
THE MUSE DIDN'T PROMISE TO VISIT EVERYONE: 

WHAT RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT -PREWRITING PLANNING 

by Wayne H. Slater 

When I begin to think of a developed paper or a 

book, I turn almost immediately to outlines. These 

grow in detail, almost to the point of producing 

final prose. 

B. F. Skinner 

You will write • • • if you will write without thinking 

in terms of a result, but think of the writing in 

terms of discovery, which is to say the creation 

must take place between the pen and the paper ••• not 

in careful thinking. 

Gertrude Stein 

How important are prewriting plans? As the preceding 

quotations suggest there is no consensus on the role of prewrit

ing plans (Emig, 1971, pp. 22-23). Johnson (1981) compares the 

opponents to the fabled ant and grasshopper: the intellectual 

ant engages in conscious problem-solving before writing, while 

the intuitive grasshopper waits until the last minute for the 

discovery to magically take place during writing. In composi

tion research and pedagogy, there are plenty of ants, equipped 

with a variety of prewriting strategies (such as tagmemics, 

dramatistic method, classical rhetoric, journalistic formula, 

traditional outlining). Supporters and developers of these 

strategies include W. Ross Winterowd, Kenneth Pike, Kenneth 

Burke, D. Gordon Rohman, Richard Larson, Edward P.J. Corbett, 

and John Warriner (Young, 1976). However, since the 1970s, 

there has been a major population growth in grasshoppers, among 

them Peter Elbow, Ken Macrorie, William Stafford, and Barrett 

Wandel (Johnson, 1981). 

Surveying the field, the teacher of expository writing 

may well wonder whether or not to even bother to teach initial 

planning. Perhaps prewriting instruction should be skipped 

altogether in favor of spontaneous composition. But if he does 

teach prewriting planning , what should be taught? 
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Confused by conflicting theories, the teacher can turn to 

empirical research. What can researchers tell him? In the 

"search for "a window on the composing process" (Berkenkotter, 

"Reply," p. 217), investigators have used a variety of observa

tional techniques: audiotaping, videotaping, and directly ob

serving writers at work. Unfortunately, very few of the on-the

scene studies focus exclusively on prewriting planning. Some 

(even certain planning studies) omit prewriting entirely; most 

briefly touch upon planning in the course of exploring the whole 

composing process. Thus, this paper will be a synthesis of rel

evant bits and pieces from the body of existing research. Also, 

because I am addressing the concerns of secondary teachers, I 

will cite only studies of individuals and groups of high school 

age or older, for researchers suspect that planning ability does 

not fully develop until after puberty (Nold, 1981). However, I 

will include observations of publishing writers since profes

sional experience can provide insights for teachers. 

With the help of the selected studies, I will attempt to 

answer the following question, hoping that research will clarify 

the role of prewriting plans: What distinguishes the prewriting 

planning of the skilled writer from that of the unskilled writ

er? For the purpose of this paper, prewriting will encompass 

the conscious and unconscious activities transpiring from the in

stant the writer receives his assignment until he starts writing 

his first draft, while planning will consist of the mental, 

oral, and/or written process of choosing the knowledge to be 

used in writing. That knowledge may include the rhetorical sit

uation, the content of the text, and/or composing procedures. 

In order to respond to the main question, I will consider 

three others: 

1. Do skilled writers spend significantly more time 

planning before writing? If so, how long do 

they plan? 

2. Are skilled writers more inclined to jot down 

plans before they write? If so, in what form? 

3. Do skilled writers rely more heavily on certain 
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types of plans in the prewriting stage? If so, 

what types? 

Research Studies 

The selected studies draw upon at least one of the three 

current methodologies: audiotaping, videotaping, and directly 

observing. A brief description of each method follows. 

Audiota pes 

Since Emig asked twelfth graders to compose aloud, other 

researchers have instructed their subjects to think out loud, 

producing a taped transcript of composing processes. Borrowing 
the terminology of problem-solving research, Linda Flower and 

John Hayes have dubbed this technique "protocol analysis" 

(Flower & Hayes, "Plans"). It is, they and many others feel, 

the most direct means available of revealing the cognitive pro

cesses of the writer as he composes, and thus is a useful tool 

for exploring his prewriting activity. 

Nevertheless, there are those who distrust this method. 

Critics argue that it interferes with normal cognitive proces

ses, by making the writer unnaturally aware of himself in the 

act of composing. In fact, according to Cooper and Odell 

(1976), none of their subjects (eight published writers) could 

compose aloud adequately. "(It) requires practice and effort," 

Cooper and Odell conclude, "and can therefore be used in case 

studies where several meetings are planned with a participant" 

(p. 114). Moreover, although protocol researchers ask subjects 

to refrain from analyzing their thought processes, Gould (1980) 

maintains that composing aloud does require analytic thinking, 

something everyone has not mastered. If only a certain type of 

subject can successfully give a verbal protocol, he asks, how 

typical are the results of these experimenters? In any case, 

critics caution researchers to interpret protocols with care, 

for audiotapes cannot capture those thoughts that are not artic

ulated. Also, protocol analysis may make certain processes seem 

less automatic and unconscious than they really are (Gould, 

1980). 
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Videotapes and Observations 

By videotaping subjects as they compose, researchers seek 

to record all visible signs of composing and to direct the sub

jects' recollections in interviews held immediately after each 

session. With the available equipment, Stallard found that this 

method would not allow him to record the behavior of large 

groups in sufficient detail (Stallard, 1974). Therefore, he and 

others chose to directly observe their subjects. However, both 
methodologies rely upon subjects' responses to questions after 

the composing session. Thus, it is possible that subjects for

got what they were doing or report what they thought they should 

have done. Furthermore, Berkenkotter (1981) contends, "There is 

considerable cognitive activity that writers cannot report be

cause they are unable to compose and monitor their processes 

simultaneously" (p. 151). 

Since the three methodologies differ considerably, I will 

sort the following findings by method before drawing general 

conclusions. 
1. Do skilled writers s pend significantl y more time planning 

before writing than unskilled writers? 

Virtually, none of the studies estimate the time of 

prewriting planning, so the time period for prewriting as a 

whole will have to serve as an index. Unfortunately, there is a 

lack of protocol data about the time period for prewriting acti

vities of any kind. Curiously enough, Flower and Hayes never 

report prewriting times for their subjects. The four protocol 

analysts who do indicate that both unskilled and skilled stu

dents engaged in extrememly brief prewriting activities although 

plenty of time was provided (ninety minutes or more). Perl's 

(1979) five remedial students averaged four minutes for their 

social science essay, and Mischel's (1974) unskilled twelfth 

grader, Clarence usually spent two to three minutes prewriting 

the assigned work (four narratives and one expository essay). 

Muriel Harris' (1983) tutee, Mike meditated for four minutes 

before writing his first expository essay (138 words) in her 

writing lab. (But after four sessions of hearing Harris' proto-
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cols, he spent twice as much time prewriting an essay of the 

same type and length.) As for the skilled writers, Emig reP,orts 

that her eight twelfth graders did very little prewriting in the 

- sessions. The best student, Lynn, reflected up to three minutes 

before writing each 300-word expository essay. However, Emig's 

time for one of the two essays is not reliable since her sub

jects had an entire week to mull over the topic. 

Other protocol analysts give times or percentages for the 

total amount of planning, i.e., planning before, during, and 

after writing (Flower & Hayes, "Pregnant Pause"; Berkenkotter, 

"Decisions"). Although their investigations show that planning 

can take up more than half of a writer's composing time, they, 

as well as Perl and Emig, suggest that most planning goes on in 

the pauses during writing and in the act of revising. 

Only Pianko's (1979) videotape study sheds some light on 

the prewriting times of skilled and unskilled writers. Pianko's 

comparison of ten unskilled and seven skilled freshmen reveals 

that both groups spent one minute prewriting 400-word (mainly 

narrative) essays, the skilled writers pausing twice as often as 

the unskilled ones. 

Other videotape studies are not as informative as 

•Pianko's. Matsuhashi (1981) timed only the pauses during writ

ing. Although Gould (1980) found that fifty of his skilled and 

unskilled white-collar writers spent approximately two thirds of 

composing time planning one-page letters, he merely says that 

most of his planning occurred during writing. 

Certainly, the most clear-cut difference in prewriting 

time for skilled and unskilled writers surfaces in a direct

observation study--Stallard's one-shot session with thirty 

twelfth graders, half good and half average or poor writers. 

For a 300-word argumentative essay on an assigned topic, the 

skilled writers spent approximately four times as much time 

(four minutes) prewriting as the comparison group. 

While Selzer's study (1983) does not employ comparison 

groups, it too is based on direct observation. Selzer's find-
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ings are informative: After observing an engineer, Nelson, at 

the latter's workplace, Selzer concludes that Nelson devoted 

nearly 80% of his composing time to inventing and arranging 

material before he wrote his proposals and reports. 

With the exception of Stallard's and Selzer's studies, 

the research suggests that skilled writers do not spend signif

icantly more time prewriting than their unskilled counterparts. 

For both groups this prewriting period is generally brief (one 

to four minutes). How much of this time is actually spent 

planning is unknown. In any case, it seems that more planning 

occurs during writing and revision. 

But these findings on prewriting time are open to 

question. First of all, the task environment may have played a 

significant role. Although most of the subjects were encour

aged to take as much time as they wished, time limits were 

implicit in all of the laboratory settings. Without time for 

massive rewriting, subjects may have adopted a "first-time

final" strategy. Such a strategy generally relies on prewriting 

rather than free-writing. However, it is more likely that the 

time constraints decreased rather than increased prewriting 

time. Students claimed that they spent more time (e.g., 20 

minutes) prewriting essays at home (Mischel, 1974; Pianko, 

1979). In fact, many of Pianko's skilled writers insisted that 

they did "much" (30%) or "some" (40%) prewriting at home. In 

spite of the fact that Pianko never defines these terms, she 

does indicate that her unskilled writers may have engaged in 

less prewriting than the skilled group: None of the unskilled 

writers said "much", only 20%--"some," and 80%--"minimal." 

Second, the research findings are dubious because (except 

for Selzer's results) they are based on students only. Accord

ing to Pianko and Mischel, students in a school context tend to 

think of writing as a chore to be finished as quickly as possi

ble. To a certain extent, the laboratory settings resembled 

school situations. Moreover, for the researchers, the students 

may have "prewritten" less than they did in school since they 

lacked the grade incentive to plan a quality product. Only 
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Stallard tried to induce motivation by promising to publish 

selected essays in his dissertation. Perhaps his skilled wri

ters "prewrote" longer because they responded to this incentive 

more readily than their unskilled peers. As Selzer's study 

illustrates, prewriting in meaningful contexts (e.g., the work

place, for peers, for oneself) may last much longer than four 

minutes. For instance, students stated that they engaged in 

longer prewriting activities for self-sponsored rather than 

teacher-initiated tasks (Mischel, 1974; Emig, 1971). 

Third, there are too many uncontrolled variables in these 

experiments. For example, how much will prewriting time vary 

with different types of tasks? Matsuhashi, in her study of four 

skilled high school writers, demonstrates that planning during 

writing is more time-consuming for argumentative and expository 

essays than for narratives. If this holds true for planning 

before writing also, Mischel's and Pianko's time may be unusual

ly low since the figures are for mainly narrative tasks. And 

what about Gould's study? How applicable is the planning time 

for one-page letters to the planning time for expository essays 

of three hundred words or more? As for Selzer's engineer, the 

need to incorporate outside data of a highly technical nature 

must have a bearing on Nelson's prewriting time. Yet Emig's 

students claimed that sometimes the most personal essays 

required the most prewriting time because of the soul-searching 

involved. Finally, assignments that specify purpose, audience, 

and/or persona may cut down on prewriting time, for the re

searcher or teacher who wrote the assignment has, in fact, done 

some of the planning (Emig, 1971). Thus, experiments should be 

designed which consider .the influence of not only different time 

limits and purposes, but also tasks of varying forms, lengths, 

modes, and degrees of familiarity and specificity. In addition, 

researchers should duplicate more progress studies such as 

Harris'. Did her tutee double the prewriting time for his fifth 

essay because he had acquired more writing skill? A comparison 

of his first and fifth essays suggests that this may be the 

case. 
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2. Are skilled writers more inclined to jot down plans before 

they write? If so, in what form? 

According to protocol analysts, both skilled and 

unskilled students rarely jotted down plans before writing. 

Confident that they would "figure it out" as they went, Perl's 

five remedial students plunged into their social science essays 

without prior note-taking. Mischel also found that her un

skilled student, Clarence, did all of his early planning mental

ly for primarily narrative tasks. Only under the coercion of a 

teacher would he write a plan (an outline) and then only for 

papers of more than two pages. "'I don't like to think that far 

ahead,"' he explained (p. 306). With regard to skilled writers, 

seven of Emig's eight twelfth graders essentially planned their 

300-word essays in their heads. At most, one jotted down three 

phrases in the margin. Only Bradford voluntarily made an out

line. Indeed, he outlined every piece of writing, observing the 

outline as he wrote. 

Although Flower and Hayes ("Plans") and Berkenkotter 

("Decisions," 1981) do not report the percentage of their sub

jects who made written plans, the protocol transcripts show that 

some did. Among Perl's, Mischel's, and Emig's students, one of 

these subjects--writer-teacher Donald Murray--is an anomaly, for 

he made copious notes in his daybook before (and in the midst 

of) dictating the first drafts of articles for professional 

journals (Berkenkotter, "Decisions"). 

Videotape studies mirror the findings of Emig, Perl, and 

Mischel. Gould discovered that his fifty skilled and unskilled 

white-collar writers rarely made notes before writing one-page 

letters, while Pianka observed that fourteen · of her seventeen 

skilled and unskilled students mentally planned their 400-word 

(mainly narrative) essays. 

While Stallard's work follows this trend, the other 

direct-observation study is dramatically different. Stallard's 

research shows that only one of thirty skilled and unskilled 

twelfth graders jotted down ideas for a 300-word argumentative 

essay. This girl, who was one of the skilled students, merely 
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wrote four numbered sentences representing her main ideas. When 

asked if they had mentally outlined their papers, 40% of the 

skilled writers and 20% of the unskilled ones responded affirm

atively. Thus, Stallard concludes, "Neither good writers nor 

writers chosen at random showed any propensity for formal or 

informal planning of paragraphs or of the essay as a whole" 

(p.217). 

In contrast, Selzer's case study of Nelson, the engineer, 

describes a writer who cannot '"see how any one could write any

thing of any length or any importance without an outline'" 

(p. 182). Nelson outlined everything except the most routine 

correspondence--after generating an abundance of ideas. Al

though he used no numbers or letters, he created intricate plans 

with groups and subgroups distinguished by dots, indentations, 

and headings. Usually, the arrangement of material reflected 

his clients' preferences or the firm's conventions. After 

Nelson had begun to write, he faithfully followed the outline, 

never changing it. 

To sum up, the research implies that students--skilled 

and unskilled--do not voluntarily jot down plans for essays of 

400 words or less. If they do make notes, these are of the most 

sketchy kind. Emig's 1964 pilot study supports these findings. 

When she asked twenty-five eleventh-grade honor students to sub

mit all of the prefiguring and drafts of five expository essays, 

she received only forty plans (37%) with five essays. Of these 

plans, only nine (8%) resembled conventional outlines 

(i.e., with numbers or letters and indentation). Moreover, 

three experienced English teachers found no correlation between 

the presence of an outline and successful essay organization. 

Indeed, Flower and Hayes report, for their poor writers, out

lining proved "peculiarly ineffective," checking ideas before 

they had blossomed ("Plans," p.51). 

The two studies of professional writers, however, raise a 

number of questions: Is Donald Murray an inveterate notetaker 

because he dictates and/or because his writing tasks· are long, 

complex, and motivating? Is Nelson's penchant for detailed 
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outlines the result of his experience planning complicated 

engineering tasks? Or does he resemble most skilled writers 

who must synthesize outside data? One wonders whether student 

writers would engage in more written planning if they were bet

ter motivated and if their assignments were longer and more 

complex? After all, the majority of the sixteen professionals 

who responded to Emig's questionnaire about planning claimed 

that they normally made informal outlines for expository tasks, 

although they opposed "any plan that totally prefigures a piece 

of writing" (p.23). On the other hand, they rarely outlined 

fiction--never poetry. Clearly, researchers must assess the 

impact of context, length, mode, genre, and task complexity 

before they deliver the final verdict on "prewriting writing." 

3. Do skilled writers rely more heavily on certain t ypes of 

plans in the prewriting stage? If so , what t ypes? 

In general, protocol analysts suggest that highly skilled 

writers rely more heavily upon rhetorical prewriting plans than 

unskilled writers do. These researchers report that their un

skilled writers lacked a significant sense of purpose, audience, 

or persona (Mischel, 1974; Perl, 1979: Harris, 1983; Flower & 
Hayes, 1979, 1980, 1981). As a result, students produced what 

Flower and Hayes label "writer-based prose," prose that has "the 

structure of the writer's thought process and the style of an 

interior monologue" ("Dynamics," p.45). 

Two experiments by Flower and Hayes dramatically point 

out the difference between the skilled and unskilled writers' 

conceptions of the rhetorical problem. In one ("Cognition"), 

when Flower and Hayes coded the first sixty lines of a protocol 

(the first seven to eight minutes of composing) for a writing 

teacher and a remedial college student, they discovered that the 

student~ considered his audience or his persona; instead, 

he was concerned about the meaning and conventions of the text. 

At the same time, the teacher considered his persona once and 

his audience eleven times. The second experiment (1979) offers 

similar results for planning throughout the composing process. 

Five unskilled students generated 70% of their new ideas in 
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response to the topic and extraneous thoughts; whereas, the four 

skilled professors generated 60% of their new ideas in response 

to the rhetorical problem. Noting that the skilled writers 

continued to develop the rhetor.ical problem as they wrote, 

Flower and Hayes conclude that "good writers are simply solving 

a different problem than poor writers" ("Cognition," p. 30). 

Berkenkotter's protocols of other skilled professionals 

confirm Flower and Hayes's beliefs. In her investigation of 

audience awareness (mainly during prewriting), Berkenkotter 

( 1981) reports that all ten published p_rofessors created rich 

representations of the audience, inventing their own contexts or 

scenarios (p. 395), In another study, a protocol with writer

teacher Donald Murray, Berkenkotter remarks that his prewriting 

was "rich with his efforts to create rhetorical context--he 

plotted repeated scenarios in which he would be asked to write 

such an article" ("Decisions," p. 160). 

However, Emig's research reveals a difference between the 

skilled student and the skilled professional, a difference unex

plored in Flower and Hayes's two experiments since the latter 

do not . include skilled students, Almost all of Emig's eight 

twelfth graders seemed indifferent to the needs of readers. 

While Debbie sought to please Emig as a reader, only Lynn, the 

best student, expressed a strong sense of audience. Emig 

comments: 

Lynn proceeds as if what she writes will find an 

audience--and one wider than a single teacher or 

investigator •••• She also seems to consider it part of 

her writing task to pique and maintain the interest 

of her readers •••• Clearly, Lynn wants, and expects to 

be read. (p. 64) 

Although the data about the content planning of unskilled 

writers varies, protocol research gives the impression that 

skilled writers develop content prewriting plans with more 

consistency (and perhaps in more depth) but do not rely exclu

sively on these plans as many unskilled writers do. On the one 

hand, some of Perl's remedial students generated ideas for their 
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content ahead of time, while Mischel's unskilled twelfth grader, 

Clarence, conceived the entire essay in his head before writing. 

During the sessions he would talk about what he was going to 

write until he had so much in his head that he had to begin 

putting it down on paper. On the other hand, Harris' tutee and 

a few of Perl's subjects did not know what they were going to 

say before they wrote. Insisting that they would "figure it 

out" as they wrote, Perl's students rephrased the topic in the 

first sentence. This helped them plan what to say next. Thus, 

Perl concludes that "seeing ideas on paper enables students to 

reflect upon, change, and develop those ideas further" (p.330). 

Flower and Hayes ("Plans") noticed that some unskilled 

students had underdeveloped content plans because, in the rush 

to produce a text, they prematurely stopped producing ideas. 

Others develped content plans at the expense of rhetorical plans 

(See pp. 13-14.) Tied to the topic, such writers conceived of 

composing as a straightforward act of stating what they knew, 

say Flower and Hayes ("Dynamics"). However, in another study 

("Plans"), Flower and Hayes did observe a small group of un

skilled students who "free-wrote" their essays, rejecting both 

rhetorical and content planning before writing. Not surprising

ly, the final products lacked unity and coherence. 

As for skil+ed writers, Emig reports that seven of her 

eight twelfth graders had fairly developed content plans prior 

to writing. "If able student writers are queried immediately 

before they begin writing," she contends, "they will reveal that 

most of the elements that will appear in the piece are present 

at that period" (p. 83). Only John seemed to be a tabula rasa 

when he said in an interview, "'I don't really get the main idea 

and then start to write. I start to write and just wherever I 

end up, I end up"' (p.82). Indeed, John's protocol consists 

solely of actual writing, with no prewriting (in the lab) or 

pauses. 

Both of Berkenkotter's (1981) and most of Flower and 

Hayes's experiments (1979, 1980, 1981) with skilled profession

als reveal well-developed content planning before (and during) 
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writing, The most salient feature is the degree to which these 

writers used rhetorical plans to generate content. As stated 

earlier, the professors in Flowers and Hayes's 1979 study 

generated 60% of their new ideas in response to the rhetorical 

problem. 

Finally, protocols show that both skilled and unskilled 

writers rely heavily on procedural plans, but the skilled 

writers appear to have a larger repertoire/of specific "how to" 

plans and more conscious control of them. 

Even the inexperienced writer possesses procedural plans. 

The problem is, Flower and Hayes (1977) point out, "He comes 

equipped with many well-ingrained, if counter-productive habits" 

(p. 461). Some plans are simply too vague. For instance, 

Flower and Hayes discovered that many of their unskilled writers 

made an unsuccessful plan to find a focus: 

explore a variety of ideas, examine alternatives, 

look for connections, try to generate concepts, 

and so on,, •• the writer's faith that he can discover 

a ready-made appropriate focus may actually inter

fere with idea generation by directing him to search 

in memory for what he must create, ("Plans," p. 45) 

Harris' tutee, Mike, was stymied by such plans--plans without 

manageable subgoals or directions for attaining those goals. 

Clarence, Mischel's twelfth grader, made plans without operators 

too: "'Figure it out in your head, then write it down and 

then make corrections"' (p. 310). 

However, some unskilled writers do have operational 

plans. For example, Perl reports . that each of her five remedial 

students used one of the following prewriting strategies for 

generating ideas: 

1) creating an association to a key word 

2) focusing in and narrowing down the topic 

3) dichotomizing and classifying 

4) figuring it out during writing, usually after 

rephrasing the topic in the first sentence 

(p. 330) 
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But writers with such procedural plans could still run into 

difficulty later in the writing process, Flower and Hayes 

observe. For instance, writers who chose Plan #4--"just kinda 

following things along"--had no means of recharging the gener

ating process if their train ·of thought "played out" ("Plans," 

p.43), Their repertoire of procedural plans was so limited that 

they could not switch plans when they arrived at a dead end. 

Many unskilled writers were aware of only three strategies for 

beginning a composing task: "prescription (how the textbooks 

pretend people do it), inspiration (the infinitely mysterious 

way people do it), and writer's block (a default behavior if 

neither of the above works)" (Flower & Hayes, 1977, p. 452). 

Not only switching plans but also integrating plans was a 

struggle for Flower and Hayes's novices. Many writers allowed 

product-based plans for producing a paper (e.g., outlining) to 

impede or interrupt plans for generating ideas. In fact, a de

tailed outline could become such an "expensive" plan that the 

writer committed himself to it whether it worked or not 

("Dynamics"). 

A distorted image of the writing process could also di

vert an unskilled writer from pursuing productive lines of think

ing. One subject, Pat, abandoned her fruitful brainstorming 

because it violated "an image of idea-generation based on the 

rules of paper-production: coherence, focus, no listing, no 

repetition, no wandering from point to point" (Flower & Hayes, 

"Plans," p. 55). 

In contrast to the unskilled writers, the skilled ones 

observed by Flower and Hayes, and Berkenkotter were extremely 

versatile. They had s pecific plans for generating ideas, e.g., 

pursuing an interesting feature, thinking by conflict, and 

saying what they really meant (Flower & Hayes, "Plans"). Writer

teacher Donald Murray, for example, would announce, "'I'm going 

to make a list of titles and see where that gets me"' 

(Berkenkotter, "Decisions," p. 160). Toby, a professor, decided 

to "'start listing some things that (he) could organize into 
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some patterns" (Berkenkotter, 1981, p. 394). 

In addition to operators, these writers had a variety of 

contingency plans when other plans did not work. When one sub

ject's try-and-write-something strategy failed, he utilized a 

back-up plan ("'We need to do more organizing"') that ultimately 

created the focus he sought (Flower & Hayes, "Plans," p. 46). 

Essentially, the skilled writers' plans were flexible enough to 

allow them to modify or create new goals in light of what they 

had learned through exploring (Flower & Hayes, "Cognitive 

Process"). These plans were always "detailed enough to test, 

but cheap enough to throw away" if necessary (Flower & Hayes, 

"Dynamics"). 

Also for the skilled writers, integrating plans did not 

pose problems. These writers knew how to embed low-level goals 

(e.g., sentence-level planning) in high-level planning (e.g., 

rhetorical planning) without losing sight of high-level goals 

(Flower & Hayes, "Pregnant Pause"). Hence, they could make 

reader-based plans for idea and text production (Flower & Hayes, 

"Plans"). 

However, Emig's study of skilled twelfth graders presents 

a somewhat different story. Teachers, Emig maintains, "set 

rigid parameters to the students' writing behaviors in school

sponsored writing that the students find difficult to make more 

supple" (p. 93). Nevertheless, Emig's students did disregard 

some teacher-dictated procedures--for example, outlining--that 

did not prove fruitful for them. 

Only one videotape study--Pianko's--explores the nature 

of prewriting plans, and then just the rhetorical and content 

plans. Since she could not hear the prewriting activity of her 

seventeen students, Pianko interviewed them immediately after 

each composing session. According to these interviews, the 

seven skilled writers were more concerned about purpose (60% vs. 

30%) and about getting across their ideas to readers (70% vs. 

40%) than the unskilled group, whose chief focus was mechanics/ 

usage and word choice. As for the content of the 400-word 

essays, Pianko reports that "none of the students had a complete 

114 

conception of what they were going to write when they began 

writing" (p. 9). But more skilled (70%) than unskilled (40%) 

students said they had specific ideas ahead of time. 

Like the videotape studies, the direct-observation 

research relies upon interviewing to assess the nature of 

prewriting planning. The plans of Stallard's thirty twelfth 

graders were apparently very similar except in terms of rhetor

ical purpose. Stallard's follow-up interviews reveal that more 

of the skilled writers (90% vs. 50%) claimed to have had a dis

tinct purpose in mind before writing. Otherwise, both groups 

expressed little interest in identifying an audience or getting 

across ideas. (The low level of reader awareness is particular

ly surprising since the students were assigned a 300-word 

argumentative essay.) Virtually all of the students stated that 

they did not think about form, organization, or development 

prior to writing, and only 40% said they had specific ideas 

beforehand. The skilled students explained that they spent 

their prewriting time "choosing or limiting a topic and consid

ering the purpose of the paper" (p. 217). Like Pianko, Stallard 

provides little insight into the students' procedural planning. 

In comparison with Pianko's and Stallard's subjects, 

Selzer's engineer, Nelson, exhibited a far more developed set of 

rhetorical, content, and procedural plans. In the "real" world, 

the purpose (or purposes) for a proposal or report was automat

ically uppermost in Nelson's mind. To a large extent, audience 

analysis shaped the content, helping him generate new ideas and 

arrange material in an appealing order. As for procedures, 

Nelson tried out a variety of invention strategies: analyzing 

audience, reading outside material, consulting colleagues, 

brainstorming, and reviewing previously written documents. 

Curiously enough, while his invention strategies were extremely 

flexible, Nelson's composing process was fairly rigid. Once he 

began to write, he did not depart from his final plans. 

All in all, the research portrays skilled writers as 

people who depend more upon rhetorical plans than unskilled 

writers do. Moreover, their control of a larger repertoire 
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of specific and flexible procedural plans helps them more fully 

develop both rhetorical and content goals. However, in the 

experiments the rhetorical and procedural plans of the skilled 

writers were not as developed as those of the skilled profes

sionals. Perhaps this discrepancy is due in part to differences 

in experimental design. For example, the fact the Emig did not 

specify an audience in her assignments, while Flower and Hayes 

and Berkenkotter did, may have had a bearing on the rhetorical 

planning. If the audience had not been specified, would the 

professional writers have invented one? Or if Emig had speci

fied an audience, would her skilled students have taken the cue 

and increased their rhetorical planning? Obviously, researchers 

should compare the effects of specifying or not specifying the 

audience, noting when writers must invent and/or analyze their 

readers. In addition, as Berkenkotter's work (1981) suggests, 

researchers should take into account the mode of discourse. 

"Writers who wrote to persuade thought aloud about their audi

ence four times more often and in twice as many ways as those 

who narrated personal histories," Berkenkotter states. "Writers 

who opted to inform fell somewhere in the middle of the spec

trum" (p. 393). Thus, Pianko might have stimulated more audi

ence awareness on the part of her skilled students if she had 

assigned expository or argumentative tasks. 

However, the discrepancy between the skilled students and 

the professionals may stem from the students' chief writing 

context--the school. Most teachers "underconceptualize and over 

simplify the process of composing," Emig argues, making students 

more concerned about "the accidents rather than the essences of 

discourse" (pp. 93, 98). Such an image of composing must dis

tort the nature of planning. Certainly, the school writing 

situation limits the development of real-life rhetorical strat

egies. Since many teachers tend to either overemphasize lang

uage skills (at the expense of content) or examine writing for 

an accurate recital of what they have taught, students lack 

opportunities to "share information that they possess with 

others who need to be persuaded of its interest and importance" 
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(Applebee, 1982, p. 380). 

Teaching Implications 

The preceding studies show that virtually everyone does 

some prewriting planning, no matter how brief, because virtually 

everyone sets out to write with at least one procedural plan. 

Even the writer who begins writing his first draft as soon as he 

is given an assignment has already formulated a plan: "Write 

whatever comes to mind" (Flower & Hayes, "Plans," p. 57). On 

the other hand, it is equally evident that people do a lot of 

planning--perhaps more--after they start writing. How much time 

is spent planning beforehand will vary from person to person, 

but also from task to task for the~ person. Thus, Gebhardt 

(1982) speaks with the ring of truth when he says that "writing 

is--for some people, some times--an act controlled by prior 

thought, just as it is--for some people, some times--a process 

of discovery through the physical act of moving (a) pen or 

typewriter keys")p. 624). 

But where does this leave the composition teacher? 

First, recognizing the importance of initial plans and sponta

neous composition, the teacher should provide opportunities to 

draw upon both resources. While spontaneous composition re

quires revision time, initial planning calls for prewriting 

time. How much prewriting time is needed? Although research 

suggests that the amount of time spent planning does not matter 

as much as the quality of the planning, some students will need 

more time than others for some tasks. Since most of the sub

jects took up to four minutes to plan beforehand, the teacher 

should set aside at least a certain amount of time for 

prewriting. 

Second, since one method of planning (mental, oral, or 

written) does not appear to have a greater impact upon writing 

quality than another, the teacher of writing should encourage 

each student to try out a number of planning tools, such as 

jotting down notes, outlining, or talking. (If the teacher 

wishes to have an outline for his own benefit as a reader, he 

may request a reading outline prepared after writing.) 
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Probably, the teacher and the students will discover that 

certain planning tools are more convenient for certain tasks, 

for example, outlines for research papers. If equipped with a 

variety of tools, the students can learn to adjust their 

planning practices to their tasks. 

Finally, the composition teacher should introduce his 

students to _all three types of plans (rhetorical, content, and 

procedural). Traditionally, rhetorical planning has been 

ignored, yet it seems to be a distinguishing feature of skilled 

writing. Although the unskilled writer cannot necessarily adopt 

the techniques of the skilled writer, the teacher should try to 

develop his students' awareness of purpose, audience, and 

persona. As for content, the teacher should help students use 

rhetorical goals to generate content, and he should prevent 

them from prematurely stopping idea production because of 

worries about the text. Above all, the teacher must present a 

flexible model of the writing process, one that is not rule

bound and distorted, so that the students' planning can 

ultimately lead them to discovery. 
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########## 

"thin ice" 

by Jack Tyllia 

The early weeks of each new fall term in high school or 

college English classes -- particularly writing classes -- are 

an experience perhaps best described as "tentative." Certainly 

they are "tentative" for the high school or college freshman, 

the one who gets lost between washroom and classroom each day. 
And they are "tentative" for the "freshman" teacher, as well, 

the teacher who can't find the way yet to the faculty lounge. 

Indeed, the new English teachers are likely to be as 

"tentative" as they would be standing on thin ice: no security 

anywhere. One misstep and they'll drown, they figure, in the 

frozen fathoms of despair. 

Truly, what is needed in that first term is something for 

the new teacher to hang on to. That something should -lend a bit 

of support when both feet seem firmly planted on a single float

ing ice cube, and those icy waters look all too close. A life
line, I think might be just the ticket. A new teacher can craft 

one out of just a little knowledge. Highly portable, therefore, 

it's sure to help when even rescuers might fail. 

The first strand the new teacher can braid into a "life-
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line" is the knowledge that everything's OK, that even the ten

tativeness is "normal." It must be, for most experienced teach

ers report they walk on "thin ice" and need a "lifeline" during 

the first weeks of a term. For example, an experienced writing 

instructor at the University of Minnesota, Duluth, admits that 

beginning a new class is downright "scary" for her. She says, 

"Every time I go to teach a new class , I wonder how what I say 

is going to 'go down,' who will be in there, how I should take 

them. And that's scary. Every quarter in advanced comp., I 

feel almost at the mercy of the students. The first three or 

four sessions are very strenuous. If the students don't 'buy' 

the system, then I've got an unteachable class." Which really 

is scary. 

A fiction-writing instructor on the same faculty contrib

utes: "you walk in there, and you've been doing it for so long, 

you'd think you'd get over it (the nervousness), but you don't. 

Every time, you've got a new group of people looking at you in a 

different way. You wonder, 'what's he looking at?' 'what's she 
thinking?' 'why's she got that look on her face?' 

"The feeling's normal. • Isn't it?" 

So they wonder, and they worry a bit. Maybe some will 

smoke a few extra cigarettes before taking the long walk down 

the hall to teach that new class. Are they walking on thin ice? 

Never doubt it. 

Next to their own natural apprehension, probably the 

biggest reason instructors find those first few weeks of a term 
"t t t" II • h en a ive is tat the students feel as though they're on "thin 

ice," too . One misstep and they'll drown, the students figure. 
And they figure too that if they're going to make a misstep any-

here, it's going to be in "English class." Here, they're sure, 

is where all their most grievous faults will be on public dis

play - starried and cirkeled in read inck on each theem for all 

too sea. 

Small wonder then that I find most students "tentative," 

to say the least, about writing for an English teacher. Neman 

says, "For most people, writing seems almost an extension of 
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