 
meaningful, self-expression is enhanced; students act upon the world. When 
the learning of writing is skill dominated and content is unimportant, writing 
seems powerless-the students' world is acting upon them. Empowered, trust
ing, accepted, self-esteem enhanced, the writer is more able to take the risks, to 
juggle the tasks, to eliminate cognitive overload, and to write out of an inner 
desire to do so. 
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This previous section has suggested concrete steps that might build the self
esteem of the unsuccessful writer, focusing on the inner being of the writer. 
This final section will focus more on the context of the writer and on creating a 
learning environment which will allow the writer to continue to grow within. 

When Dan Koski entered the classroom many falls ago, he saw me as a 
teacher in the category of "examiner" (Britton, 1975); he saw the task of 
writing as upsetting and hateful, and he saw his fellow students as potentially 
humiliating. As Dan's teacher, I had no idea that I was a threat to his already 
dwindling view of himself as a writer. To create a learning environment 
without threat to the developing writer, teachers need profound sensitivity. 
Much of this is gained through experience in the classroom. As Dan's teacher, I 
needed to be able to recognize where he perceived threat. The threshold for 
each student is different, but there are some methods teachers can follow to 
reduce threat. 

Most importantly the teacher and the developing writer must view the year 
as progressive. A teacher's greatest success might be in enabling a student to 
progress from dependent to more self-reliant; from shutting out feedback to 
being open to it; from primary concern for errors to putting them in their 
place; from being intimidated, even silenced, by fear of feedback, to being 
challenged by it; from writing cautiously to taking risks. The smallest success 
might be in having a student actually write a sentence or a paragraph. If a 
teacher can change students' perception of audience, can enable them to put 
errors in place, can provide feedback for growth, then that teacher will be 
setting in motion their continued growth as writers. 

When audience (be it teacher or peers) looms huge and formidable for the 
unsuccessful writer, it is apt to so dominate the writer's conscious attention 
that the writer hasn't attention available for pressing concerns or next steps. To 
allow students to choose who will read their work is a start. Perhaps a student 
could even have a fortnight or a month's reprieve from any audience as long as 
she or he writes. Perhaps the student could then choose which writings were to 
be read and to choose which student or teacher was to be the audience. A 
teacher could allow students to star, fold, or even fold and staple journal 
entries that they don't want anyone to read, as long as they did write some
thing that could be read twice a week. 

Though research tells us that students write better for peers, this may not be 
the case for the unsuccessful writer. The unsuccessful writer might feel more 
comfortable being ashamed in front of the teacher than in front of peers. 

A next step for some students is to select a group for feedback, and perhaps 
by the end of the year, whole class attention to work might be welcomed. 
Some students may even be ready initially for friends or a teacher to respond 
to the final draft. Finding a workable mode of feedback for the unsuccessful 
writer which holds no threat or at least manageable threat is an important task 
for the writing researcher. 

23 

Most of all writers must know when they have succeeded in writing, for 
success empowers students to take risks that permit them to add new skills to 
their scanty repertoire. Thus, the writer should be given some positive feed
back early. Evaluator sensitivity is important. When the writer is "up," more 
challenges and adjustments can be suggested. When the writer is "down," 
finding strengths to work from is essential. Empty praise and encourgement is 
seen for what it is; finding strength from which to work may be the teacher's 
hardest task. Responding initially to content of a writer's work will allow the 
students to increase their interest In self-expression. But finding something 
interesting to comment on might be one of the teachers most difficult tasks. 

Most of us will recognize at least the beginning of this teacher's internal 
monologue as she or he tries to find an avenue for feedback for the unsuccess
ful writer. 

What can I say? The mechanics are wretched as usual. No para
graph separations. That's something she might be ready to work 
on. Make it a lot easier for me. The sentences are non-parallel ... 
fragments ... run-ons. Nothing to praise there. Content ... I have to 
always remember to start with content. Can't praise that. She said the 
same thing in another way last week. Wait . . . the fish part is new 
... actually that's pretty interesting, if she's saying what I think she's 
trying to say .... I'll start there and lead to paragraphing. 

In giving useful feedback, timing is everything. If students never know who, 
how, or when their work will be responded to, anxiety may set in. If a teacher 
confers with a student without the student's request and criticizes ideas while 
they are still in the formative stages, the threat this criticism causes during the 
incomplete idea construction will disrupt the process. If the writer is still 
gathering ideas for a work in process, brainstorming or freewriting would 
have a more positive effect than a teacher conference. If group feedback is 
used, then it is the teacher's responsibility to be guardian of each writer's self
esteem. Group feedback must proceed with caution until the group itself 
establishes the protective instincts for the self-esteem of the writer. 

Grading as the primary mode of feedback is an inbred feature of most 
educational institutions. This reward/punishment system isn't sensitive to 
how the low confidence learner can best learn. Grades do nothing but remind 
the student of his or her lack of success. They are a reality, though, and there 
are ways for the teacher to deal with them; the teacher may: 

1. convince the administration to allow this one class to be pass/fail, of 
course giving reasons. 

2. convince the administration to allow the students to assign their own 
grade. 

3. implement #2 without being quite so obvious, "What do you think 
you deserve this term?" 

4. give grades only on a few items that the student has selected. 
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5. give grades based on how well a student lives up to a negotiated 
contract. 

A final, yet very important, consideration in creating a writing environment 
without threat is finding a way to give correctness appropriate emphasis in the 
classroom. 

For years our unsuccessful writers have had English teachers sitting in their 
minds as editors in absentia. It is normal for these writers to be so concerned 
about errors that their internal editors continually interrupt the other cognitive 
processes and create overload, slow progress, and confusion. Threat sits on 
their shoulders and in their minds. The unsuccessful students must banish the 
editor until it is invited back during revision. It is only when content and 
structure are satisfactory to the student that other errors should be pointed 
out. This is especially true for our unsuccessful writers who are so vulnerable 
to overload of conscious attention. The fewer concerns at the time of first 
drafting, the better. 

When writer's conscious attention is focused on a new skill, other skills, that 
were previously thought to be automatic, fall apart (Shaughnessy, 1979). If 
teachers find papers fraught with errors, a first reaction might be to pass that 
despair on to the students. If teachers can search for the newly developed skill, 
however, they can encourage that skill so that it isn't lost in error criticism. 
(Teacher thinks: This is worse than before; it's full of fragments. Oh! There are 
paragraphs now, no wonder. Teacher says: I can follow what you're saying 
now. The paragraphs help. I can concentrate on the fish part in one section 
now. Good. Do you want to keep working on it?) 

Treating the lowered self-esteem and writing confidence of the unsuccessful 
writer (the malady) instead of its surface level symptoms requires a departure 
from traditional classroom procedures. The difficulty that change poses for the 
writing teacher, who almost by definition is overextended, is not to be mini
mized. In fact, the prospect may be as overwhelming as, the writing task is 
overwhelming for our students who struggle with writing. Many of us have 
probably already implemented some of these suggestions intuitively, for the 
new view of writing as process supports many strategies that teachers have 
intuited for years. But for many of us, there is much that has been suggested 
here that will necessitate a departure from our usual way of doing things. But 
the writing teacher, like the struggling writer, can institute some changes and 
when those become automatic, add some others. For years as a writing 
teacher, I felt I struggled with unsuccessful writers as much as they struggled 
with their writing. I felt their discomfort over and over. I was interested to find 
that once I had made those changes, working with students who were finding 
power through writing took much less out of me than working with those who 
groaned. 
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