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Process Pedagogy 
LAD To BIN 

'£' 0 BRAVE NEW WORLD ... 

I took my first composition course in 1971. During that semester we wrote a 
dozen papers-an argument, a compare and contrast essay, a description, a re
search paper, and eight explications de textes (which were "close readings" of 
stories, novels, poems, and plays). Almost all of the papers were five-paragraph 
essays (an introduction with a thesis statement, three supporting paragraphs 
which each had to contain three supporting points which each had to be sup
ported by three details or examples, and a conclusion); the exceptions were the 
compare and contrast paper (in which we could choose between what my 
teacher called an AAABBB form or an ABABAB form) and the research paper 
(which had its own rules and restrictions governing everything right down to 
the size, color, and number of notecards you had to use). 

We almost always wrote our essays the night before they were due, usu
ally getting going after midnight, and swore to-and at-ourselves the whole 
time that we would never again put off a paper till the last minute. We didn't 
get our essays back for a week or so because, I am convinced, my teacher car
ried them around in his briefcase until the night before he returned them, at 
which time he reluctantly took them out, graded them, corrected them, metic
ulously marked them up in the margins, wrote a long end comment explain
ing or justifying the grade, and swore to-and at-himself that he'd never again 
put off grading till the last minute. We did no revision, except for the one pa
per we could choose to rewrite each quarter for a revised grade. 

Class time was divided between animated, thought-provoking discussions 
of the assigned literary texts and our teacher's listless lectures on composition 
topics, including thesis writing; kinds of evidence; outlining; introductions, 
transitions, and conclusions; sentence structure; grammar and usage; and 
proper citation form. We never wrote during class; never read our own essays 
aloud; never peer reviewed, workshopped, or even read each other's essays; 
never were asked to write before we outlined; and never talked about how 
writers found their ideas, got unstuck when they were blocked, or used revi
sion to discover new meaning, focus, or fonn. 
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As odd and as counterintuitive as it seems to me now to teach writing with
out ever talking about writing, I need to confess several things. First, though I 
found that approach to writing instruction exceptionally uninspiring, I learned 
certain stylistic conventions, organizational strategies, and forms of argument 
that turned out to be useful to me throughout my college career. Second, the 
explications that I wrote made me a more perceptive and enthusiastic reader 
and critic. And third, when I taught my first composition course sometime in 
the mid-1970s it looked almost exactly like the course I just described. Even 
though I had not much enjoyed my own experience as a composition student, 
I could not think of any alternative to organizing the course around the iden
tification and appreciation of the rhetorical features of good writing. 

And so when I think back to the time in the late 19708 when I first dis
covered process pedagogy in the form of books and articles by Donald Mur
ray and Peter Elbow, I am moved to the language of a conversion narrative (or 
at least to the "0 Brave New World" speech from The Tempest). In his 1972 man
ifesto, "Teach Writing as a Process Not a Product," Murray sounds like the vi
sionary I immediately recognized him to be: 

What is the process we should teach? It is the process of discovery through 
language. It is the process of exploration of what we know and what we feel 
about what we knOw. through language .... Instead of teaching finished writ
ing, we should teach unfinished writing, and glory in its unfinishedness .... 
nus is not a question of correct or incorrect, of etiquette or custom. This is a 
matter of far higher importance. The writer, as he writes, is making ethical de
cisions. He doesn't test his words by a rule book, but by life. He uses language 
to reveal the truth to himself so that he can tell it to others. It is an exciting, 
eventful, evolving process. (Learning IJy Teaching 15) 

'This was the sort of stuff I expected to find in Whitman or Emerson, not in a 
book on writing instruction. And Murray's A Writer Teaches Writing (first pub
lished in 1968), with its talk about cultivating surprise, writing for discovery, 
encouraging risky failures, and teaching writing as if your students were not 
students but real writers, did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm. 

Elbow's book Writing Without Teachers, first published in 1973, was no less 
eye-opening for me: "Most books on writing try to describe the characteristics 
of good writing so as to help you produce it, and the characteristics of bad 
writing to help you avoid it. But not this book," Elbow writes on the first page, 
and then continues: 

Instead I try for two things: (1) to help you actually generate words better
more freely, lucidly, and powerfully: not make judgments about words but gen
erate them better; (2) to help you improve your ability to make your own 
judgment about which parts of your own writing to keep and which parts to 
throwaway. (vii-viii) 

~omplish these goals, Elbow suggests that writers "freewrite" (write non
. without worrying about correctness, form, logic, etc.); play with words 
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and ideas; form writing groups; and rely less at first on doubting and more on 
believing, less on criticism, more on imagination. 

All this caught me off guard. I was only teaching writing because that was 
the price I had to pay to be in the field and occasionally get a chance to do 
what I really wanted to do-study and teach literature. I had left the graduate 
program in English Language and Literature at the University of Chicago be
cause at that time the job market for lit Ph.D.s was terrible ("The more things 
change, the more . . .") and taken a job teaching high school English on 
Chicago's southwest side. From there, I had moved to a small New England 
college where, based on my Master's degree from Chicago, high school teach
ing experience, ~d limited success as a freelance writer, I was hired as an ad
junct instructor and founding director of the college writing center. During 
those first years, I taught writing conscientiously, diligently, even passionately, 
but I never imagined it had much or anything to do with imagination, play, 
surprise, or experimentation. I had never thought of my students as real writ
el's. I had talked a great deal about what writing ought to look like when it was 
read but I had never thought to demystify the process by talking about the 
craft, mechanics, rituals, logistics, atmospherics of the process. 

I had never once asked my students the kinds of questions that I now dis
covered process practitioners were asking: "What time of day do you write? 
Where? Do you write your first drafts in long hand or directly on the com
puter? Do you take breaks for snacks? Do you rely on caffeine and other stim
ulants for energy and inspiration? Do you show your work-in-progress to other 
writers? Do you read your work aloud? Have you identified which of your 
composing strategies work for you and which ones don't?" To be honest, I had 
never thought much about any of this for my own composing process. I was 
still working on the think, outline, write, revise modeL And so when I came 
across Murray'S and Elbow's elegantly logical, nuts and bolts advice about the 
conditions that foster good writing and the ones that seem to inhibit it, I was 
intrigued-and hooked. 

From those first two books, I went on to the journal articles in which Mur
ray explained and extended the process approach, most notably "Write Before 
Writing," "Writing as Process: How Writing Finds Its Own Meaning," "Teach
ing the Other Self: The Writer's First Reader," and "The Maker's Eye: Revising 
Your Own Manuscripts" (now all collected in Learning fly Teaching); to Elbow's 
Writing with Power, which clarifies his argument that creating and criticizing 
are very different skills that usually conflict with each other; to Ken Macrorie's 
books, Telling Writing and Writing to Be Read, in which he argues for writing 
freely, for telling truths, and for finding your authentic voice; to Ann Berthoff's 
explanation of the dialectic relationship between writing and thinking and the 

,. uses of chaos in meaning-making; to Janet Emig's learned essays from the 1960s 
j and 1970s (now collected in The Web of Meaning), in which she identifies an in
! tellectual tradition and philosophical basis for a process pedagogy; and to Na
F talie Goldberg's Zen-inspired writing exercises and prompts. 

Scholars and teachers new to composition studies may be a bit baffled when 
told that when I discovered these ideas in the late seventies (which was already 

t fifteen years after Emig's breakthrough essay, liThe Uses of the Unconscious in 
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Composing," The Web of Meaning) and began implementing them in the early 
eighties (which, again, was years after teachers like Murray, Elbow, Macrorie, 
Emig, Berthoff, and William Coles had been practicing process for years), they 
still represented something of a pedagogical revolution. After all, it hardly 
seems daring any longer to suggest that in a writing course we ought to talk 
about the practice of writing or that we ought to devote at least as much time 
and attention to the production of texts as to their consumption. And yet, as 
many composition scholars (including Maxine Hairston in "Winds of Change: 
Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing") have pointed 
out, the argument that writing should be viewed and taught as an activity rep
resented a true paradigm shift for the field. 

It also represented an approach so controversial as to serve as a kind of 
disciplinary shibboleth~ in the late 19708 and early 19808 you were either one 
of the process-oriented teachers arguing for student choice of topics and forms; 
the necessity of authentic voice; writing as a messy, organic, recursive form of 
discovery, growth, and personal expression; or you were a teacher who be
lieved that we needed to resist process' attack on rules, conventions, standards, 
quality, and rigor. Or if you listened to what each side said about the other, 
you were either a soft-headed, mush-minded mystic clinging to 1960s nostal
gia or an old fuddy-duddy schoolmarm or master clinging to canned assign
ments, dying forms, and outdated autocratic methods. By the mid-1980s, 
process pedagogy was so prominent that you were, as Ken Kesey used to say 
about the add tests of the 1960s, either on the bus or off it. 

In fact, the binary camps organized around attitudes about standards and 
authority may seem reminiscent of 1960s political battles because in many ways 
it was the result of 1960s political battles, a point persuasively argued by James 
Marshall in "Of What Does Skill in Writing Really Consist?: The Political Life 
of the Writing Process Movement" and in Thomas Newkirk's "The Writing 
Process-VIsions and Revisions" in To Compose: Teaching Writing in High School 
and College: 

The writing process movement reflects the political era in which it was born, 
the turbulent years between 1966 and 1975. True to those times, much of the 
process pedagogy has an anti-institutional bias. The student was portrayed not 
as someone entering the academy, learning the practices of academic writing; 
it was more common to view academic writing as the enemy because it seemed 
to suppress the individual voice of the writer. The movement was clearly a 
challenge to literature specialists who controlled English departments; the at
tempt was to ask students to read their life experiences as text rather than to 
restrict their attention to the literary canon. And it was a challenge to the au
thority structure of the classroom and the "transmission" model symbolized 
by the podium placed before rows of immovable seats. (xvi) 

What process theorists were reacting against was as important to the move
as what they were arguing for. Process pedagogy was decidedly anti

ltahlishment, antiauthoritarian, anti-ina~thentidty. Process teachers did not 
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hate all written products; they only hated the kind of written products they 
claimed the traditional process inevitably produced-the canned, dull, lifeless 
student essay th,,!t seemed the logical outcome of a rules-driven, teacher
centered curriculum that ignored student interests, needs, and talents. For 
Emig, process was the fight against the "fifty-star theme"; for Macrorie, the en
emy was the pretentious, inauthentic school prose he dubbed "Engfish." El
bow talked about how premature editing and the "two-step method" (think, 
then write) lead to "dead" writing. And, perhaps as a takeoff on Linda Flower's 
notion of writer-based and reader-based prose, process advocates began to talk 
about school writing as "author-vacated" prose. Bad, boring, uninspired stu
dent writing was not inevitable; it was only a symptom of a bad, boring, unin
spired writing process that, in turn, was a symptom of bad, boring, uninspired 
pedagogy. 

Process practitioners claimed that their emphasis on craft, voice, and tech
nique could lead to something we had rarely thought to ask or hope for-lively, 
engaging, dynamic, strongly voiced student essays. Murray, who championed 
the weekly, one-to-one teacher-student writing conference, wrote with a Zen
like appeal of teaching by not teaching and, amazingly, about the thrill of read
ing dozens, hundreds, even thousands of student essays in which he learned 
more than he taught: 

It was dark when I arrived this winter morning, and it is dark as I wait for my 
last writing student to step out of the shadows in the corridor for my last con
ference. I am tired, but it is a good tired, for my students have generated en
ergy as well as absorbed it. I've learned something of what it is to be a childhood 
diabetic, to raise oxen, to work across from your father at 115 degrees in a steel
drum factory, to be a welfare mother with three children, to build a bluebird 
trail, to cruise the disco scene, to be a teen-age alcoholic, to salvage World War 
II wreckage under the Atlantic, to teach invented spelling to first graders, to 
bring your father home to die of cancer. I have been instructed in other lives, 
heard the voices of my students they had not heard before, shared their satis
faction in solving problems of writing with clarity and grace. I sit quietly in 
the late afternoon waiting to hear what Andrea, my next student, will say about 
what she has accomplished on her last draft and what she intends on her next 
draft. (Learning by Teaching 157) 

These ideas-that students actually have something important and origi
nal to say and will find ways to say it if we can just get out of their way, give 
them the freedom to choose their own material, and show them that we are 
interested-run throughout early process pedagogy. It is not so much a matter 
of teaching students new rules or strategies but of helping them gain access to 
their "real" or "authentic" voice and perspective that traditional school has 
taught them to distrust and suppress. Macrorie, who railed against "phony and 
pretentious" writing, argues that we had more access to vigorous, honest, en
gaging writing before we were ever schooled and socialized (Telling Writing 
14), while Elbow suggests that his theory is based on the /Iassumption that vir
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tually everyone has available great skill with words. That is everyone can, un
der certain conditions, speak with clarity and power" (Writing with Power 7). 

At the time I first came across these arguments, I was still assigning top
ics and dictating fonns. When I talked to colleagues about writing instruction, 

"	it was usually to commiserate about the drudgery of grading or to complain 
that only a few students in my classes seemed to be very good writers. "It's 
not that Johnny can't write," process pedagogues were suddenly saying. to the 
rest of us, "it's just that you, Professor Stuffed Shirt, can't teach. My students 
write wonderful essays." I was somewhat skeptical but mostly I was envious. 
And so I started the next semester by telling my students they could write their 
first essay on any subject, in any form, and that I would read and respond to 
their first drafts but that I would not grade them. 

It is not as if all of my students suddenly leapt up in applause and hoisted 
me upon their shoulders, cheering (they didn't); it's not even as if those first 
drafts were all that good. But the energy and balance in the classroom, as well 
as my role as a teacher, were clearly changed, and I felt there was no going back. 
Instead of choosing topics, teaching conventions, correcting, and grading, I now 
had the responsibility (and, hokey as it might sound, the opportunity and even 
pleasure) toread and respond to each evolving student essay as perceptively 
and creatively as possible. My primary job was not to tell the writer where she 
had gone wrong or right but to help her see what she had accomplished and 
what the essay might become in its next incarnation. I was now reading not for 
error and assessment but for nuance, possibility, gaps, potential. For the first 
time, I realized that student essays were texts to be intetpreted, discussed, mar
veled at, and that writing students were, amazingly enough, writers. 

What made the process movement all the more remarkable was that it was 
not just occurring in college English departments; it was happening everywhere 
writing was taught and practiced, from preschool through the work place. What 
Murray, Elbow, Coles, Emig, Macrorie, and others were suggesting for college 
composition, educators like Donald Graves (Writing: Teachers and Children at 
Work); Lucy Calkins (The Art of Teaching Writing); Nancie Atwell (In the Middle: 
New Understanding About Writing, Reading, and Learning); James Britton (The De
velopment of Writing Abilities 11-18); and Tom Romano (Clearing the Way: Work
ing with Teenage Writers) were advocating for children in schools K-12. In 
elementary schools where process pedagogy came to be known as the "whole 
language" movement, the key issues were whether students should be given 
basal readers, spelling tests, drill-and-skill lessons, and instruction in phonics 
and vocabulary or whether they should learn to read and write in the process 
and context of real reading and writing. Again the assumption was that stu
dents could write if, Graves explained, we designed a pedagogy that built on 
the skills, strengths, and interests they already possessed: 

Children want to write. They want to write the first day they attend school. 
This is no accident. Before they went to school they marked up walls, pave
ments, newspapers with crayons, chalk, pens or pencils ... anything that makes 
a mark. The child mark says, "I am." "No, you aren't," say most school ap-
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proaches to the teaching of writing. We underestimate the urge because of a 
lack of understanding of the writing process and what children do in order to 
control it. Instead, we take the control away from children and place unnec
essary road blocks in the way of their intentions. Then we say, "They don't 
want to write. How can we motivate them?" (Writing 3) 

Again, the key assumptions were that students are writers when they come to 
the classroom (even in kindergarten) and that the writing classroom should be 
a workshop in which they are encouraged through the supportive response of 
teachers and peers to use writing as a way to figure out what they think and 
feel and eventually to "publish" their work to be read and celebrated by the 
community of writers they have become. 

There are critics who have suggested that this wasn't such a big deal, that 
we always recognized writing as a process (Faigley), that process pedagogy 
never displaced "current-traditional" instruction (Crowley, "Around 1971: The 
Emergence of Process Pedagogy"), or that all that changed in the 1970s was 
the emphasis and the terminology. It is probably true that some of us in our 
nearly evangelical zeal exaggerated the contributions of Murray, Elbow, 
Macrorie, and Graves, but it is also true that, having long ago adopted the as
sumptions, attitudes, and methods of process pedagogy, many of its critics too 
easily forget the revolutionary nature of the movement. Just like critics of psy
choanalysis who tell you how far we have moved beyond Freud's quaint prac
tices and beliefs but who still talk comfortably about the unconscious, slips of 
the tongue, dream interpretation, or repression, there are those who claim that 
process has had its day and then acknowledge that in their teaching they still 
employ freewriting and journals and peer response groups and the idea that 
writing generates as well as reflects meaning. 

Of course, these critics are right in suggesting that "process versus prod
uct" is in some ways a misleading slogan: even the most process-oriented teach
ers acknowledge that a meaningful process ought to lead eventually to some 
sort of written product, and even the most product-oriented teacher accepts 
the fact that writing occurs in series of steps and stages. In fact, we can find all 
sorts of acknowledgment going back at least to Aristotle that writers need to 
proceed in stages and steps. The way I taught writing in 1975, when I paid no 
attention to invention, freewriting, peer review, or revision, was still based on 
the assumption that successful writing was the result of some sort of process: 
think, outline, gather evidence, write, proofread. It is a mistake, as I will try to 
point out in the next section, to idealize the process movement and to pretend 
that process teachers invented invention or rhetoric or writing instruction, but 
I bristle at the suggestion that the process approach was just a slightly differ
ent version of what came before. You might as well say that walking into a 
course in art history or art appreciation and handing each student a paintbrush, 
palette, and smock and telling them to get started is just a slightly different 
version of what art historians or critics usually do, for the elegantly radical 
changes these practitioners were suggesting in our field's attitudes and prac
tices were no less dramatic or far-reaching. 
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"€> PROCESS GOES TO SCHOOL 
Determined to gain a .scholarly footing in the field and determined to change 
my adjunct status for a tenure track position, I returned to grad school in the 
early 198Os, this time in composition studies. I chose the University of New 
Hampshire since it was close to my job and one of the bastions of process ped
agogy: UNH was the home not only of Don Murray but also of Don Graves, 
whose work on the writing process of seven-year-olds had done for elemen
tary school teachers and students what Murray's work had done on the col
lege level, and of Tom Newkirk, whose books, articles, and edited collections 
had sketched out the boundaries of process pedagogy for the elementary, sec

ondary, and college classroom. 
When I arrived in grad school, I had an experiential, empirical belief in 


process but no real scholarly basis for my approach. I soon found that I was 

not alone. Process pedagogies were popular because they critiqued old, tradi

tional forms; because they seemed open, new and daring; and because they 

seemed to work better than the system they replaced. But they hardly repre

sented a theoretically consistent or unified approach. Now scholars scrambled 

to identify and establish the theoretical and scholarly raison d'etre for process 

pedagogy by arguing that this approach was actually (or merely) the modem 

culmination or manifestation of the ideas of Plato or Coleridge or Virginia Woolf 

or John Dewey or the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. And of course in 

some sense all of these scholars were right, as were those who pointed out how 

freewriting grows directly from Freud's definition of free association or how 

the notion that writing does not merely reflect what the writer knows but ac

tually generates meaning through the identification of the writer's own un

conscious thoughts is the very cornerstone of psychoanalytic practice. 


However, it was not these philosophical or historical studies that were at 

the center of process scholarship: that center was the quickly proliferating body 

of scholarly articles and dissertations on the nature of the writing process and 

of writers at work. Throughout the 1970s and early 198Os, hundreds of schol

ars in the field began to publ~sh studies of writers writing. The scope and 

breadth of this scholarship were stunning: researchers began to focus on writ

ers at all stages of their education, at all stages of the process, at all levels of 


ability, and in all sorts of environments. 

Though the relationship was not always logical or direct, process research 

and process pedagogy clearly informed each other. As Stephen North points 
out in The Making of Knowledge in Composition, practitioners were apt to pick 
and choose research findings to cite in a somewhat arbitrary or even self
serving way, while much experimental research on process was flawed because I 
its findings had little to do with what happens in actual classrooms. Still there ,f 
can be little doubt that the research grew out of and into the changes we were ~:~t, 

witnessing in the classroom. Studies such as Gordon Wells' The Meaning Mak f' 
ers; Children Learning Language and Using Language to Learn, Graves' "An Ex \ 

amination of the Writing Processes of Seven Year OJd Children," and Atwell's 
In the Middle reinforced whole language pedagogy at the preschool, elemen , 

tary, and middle-school level, respectively. Two highly influential books
James Britton's The Development of Writing Abilities (11-18) and Janet Emig's The 
Composing Process o/Twelfth Graders-pointed the way toward new ways of as
signing and responding to the writing of secondary school students; and stud
ies of the works of professional writers, such as Carol Berkenkotter and 
Murray's "Decisions and Revisions: The Planning Strategies of a Publishing 
Writer, and Response of a Laboratory Rat-or, Being Protocoled," and Lee Odell 
and Dixie Goswami's Writing in Nonacademic Settings, helped us to reimagine 
the writing that goes on outside of school. 

Most significantly for college composition, though, were the thousands of 
case studies, experimental projects, and ethnographies of college composition 
students. Of particular significance were (1) the studies of the least accom
plished writers, including Mina Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations: A Guide 
for the Teacher of Basic Writing, David Bartholomae's "The Study of Error," and 
Sondra Perl's "The Composing Processes of Unskilled College Writers"; (2) the 
important scholarship that compared and contrasted the composing processes 
of novice and skilled writers (such as the work of Nancy Sommers and Linda 
Flower); (3) the research that viewed writing as a cognitive act and that focused 
on what was going on in a writer's mind when, for instance, she framed a prob
lem (Flower and Hayes), was on the verge or point of utterance (Britton, "Writ
ing to Learn and Learning to Write"), was translating inner speech to written 
discourse (Moffett), or was blocked or stuck (Rose); and (4) the persuasive body 
of scholarship (including works such as Kenneth Bruffee's "Collaborative 
Learning and the Conversation of Mankind," Karen Burke leFevre's Invention 
as a Social Act, Anne Ruggles Gere's Writing Groups: History, Theory, and Impli
cations, and John Trimbur's "Consensus and Difference in Collaborative learn
ing") that examined the social nature of composing and the ways in which 
language, meaning, and texts are always and inevitably socially constructed. 

In spite of this very wide range of scholarly approaches, it was the version 
of process that emphasized freewriting, voice, personal narrative, and writing 
as a form of discovery-that is, the version articulated by Murray, Elbow, 
Macrorie, Graves, and other so-called" expressivists" -that had the greatest'in
fluence on classroom practice and drew the most impassioned support and crit
icism. For that reason, it was not unusual to hear "process" and "expressivism" 
used almost interchangeably, as if expressivism were the only kind of process 
and process teachers were only expressivists. In fact, a teacher could empha
size the organic nature of the composing process but not assign or even allow 
personal writing, just as a teacher could insist on personal expression while 
still clinging to a traditional two-step (think first, then write) notion of the 
process. 

To some historians of composition, especially those historians critical of ex
pressivism, the different approaches that emerged in the 1970s mark signifi
cant and competing divisions within the process movement. James Berlin, for 
example, faults the "Neo-Platonists or Expressivists" for identifying truth 
within the individual "attainable only through an internal apprehension" 
("Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories" 773-774) and 
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for fostering naive notions of self, truth, and authenticity. In Berlin's narrative 
of progress, "the New Rhetoricians," a group that includes scholars such as 
Anne Berthoff, Andrea Lunsford, Linda Flower, and apparently Berlin himself, 
have displaced expressivist pedagogy by recognizing the social construction of 
knowledge and by developing a theory of composing that "treats all the offices 
of classical rhetoric that apply to written language-invention, arrangement, 
and style-and does so by calling upon the best that has been thought and said 
about them by contemporary observers" (776). 

Similarly, Lester Faigley argues that there are four clearly defined, com
peting theories of process: expressive, cognitive, social, and Marxist. In order 
to fit various theorists into the various categories, however, Faigley overlooks 
areas of agreement or overlap, such as cognitive aspects of expressivism or so
cial aspects of cognitivism. Murray and Elbow, for example, while emphasiz
ing an expressivist sense of the agency of the individual writer or the power 
of voice, also pay careful attention to audience and to the ways in which re
sponse shapes revision as well as invention. I am not suggesting that there are 
no significant differences in the underlying assumptions of scholars in these 
different camps; however, the differences in theory are less clear and less sig
nificant in the classroom, where most process practitioners borrow liberally 
from research of various kinds at various times in the course for various pur
poses. As a teacher in the early 1980s whose pedagogical approach had been 
completely transformed by expressivist pedagogy, for example, I found the 
reading I was doing as a grad student about social and cognitive approaches 
to. be immediately relevant and useful. 

My point is that the bitter debates that were raging in the professional jour
nals between advocates of various theoretical camps caused much less conflict 
in the classroom, where practitioners usually found something to borrow from 
each approach. In my own case, I remained committed to an expressivist ap
proach with, I will admit, something of the convert's zeal, but I still found many 
classroom strategies to borrow from cognitive scholars (such as Flower's ex
planation of how students move from writer-based to reader-based prose), from 
social constructivists (such as the collaborative writing assignments recom
mended by Gere or Bruffee), and from cultural critics (such as the use of ad
vertisements and popular culture as a way to alert students to the ways in 
which language manipulates and sustains power). 

I should also confess that I was open to new approaches because expres
sivist pedagogy, while it represented an immeasurable improvement over what 
I had been doing, was not a panacea for the frustration and failure that in
evitably crop up for writing teachers and students. This frustration, combined 
with the backlash to the evangelical rhetoric and claims of process teachers that 
developed during the late 1980s, led to some powerful critiques: 

•. Process pedagogy has become so regimented that it has turned into the kind 
1Ofrules-driven product that it originally critiqued. 

;.Process pedagogy became more widely practiced and more widely dis
in textbooks and in-service workshops, it is undeniably true that it 

Lad Tobin 

became much more domesticated and much less daring. Early process peda
gogy offered a view of composing that was not fixed or static. Murray, fol
lowing the lead of creative writers, celebrated surprise, discovery, even failure. 
Elbow talked about writing as growth. And Perl, in "Understanding Compos
ing," pointed out that composing was not linear but "recursive"; that is, writ
ers did not think and then neatly transmit that complete thought; instead the 
writing helped them clarify their thinking, just as in a messy, back-and-forth 
way, the thinking led to more writing. However, much of that perspective was 
lost in the translation of process pedagogy into a regimented sequence that di
vided the writing process into neat stages of prewriting, writing, and revising. 

I still remember the day in the mid-1980s when my office mate, a very tra
ditional teacher who had always required each student to go through a series 
of prescribed steps that she would check off before moving to the next (i.e., an 
approved thesis was required before the student could move on to the outline; 
an outline was required before the student could write the five-paragraph es
say, etc.) came back from summer break to announce that she had finally been 
won over. I remember being surprised and pleased that Evelyn had come over 
to the process side of the force, but not so surprised or pleased when the next 
week, from the other side of the partition, I heard her explaining her version 
of the method to one of her students: "You have not done any freewriting here. 
You can't just jump from brainstorming straight to composing. You can't skip 
steps." 

So while I would not dispute the fact that process pedagogy has in many 
cases become a regimented product, I would point out that this regimentation 
has more to do with the quirks of some individual teachers and the nature of 
the textbook business than with some inherent flaw in the process approach. 

• 	Process pedagogies are irresponsible because theyfail to teach basic and nec
essary skills and conventions. 

This has been a concern from the very beginning-that process was too soft, 
too touchy-feely, too student directed to do its job: teach students how to write. 
By discarding phonics and spelling tests and basal readers and grammar lessons 
in first-grade classrooms, whole language teachers were accused of shirking 
their responsibility and failing their students who needed skills, content, and 
direct instruction if they were to succeed in second grade and beyond; simi
larly, by allowing students to choose their own topics and forms and by not 
emphasizing the teaching of grammar, usage, audience analysis, and proof
reading, college composition teachers were accused of failing students who 
needed to learn the conventions of academic discourse. ,i Some critics, such as George Hillocks, argue further that the "natural 

I 	 process" approach is flawed because the teacher, playing too much of a pas
sive role, fails to provide enough structure, guidance, and direct instruction 
about particular conventions and strategies. Where, Hillocks asks, is the proof 
that process works? An important question, of course, but hardly an innocent 
one. Given the wide range of differing and necessarily subjective opinions about l.... 
what constitutes good writing, it is unclear what could possibly constitute proof ~. 
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in this case. In addition, since process practitioners aim not simply to help a 
student write several successful essays but to change fundamental attitudes 
and practices ("focus more on the writer than on the writing" is a common 
process slogan), the success of the approach needs to be measured by some
thing other than standardized pretests and posttests of writing ability. If process 
pedagogy works, its proponents argue, students will adopt more productive 
attitudes and practices (e.g., starting earlier, employing freewriting and other 
invention strategies, seeking feedback, relying on revision, etc.) that may take 
time to integrate but that will remain long after the course has ended. 

But beyond that, defenders of process explain that many of the critiques 
of irresponsibility are founded on distortions and exaggerations of actual 
process approa!=hes. The whole language movement has never ignored stan
dards or skills, Regie Routrnan explains in Literacy at the Crossroads: Critical Talk 
About Reading, Writing, and Other Teaching Dilemmas, a compelling critique of 
whole language critiquers. Similarly, in The Performance of Self in Student Writ
ing, Newkirk responds persuasively to critics who believe that the process ped
agogies that allow personal writing are without sufficient rigor or content by 
demonstrating the enormously complex rhetorical task this kind of writing re

quires. 

• 	Process pedagogy is outmoded because it posits a view of "the writer" that 

fails to take into account differences of race, gender, and class. 


To some extent, this criticism is also based on a distortion of what early process 
theorists actually said about the process. Murray and Elbow, for example, go 
out of their way to make the point that different writers work in different ways, 
that no one model will work for every student and every teacher. However, it 
is true that early process texts refer often to "the writer" or "the writing 
process." But the critique that process pedagogy offers an essentialist view of 
the writer has merit not because of what process theorists said but because of 
what they didn't say. That is, early process manifestos said very little about dif
ferences in race, gender, and class and therefore may be faulted (as they have 
been by, for example, Lisa Delpit and bell hooks) for implying that those dif
ferences were not relevant or significant. 

• 	By focusing on the individual writer, process pedagogy fails to recognize 

the role and significance of context. 


This is an extension of the critiques of Faigley, Berlin, and LeFevre about the 
ways in which expressivist pedagogy overlooked the social nature of compos
ing. By focusing so much on individual writers, expressivists are faulted for 
not focusing on the factors that shape composing. To some critics (Bartholo
mae, for instance, in "Study"), this meant that a writing class should focus more 

. on the immediate context of the university and that the process should be the 
introduction to and eventual mastery of academic discourse. To others, this 

that the class should focus on the multiple systems, codes, and cultures 
form a writer's environment and shape her discourse (e.g., Cooper); and 
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to still others (e.g., Berlin), this meant that writing teachers should focus more 
on the larger context of late Western twentieth-century capitalism and that the 
process should teach students to resist the ways in which they are being con
trolled and manipulated by the dominant languages in the culture. 

As I moved through graduate school, my reading of composition journals, and 
attendance at national conferences, I found these critiques all had roughly the 
same effect on me. They made me say "Yes, but. ... " I could see the logic of 
the criticism; in fact, I ended up writing a dissertation and a book (Writing Re
lationships: What Really Happens in the Composition Class) that in many ways crit
icize process theorists for idealizing their results. I had run into enough 
disappointments as a process teacher to know that it was never as easy as 
putting the desks in a circle, announcing that we had decentered our author
ity, telling students to write what they wanted, and watching as they worked 
together harmoniously in peer groups to push themselves toward better and 
better revisions. 

Still, even as I criticized process theorists for not talking enough about fail
ure, conflict, competition, resistance, and the various contexts that inevitably 
shape texts, even as I found much of the social aspects of composing to be use
ful and compelling, I still found nothing that displaced or disproved the fun
damental vision offered by the first process practitioners . 

~ 	POSTPROCESS, ANYONE? 

A few years ago I was invited to a regional conference of rhetoricians and com
position experts. The invitation stated that now that we had entered an age of 
"postprocess" it was important for us to come together and figure out what to 
do next. Since I thought reports of the death of process pedagogy were pre
mature and presumptuous, I was more than a little irritated and defensive. It 
turned out, I learned once I got to the conference, that we all were in agree
ment that process had been fine in its day-after all it had displaced the old 
hulking, decaying materials and methods of the preprocess days-but its time 
had come and gone and we were now left with a terrible void. Process, ac
cording the postprocess theorists, had left us with no content. 

Students can't write about nothing, the argument goes, which apparently 
is what they were writing about when the course was organized around their 
choice of topics and issues. However, what would count as content in a post
process stage is not quite what counted as content in a preprocess stage: there 
was no one at the conference arguing for a return to a course organized around 
canonical works of literature; the postprocess courses that were proposed at 
the conference were about cultural critiques and "contact zones"; there were 
courses about the semiotics of the cosmetics industry, the rhetoric of Japanese
American trade agreements, the politics of medical research on AIDS. 

During the morning, I sulked; by lunch, I simmered; and at the afternoon 
session (at which we were supposed to divide into groups and come up with 
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new postprocess courses), I threw a tantrum. "I refuse to develop a postprocess 
course," I told my group mates, "because I refuse to accept the whole premise 
of this conference-that process is dead. These courses are fine as electives or 
as units within a writing course, but how can anyone seriously argue that they 
can replace process pedagogy as our core?" 

I could have gone on. I could have said that organizing a course around a 
huge collection of readings that are chosen and controlled by the teacher and 
that reflect the teacher's interests and agendas sets back composition pedagogy 
thirty years-no matter how hip or leftist or progressive the readings are meant 
to be. And I could have said, if we learned anything from Murray, Emig, and 
Elbow, we know that you don't teach students to write by telling them that 
their views on issues that concern them or their narratives about events that 
shaped them-their experience caring for a grandparent with Alzheimer's, their 
solutions for the problems of homelessness, even their stories about winning 
the big game or pulling a great Halloween prank-don't count as content or 
count only as naive opinions to be corrected during the course. 

Fortunately, I didn't say all of that because the people in my group who 
first looked only irritated by my harangue now were looking seriously wor
ried about my mental health and their own well being. "I just wish that 
we had the nerve to do what some of the first process teachers did in the 
early seventies," I concluded. "I wish we had the nerve to throw everything 
overboard-paper assignments, the modes of discourse, a course reading list, 
grading, lectures on grammar and usage-and just leave the student's writing 
at the center of what we do every day and every class." 

This elicited a few patronizing smiles, as if I had just said I wished that we 
could go back to a time when life was simpler, when we didn't have electric
ity and telephones and automobiles. "Yes, well, that might be interesting," one 
of my group mates said dismissively, "but our task today is to develop a post
process course that has some real content, OK?" 

Uke all binary oppositions, the distinction between content and non content 
can be easily deconstructed. But it is not the only topic on which process' pro
ponents and its critics are each guilty of exaggeration. Actually I don't want to 
go back to the time when I first discovered process and when I did, in fact, 
throw everything out of my course except student writing. It was exhilarating 
at first, but after a while I found the course a little thin and a little insulated; 
slowly, over the years, I rediscovered the value of a well-placed writing prompt, 
an instructive or inspirational reading assignment, a cogent minilesson on some 
aspect of rhetoric, a unit on collaborative writing or cultural studies, and I in
troduced or reintroduced some of those materials and methods into the course. 

My refusal to admit all this to my group mates grew out of my desire to 
I counteract what I took to be their too-easy dismissal of process' contributions. 

of course, in some sense, process had it coming. After all, those of us who 
...,T\T\nrlP<"l process pedagogies often misrepresented preprocess approaches as 

and ineffectual when, in fact, much of what we know about the 
of writing long preceded the process movement. Further, much of the 
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most interesting contemporary scholarship, such as Lunsford and Ede's land
mark research on audience analysis or the perceptive observations of Wayne 
Booth, Gary Tate, and Daniel Reagan on the use of literature in a writing course, 
applies a process sensibility to questions that go back long before the process 
movement to classical rhetoric. 

Dividing the history of our field into preprocess, process, and postprocess 
is as reductive and misleading as dividing the composing process into prewrit
ing, writing, and revising. In fact, many of the postprocess critiques of the '90s 
rely heavily on process methods, just as process pedagogy continues to make 
use of traditional ideas about invention, development, thesis definition, notions 
of authorship, and so on (an argument that Crowley persuasively develops in 
"Around 1971/1). However, while the original resistance to process had come 
primarily from traditional teachers trying to hold on to the past and from 
process teachers suggesting friendly amendments, the postprocess critiques 
were more likely to come from scholars on the left trying to move composition 
toward cultural studies (e.g., Harris), poststructuralism (e.g., Schilb), and, in 
some cases, the replacement of required composition courses with elective of
ferings in rhetoric (e.g., Crowley, "A Personal Essay on Freshman English"). 

It is not hard to see the postprocess movement of the late 1990s as an ex
tension of the critiques in the mid-1980s. The criticism of process for promot
ing a view of writing that was too rigid and that ignored differences of race, 
class, and gender became an outright rejection of process for its naively posi
tivist notions of language, truth, self, authorship, and individual agency. Sim
ilarly, the criticism of process for not providing students with sufficiently 
significant and challenging content and context became a rejection of process 
as ahistorical or arhetoricaI. As a product of contemporary critical theory, these 
critiques make some sense to me. As a classroom teacher, though, I have my 
doubts, for while positivist notions of agency, authorship, voice, and self may 
be philosophically naive, they can still be pedagogically powerful. In other 
words, it may be enormously useful for a student writer (or any writer for that 
matter) to believe at certain moments and stages of the process that she actu
ally has agency, authority, an authentic voice, and a unified self. 

As the administrator of a university writing program that employs seventy 
instructors each year (after finishing my Ph.D., I took a job developing and di
recting the writing program at Boston College), I have had to develop an ap
preciation for differing approaches to these issues. In the end, however, the 
underlying philosophical assumptions still seem less significant to me than the 
way in which a writing teacher answers this question: should a writing course 
be organized around production or consumption? It is around this very basic 
question that (at least) two paths diverge, and how a teacher chooses usually 

t makes all the difference. 
Process pedagogues are still apt to devote most class time to responses to 

student works-in-progress; to discussions of "the process" (that is, to the meth
ods that successful writers use to find and focus topics, to discover their mean
ing and voice, to productively give and take peer review); and to writing 
exercises. They are likely to emphasize invention strategies, the necessity of re



16 
17 

Process Pedagogy 

vision after feedback, and reading assignments designed to support the stu
dents as writers. On the other hand, preprocess and postprocess teachers are 
apt to assign more reading and to devote more class time to discussions, in
terpretations, and assessments of the works of professional writers, to the iden
tification of the characteristics of effective writing, to the teaching of rhetorical 
conventions and strategies, and to writing assignments designed to support 
the students as readers. 

There is of course value in both (or all three) approaches, and my own cur
rent classroom approach shows a high degree of pedagogical diversity (or dilet
tantism). In most respects, I still remain clearly committed to a process design: 
I allow students to choose most of their own topics and forms and to work on 
essays for long periods of time punctuated by frequent feedback and revision. 
And I devote most class time to workshops, group work, writing activities, and 
discussions of invention and revision strategies. But 1 am no longer as rigid or 
as pure about teaching by not teaching. I have gone back to my earliest days 
by reinserting some of my old minilessons on how to identify your audience, 
how to establish a credible ethos, how to cite sources, and even how to write 
a five-paragraph essay (1 figure it comes in handy on essay exams). At the same 
time, I find myself borrowing postprocess language and methods to help stu
dents see how texts and writers and readers are always and inevitably em
bedded in multiple contexts and cultures. 

In my current incarnation, I am likely to ask my students to read a Nike 
ad alongside an essay by Orwell or Woolf and to introduce Bakhtin's notion of 
heteroglossia alongside Strunk and White's adVice about word choice. But no 
matter how much I draw on current-traditional rhetoric or postprocess theory, 
I still strive to keep my students' evolving drafts and their sense of themselves 
as evolving writers at the very center of the course. For that reason, the model 
offered by early process practitioners remains, in spite of the important cri
tiques, amendments, and clarifications offered by the theorists who preceded 
and followed them, as elegant, daring, and compelling as any pedagogical de
sign I've yet come across. 
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Expressive Pedagogy: 
Practice/Theory, Theory/Practice 

CHRISTOPHER BURNHAM 

"€> INTRODUCTION 

In "Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories," James 
Berlin reminds us that all pedagogy is ideological; any single approach sup
ports an underlying set of values while questioning others. He analyzes the 
teaching of writing according to a set of interactions among the four separate 
elements that constitute a rhetorical act: writer, audience, message, and lan~ 
guage. These are often represented as a triangle. The element placed within the 
triangle assumes greatest prominence, mediating the others. Expressivism 
places the writer in the center, articulates its theory, and develops its peda
gogical system by assigning highest value to the writer and her imaginative, 
psychological, social, and spiritual development and how that development in
fluences individual consciousness and social behavior. Expressivist pedagogy 
employs freewriting, journal keeping, reflective writing, and small~group dia
logic collaborative response to foster a writer's aesthetic, cognitive, and moral 
development. Expressivist pedagogy encourages, even insists upon, a sense of 
writer presence even in research-based writing. This presence-"voice" or 
ethos-whether explicit, implicit, or absent, functions as a key evaluation cri~ 
terion when expressivists examine writing. 

Invoking expressivist values in conversations about teaching writing gen
erally arouses controversy. Allies corne from various, sometimes conflicting, 
ideological backgrounds. bell hooks, the African-American feminist and liber~ 
atory teacher, presents an arguably expressivist pedagogy in Sisters of the Yam: 
Black Women and Self-Recovery (1993) and Teaching to Transgress: Education as the 
Practice of Freedom (1994). She assigns great value and responsibility to the 
teacher as well as to the writer or person, insisting that education at every level 
and in every context attends to ethical formation. She argues that community 
morality depends on the ethical discrimination and consequent individual ac
tion of each of its members and implicates dominant institutions for failures in 


