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I still remember the day that I first heard the word voice used 
in relation to written composition. It was a Wednesday night, 
in the Fall of 2001, and I was enrolled in my first semester 
of graduate studies. The course was called “The Teaching of 
College Writing,” and roughly half  of the eager faces which 
stared back at the instructor belonged to first-time Teaching 
Assistants—myself included. On this particular night, we had 
a guest-speaker: the former Director of Composition Studies. 

The specific reason she came to speak to our class fades 
from my memory; the topic which moved to the foreground that 
evening, virtually gnawing its way into my very being, was voice 
in student writing. Our eveningʼs guest professor was conducting 
a classroom exercise with us, an exercise she gives students in her 
“Writing with Style” course. We were each given two photographs 
of barns and instructed to describe these barns to the group. Were 
there categories we could group the barns under? What similari-
ties and/or differences could we use to categorize them? She ex-
plained that our questions were really addressing issues of style. 

While groping around in this dark abyss of border-
line-knowledge, students tried to understand the word style 
through word-association techniques. “What about tone?” 
asked one. “How about voice?” asked another. The visit-
ing professor then asked us, in turn, for definitions for those 
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words, and the seed was planted in my psyche forever to 
mark the precise moment when I learned that style and voice 
are two entirely separate entities. So what then is voice? My 
“destiny” as a composition teacher/researcher was revealed. 

Voice meant so much more to me than either style or 
tone because for too many years I was a “voiceless” human 
being, accepting what came my way. Since I have always 
been extremely shy, I chose to let others speak for me if the 
situation warranted it. Remaining silent just seemed easier. 

Getting married at a young age seemed to exacerbate 
the situation. Using the “old-fashioned” belief that the husband 
should be “in charge” as my guide, I willingly relinquished my 
voice to another yet again. Unfortunately, I had selected a mate 
who had an erratic and violent temper. Each year, the verbal put-
downs got worse, the name-calling accelerated, my eyes learned 
to stay focused on the floor, and my mouth was controlled by 
food. Whenever he started, I sublimated my feelings by eating. 
After all, shoveling food into my mouth would protect me from 
saying anything “wrong,” which could result in more violence. 
[Fortunately, we divorced in 1997. I returned to school full-time 
in 1998, completed my B.A. in 1999, and then my M.A. in 2004.]

While working on my thesis in graduate school, I first 
read Women s̓ Ways of Knowing by Mary Belenky, Blythe 
McVicker Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and Jill Mattuck 
Tarule, and discovered that verbal abuse can be one of the fac-
tors contributing to the silencing of women: “In trying to under-
stand the experience of voice for the silent women, we. . .found 
that. . .[w]ords were perceived as weapons. Words were used 
to separate and diminish people, not to connect and empower 
them. The silent women worried that they would be punished 
just for using words.  ̓Any words” (24). Silence feels much saf-
er. Unfortunately, silence is also “an extreme in denial of self 
and in dependence on external authority for direction” (24). 

Authority. Almost from birth, in fact, we learn about 
“authority.” the people who have it are respected, and the 
people who donʼt are usually trying to attain some lev-
el of it in their own lives. Schools, for instance, represent 
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an institution where figures of authority abound: Teachers. 
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Every year, women from all races and backgrounds 

enter the walls of the academy for the first time. Each wom-
an has a multitude of experiences to share. yet some wom-
en lack the courage (?) to raise their voice above a whis-
per. As part of the general course requirements for all stu-
dents, a first-year writing course is required. The teacherʼs 
goal is to prepare students to succeed in college writing. But 
to do this the teacher must help women establish a voice.

The most commonly used approach is to teach a stu-
dent to think about the rhetorical purpose of his/her writing. If 
students struggle with the idea of audience, the teacher might 
try to connect these students to the world around them by hav-
ing students think about the many “communities” they belong 
to: students, roommates, husbands/wives/partners, employ-
ees, consumers, citizens, taxpayers, etc. To further their ana-
lytical skills, these students are then instructed to consider the 
“roles” they play within each of these communities, consider 
the type of “language” used within the community, evaluate 
whether the community confines or liberates the members, cal-
culate the [metaphoric] cost of belonging to the community, and 
then weigh that against any potential rewards of membership.

What such an approach may overlook, though, is that wom-
en and men have different styles of communicating and writing. 

Anecdotal reports as well as research on sex 
differences indicate that girls and women have 
more difficulty than boys and men in asserting 
their authority or considering themselves as au-
thorities. . .in expressing themselves in public 
so that others will listen. . .in gaining respect of
 others for their minds and their ideas. (Belenky 5)
Belenky et al, urge teachers to consider using alter-

nate approaches for classroom instruction, approaches which 
rely more heavily on understanding (process) than on knowl-
edge (product). Women, who have been historically taught 
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to rely on non-confrontational methods for solving con-
flicts, have learned to speak quietly, in a small voice, and de-
fer all knowledge to a person of authority [typically a man]. 

Right or wrong, women and men really do engage in 
conversation differently. Deborah Tannen, a Ph.D. who teaches 
linguistics at the university level, has written extensively on the 
subject of communication, specifically with regard to the speak-
erʼs “culture, class, ethnic, and sexual boundaries” (Reflections on 
Language 225). While compiling observations garnered from her 
research, Tannen notes that “[m]en use conversation to establish, 
maintain, and confirm their status; women talk to foster intimacy 
and closeness” (226). Understanding that these are patterns / styles 
of conversation which were established long before the woman 
entered the academy, it becomes more problematic when the 
blame for being less direct in conversation is placed on the woman.

* * *
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I was a senior in high school when I heard about the 

change in the social security rules from a friend of mine. She 
told me that all benefits were going to terminate on a child s̓ 18th 
birthday, unless they were enrolled as a full-time college student 
by the end of April. She was already enrolled at a college down-
town, and would be taking classes on Sundays through May, 
and then in June, the schedule changed to weekday courses. 

When my mom heard about it, she enrolled me right 
away. “What?!” my brain screamed. I was all of 17 years 
old, trying to enjoy my senior year in high school, and now 
she expected me to go to full-time college downtown on Sun-
days?! I hated the whole idea. But, a week later I was on the 
“L,” going downtown, to attend Chicago City-Wide College. 

I was enrolled in 4 college classes that April morning: So-
cial Science 101, Literature 113, Math 112, and Humanities 201, 
based on some arbitrary system that the school had devised. I re-
member sitting in that math class, feeling that I must be in there 
by mistake (because I took Advanced Algebra as a freshman, Ad-
vanced Geometry as a sophomore, and Algebra II Trigonometry 
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as a junior in high school), and waited until the “break” to ap-
proach the teacher. He was reading something at his desk, and I 
was so painfully shy, so I waited for him to look up. While I was qui-
etly explaining the situation to the teacher, I noticed that his eyes 
were no longer focusing on mine. They were examining my body. 

For me, the message was clear. I was to sit in that 
classroom, and darn well appreciate it, because he was do-
ing me the favor by keeping my social security benefits com-
ing. Furthermore, his behavior was just another example of 
masculine power and authority, and there wasn t̓ anything 
I could do about it, so I shut down. I spent the balance of 
that course reading magazines in the back row of the class-
room, and doing no more than was absolutely necessary.

* * *
An ability to participate in conversation is not the only 

challenge some women face, however. Women students who 
have been victimized by a significant other comprise a sub-set 
within the college community. Generally speaking, these wom-
en have been subjected to verbal / physical / sexual abuse in 
their lives, and have internalized messages regarding a “wom-
anʼs place” within our societal structure. Catherine Lanigan and 
Jodee Blanco, co-authors of The Evolving Woman: Intimate 
Confessions of Surviving Mr. Wrong, took these women and 
their previous experiences seriously and devoted the third chap-
ter to the exploration of the role of education in these womenʼs 
lives: “Whether it was getting a GED, college degree or special-
ized job training, education became the electricity that powered 
the internal light of their evolution” (45). Education, then, be-
comes the key for survival for many abused women for many 
reasons, but it is also a difficult struggle, because the women 
tend to suffer from lower self-esteem levels than other women.

* * *
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Iʼm so excited to be back in school! After getting mar-

ried, and living in West Germany for 2-1/2 years before he 
went AWOL from the Army, Iʼm thankful to be back, even if it 



() B^ccZhdiV :c\a^h] ?djgcVa

is only on a part-time basis. My husband won t̓ let me attend 
full-time, because he says we can t̓ afford to lose my income and 
pay tuition both. Iʼm happy with the compromise, though, be-
cause now he can no longer use that threat of “sending” me 
“back to the states” like he did during every fight in Germany. 

This is my fifth school already, a fact which I don t̓ 
like to talk about, because people will think that I failed, or 
got kicked out, or something “bad” like that. My first col-
lege was the semester-long hell at Chicago City-Wide Col-
lege, then I tried “going away” to Bethany Junior Col-
lege in Mankato, MN. If it hadn t̓ been such a tiny school, I 
might not have gotten so homesick during that first semester. 

When I refused to go back after Christmas break, my mom 
insisted that her terms included registering at Loop College, in 
downtown Chicago again, so I did. And I hated it. So, I thought I 
would try Augustana College in Sioux Falls, SD, because my sister 
had graduated from there. Unfortunately, I ended up with the room-
mate from hell, and packed out of there during J-term (January). 

This time, my mom let me register for classes at North-
eastern Illinois University, in a first-ring suburb of Chicago, 
and I stayed there for almost a year, until I met my future hus-
band. Somehow he convinced me that being offered the Assis-
tant-Manager position at my fabric store job was more impor-
tant than getting a college education, so I quit college  in 1984. 

Anyway, we have an apartment close to Northeast-
ern, so I transferred all of my earlier college credits there, 
and am enrolled in one class this semester. Earth Science 
122. Because it s̓ just a silly, required course, I look forward 
to being bored for the next semester. We meet in a large au-
ditorium, I sit in the middle as usual, and am too shy to talk 
with any of my classmates (even though I may occasion-
ally laugh, out loud, at something someone nearby says). 

The professor lectures to us from a podium, and speaks 
into a microphone, so that students all the way in the back can 
hear, and once in a while he throws out a question to the stu-
dents. Well, tonight I was confident that I knew the answer, so 
I raised my hand (sure that he wouldn t̓ call on me, anyway. 
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I was in the middle of a great big auditorium!). Anyway, he 
called on me. Then, he made me stand up, before repeating 
my answer, because he was having a difficult time hearing me 
speak (I was quiet as usual). Before I was even done speak-
ing, the professor started laughing! He repeated into the mi-
crophone what he thought he had heard (not at all what I had 
been trying to say), and I sank back into my chair, mortified. 

I had felt so confident in that stupid Earth Science class, 
but I blew it, because I was too shy to speak any louder. My 
husband was no support either, telling me that I had been an 
idiot for even trying to answer in the first place. According to 
him, teachers hold all of the knowledge. I am just there to re-
ceive the information, write down everything the professor 
lectures about, and regurgitate all information back onto the 
test. (Okay, so he doesn t̓ use big words like “regurgitate.”) 

Maybe he s̓ right. An auditorium is designed to 
place students in a role in which they merely receive in-
formation from the instructor, not a place to share opin-
ions and ideas with one another. Note to self: accept 
my “woman s̓ role,” and speak with a quieter voice. 

* * *
You see, for women, having a voice is ultimately more 

than writing successfully for a composition class. Itʼs about 
being heard. Every single day, women face odds which seem 
insurmountable to many outsiders, and they need to be able 
to expose those struggles as a means for change. For women 
who have been physically attacked/assaulted, the need to lo-
cate a voice with which to report the crime and face their at-
tacker, is a pivotal movement towards recovery. For women 
who have been oppressed by their culture/tradition, establish-
ing clear, strong voices which will make others sit up and take 
notice is essential if change is to occur. For women who are 
single mothers, speaking their own voices impacts directly 
on “survival” issues such as getting equal pay, equal rights, 
and/or adequate health care benefits for their families. Unfor-
tunately, the list goes on, because women have traditionally 
been taught to defer their needs to the male voice of authority. 
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On the college campus, one of the first courses in which 
women are instructed to engage with a sense of “authority” is 
the first-year writing course. “Is there a rule about which ̒ style  ̓I 
should use, or can I write the way Iʼm most comfortable?” “How 
do I know what my teacher thinks is ̒ good  ̓writing versus what is 
ʻbad  ̓writing?” And, “I have to ̒ argue  ̓something for this research 
paper? Youʼre kidding. What if my teacher feels the opposite 
way that I feel?” For teachers, there is a different set of concerns. 
namely, to guide students through the course in such a way that the 
lessons will make sense regardless of departmental major (e.g., 
English, science, or music). and to do it in such a way that anoth-
er teacher on the campus doesnʼt think that you didnʼt “do your 
job” in teaching those students “how to write” properly. For me, 
there is also a third consideration: teaching students how to write 
in a way that will be acceptable outside of the academy as well. 

Peter Elbow urges readers to locate their personal power 
through writing, because “[p]ower means the power to make a 
difference, to make a dent” in the cause the writer is fighting for 
(Writing with Power 280). Yet this sense of power can be elusive 
for so many, if the student doesnʼt get a clear sense of the teacher.

* * *

Heg^c\ '%%%
My son s̓ pre-school teacher, who Iʼll call Gloria, is 

enrolled in a freshman writing course, but she is not a typi-
cal freshman. Gloria is a returning student, enrolled in only 
one class a semester for the last 2 semesters, since she works 
full-time. She is a mother, divorced from an abusive hus-
band, and is working in a low-paying job because she re-
ceives no child support from the children s̓ father. Over the 
course of her life she has been repeatedly silenced: Verbally 
put-down by her father from birth, she endured years of taunt-
ing from kids in school because of her weight, and later mar-
ried a man who discredited her value as a wife and mother. 

Gloria s̓ first assignment: write a paper which de-
scribes how emission testing programs in the state are im-
pacting an individual s̓ right to drive a car. Gloria writes her 
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paper, turns it in, and is confused when she gets it back from 
the teacher. The teacher wrote across the top, in big red let-
ters: “You needed to convince me. I look forward to your revi-
sion.” With no clear commentary from the teacher about what 
makes the paper wrong, Gloria is stymied. She doesn t̓ under-
stand why the teacher would imply that the paper wasn t̓ con-
vincing enough, but Gloria has no opportunity to meet with 
the teacher one-on-one, because Gloria needs to be at her own 
job during the teacher s̓ posted office hours. Seeing no oth-
er way around her situation, Gloria s̓ voice remains unheard. 

Next assignment for the course: “Write a paper in which 
you define a need left unaddressed by the last governor. You 
need to include why this issue is important to you, and why it 
should alternately matter to the rest of the citizens (i.e. your 
classmates). You will be also be presenting your paper to the 
class after the holiday break.” Gloria has several issues in mind 
for her paper. the lack of adequate health-care-coverage for 
herself and her children, the notions of welfare reform, the cut-
ting of some essential assistance-programs. but how does she 
make it relevant to the other students in her class? And more 
importantly, how does she challenge the wisdom of the former 
(male) governor? With a male professor teaching the course?  

* * *
It is possible that Gloria will “find” her voice again, as 

she gains confidence in her “right” to be in college (by getting 
some good grades under her academic “belt”), but the best that 
Gloria can do right now is to focus her attention on fulfilling 
more of the rudimentary requirements of the assignment. ap-
proaching the assignment from a distanced perspective, relying 
on statistical data to convey its own message, and satisfying the 
page requirement. After struggling with her own fears that the 
teacher would reject the paper simply because of its controversial 
topic, Gloria decided to choose a different topic for her paper. 

Women need to learn how to engage in argumentative 
discourse and declare their own sense of authority through use 
of a voice in their writing if they hope to compete in the real 
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world. Thank goodness that Belenky et al provide readers with 
a sense of hope, suggesting that women will master the skills 
which will establish a sense of authority by the time they graduate 
from college, if teachers will adjust the curriculum for women.

We have argued in this book that educators can 
help women develop their own authentic voices 
if they emphasize connection over separation,
understanding and acceptance over assessment, 
and collaboration over debate; if they accord 
respect to and allow time for the knowledge 
that emerges from firsthand experience; if in-
stead of imposing their own expectations and 
arbitrary requirements, they encourage students 
to evolve their own patterns of work based on 
the problems they are pursuing. (Belenky 229)
Women scholars have been quick to acknowledge, 

though, that our experiences cannot be universally categorized 
any more effectively than the earlier practice of evaluating 
women by menʼs experiences had been, and any discussion of 
womenʼs experiences in the academy becomes naturally more 
complex when issues of class, sexuality, and race are considered. 

LdbZc d[ 8dadg
Referring to both native (African-American, Asian-

American, Native-American, Latina) and non-native (interna-
tional) students, women of color bring a multitude of voices to 
the academy. voices which cannot be treated as one. Women of 
color need the academy to recognize, and understand, that stu-
dents no longer share any common denominator when they en-
ter the halls of the academy. sharing neither the same goals and 
expectations from a college education itself nor the notion that 
students only have one, single, “true” voice and identity. Joining 
the academy from differing histories, past experiences, cultur-
ally and socially imposed views of womenʼs “roles” in society, 
women of color must confront an entirely new level of complex-
ity in the conversation of voice in the composition classroom.

Addressing some of the more unique experiences women 
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of color are subject to, for instance, bell hooks (who happens to be 
an African-American, a feminist, and a woman) has given women 
of color a voice through her many novels and essays. In Teach-
ing to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, hooks 
uses personal reflection to explore issues she feels are important 
to understanding how women of color experience both the world-
at-large and the world contained within the walls of the academy.

* * *

Heg^c\ hZbZhiZg! '%%(
There is a young African-American student named Anita, 

and an exchange-student from Thailand, using the American-
ized name of Helen, enrolled in the class. The other 23 students 
are traditional (Caucasian) students, from small towns / farm-
ing communities. The class was given a reading assignment the 
night before, focusing on racism, and now they come to class 
ready to discuss. I had the students first write a paragraph on 
their first racial memory (an activity which bell hooks has used 
in her own classroom), and then class discussion commences. 

While the students are reading their paragraphs to 
the class, I noticed that students either state that they “never 
knew” race existed (denying racism as an issue), or shared 
stories about a “black” person who factored into their expe-
rience. When Anita reads her paragraph, she focuses on her 
move to America seven years ago. and about hearing a racial 
slur for the first time. A girl by the name of Karen asks Ani-
ta if she is more offended by the word “N r” or the word 
“Bitch.” Anita looks down at her backpack, and quietly ad-
mits that she finds them equally offensive. because she is both 
a woman and an African-American. With that simple shift in 
body posture and decrease in audibility, Anita illustrated the 
power held by the dominant culture. even within the classroom. 

Two more students share, and then it is time for Helen. 
Helen shares how her first experience occurred just last week. 
when her dorm room door was taped shut. Karen, without missing 
a beat, immediately asks, “Well, how do you know it was racially 
motivated? I mean, that kind of stuff happens all of the time.” It 
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happens all of the time where, Karen? In college? Or, in America? 
Helen makes no reply, choosing to return to the silence she finds 
most safe, because she is surrounded by members of the dominant 
culture. Caucasian students, a Caucasian teacher, and more than 
likely a Caucasian dorm R.A. who has done nothing about the in-
cident. I sit and wonder how these students are supposed to gain 
an assertive sense of self, and hope to establish their own voice.

* * * 
Unfortunately for too many women of color, suc-

cess means separating a “personal” voice from  the voice 
they use in their “work”. altering their voices to that which 
is respected by the academy. Yes, even in this new millen-
nium, “academic” writing would still teach us to all sound 
the same. sans a personal voice. which is even more difficult 
for women of color, because they are neither white nor male. 

Hj\\Zhi^dch [dg 8]Vc\Z
“Expressive” writing (writing with voice) needs to be 

accepted as an alternative to “academic” writing, so that stu-
dents have an opportunity to grow into successful, confident 
women. women who can make real contributions with their fu-
ture careers. For Gloria, an inclusion of her voice would help 
the healing process and her re-establishment of self-esteem. 
Likewise, Anitaʼs and Helenʼs voices could reveal new infor-
mation about other cultures and ways of thinking, making our 
global world that much smaller. How do we, their composi-
tion teachers, help women to become more confident writers? 
1. Journals. I like to have students write in journals. While it is not 

a daily assignment, I do list it as a homework assignment on the 
syllabus. Some of the journal entries are to come from personal 
reactions to the reading assignment and/or additional room for 
practicing what the chapter recommends at the end, but my “re-
quirement” is simply that they write a one-page journal entry. 

2. Actively reading students  ̓journals. Yes, I read their journals. 
While I donʼt collect them at regular intervals, I will announce 
that I will be collecting them during our next class, and then 
I read them. (Peter Elbow suggests that if you can read ev-
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erything that your students write, they arenʼt writing enough; 
on the other hand, Iʼve heard students talk about how their 
high school English teacher NEVER read their journals. mere-
ly counted for a certain number of pages to be written on.)

 NOTE: My students think itʼs “kind of cool” when I re-
spond back to something that they wrote in their journals. 

3. Freewriting. I confess, I am a real fan of Peter Elbow, Ken 
Macrorie, and Donald Murray. Freewriting is such a liber-
ating activity! How many of us teachers freewrite (on the 
computer keyboard), and yet we donʼt connect it back to 
that specific  terminology? If youʼve never done it, try it. 
And if you have, are you “making” your students do it as 
well? I always have my students freewrite in their jour-
nals. sometimes in class, and sometimes as a homework as-
signment (on a topic I give them on the way out the door).

4. Give students options/choices. Every single time I assign a pa-
per (or journal entry), I give my students a hand-out (or verbal 
instructions) on the parameters of the assignment. and then I 
give them “permission” to decide which direction they want to 
take the assignment. (For instance, “Write a Position Paper, on 
a topic that you feel very strongly about, but be sensitive to your 
reader as well. The final draft needs to be X-number of pages in 
length, and will be due . . -.”) Topic selection is immeasurably 
important to the writerʼs sense of ownership that is part of voice.

 NOTE: I also introduce them to Tom Romanoʼs approach 
of blending genres and give students the option of either 
writing a “traditional” research paper, or a multi-genre one. 

5. Collaboration / Group Work. I confess. before graduate school 
I hated the idea of sharing my writing with others. (Maybe 
because the “other” would have always been my hyper-criti-
cal ex-husband?) My very first semester in graduate school, 
however, my teacher asked me to read my paper out loud to 
the class (about 15 other graduate students, 10 of which were 
teaching assistants like myself), and I was terrified. I felt my 
face flush, heard my voice trembling, and wanted to crawl un-
der the desk when I was done. But, they loved it! My peers 
told me what a great writer I was! Nobody but teachers had 
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ever said that to me before. and I felt... GIGANTIC! So, make 
your students work together. it could do them a world of good. 

6. Arrange the desks in a circle - and include one for yourself. 
Another interesting outcome of my graduate school experi-
ence. circle sitting. Not only does it put every student on the 
same “level playing field,” but it makes it harder for students 
to sleep, do other homework, or text-message their friends. 
And the fact that you, the teacher, are a  part of that circle 
throws the students off balance just enough to make the class-
room environment more conducive to writing with voice. 

 So, there you have my 6-steps to developing a writerʼs 
voice. I look forward to sharing more with you, my colleagues, 
as my journey to “a better understanding of voice in composition 
studies” continues. 

Before I had a voice,
 people told me what to do.
Before I had a voice, 
 I did what people told me.
Before I had a voice,
 I was powerless.
Before I had a voice,
 I was in a prison of my own design.

Now that I found my voice,
 thereʼs no shutting me up!
I shout out my message
 for all to hear.
Itʼs not important that you know my name . 
 just as long as you honor your own. 
Now that I found my voice, 
 I am FREE!!!
 to be ME!!! 

    - JPLukowski, 12-15-02
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