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James A. Reither

Writing and Knowing: Toward
Redefining the Writing Process

Who is this that darkeneth counsel
by words without knowledge?
Job, 38:2

Composition Studies was transformed when theorists, researchers, and teachers
of writing began trying to find out what actually happens when people write.
Over the last decade or so, members of the discipline have striven primarily to
discover and teach the special kinds of thinking, the processes, that occur during
composing.! The goal has been to replace a prescriptive pedagogy (select a sub-
ject, formulate a thesis, outline, write, proofread) with a descriptive discipline
whose members study and teach ‘‘process not product.’’ Although the meth-
odologies of process research have been challenged, its contributions to our un-
derstanding of composing have been applauded by theorists and practitioners
alike. The consensus has generally been that process researchers have done a
good job of answering the questions they have asked. Still, some are beginning
to point to questions that, if they’ve been raised at all, have certainly not been
answered.

Richard Larson, for example, has asked, ‘‘How does the impulse to write
arise?’’ And, ‘‘How does the writer identify the elements needed for a solution
[to a rhetorical problem], retrieve from memory or find in some other source(s)
the items needed in the solution, and then test the trial solution to see whether it
answers the problem?’” (250-251).

1. Some well-known examples: Emig combined composing-aloud sessions, observation, and inter-
views to examine the composing processes of twelfth-grade writers. Perl used thinking-aloud protocols
to uncover patterns or subroutines that occur and recur during composing. Flower and Hayes also tape
and analyze thinking-aloud protocols, created by skilled and unskilled writers; their special concern has
been to construct an accurate model of what happens as writers manage such subprocesses as planning,
translating, and reviewing. Matsuhashi video-taped writers in the act of writing, paying special attention
to planning and decision-making processes during pauses in composing. Sommers interviewed skilled
and unskilled writers after they had revised pieces of writing, and then analyzed the pieces to determine
the kinds of writer-concerns that motivated changes made from draft to draft. And, just as important,
Murray has written to watch himself writing to learn what was happening as he wrote.

Director of the Writing Program at St. Thomas University, James A. Reither is also founder and editor of
Inkshed, a Canadian newsletter devoted to writing and reading theory and practice. An earlier version of
this paper was presented under the auspices of the Division on the Teaching of Writing, Modern
Languages Association, in Washington, DC.
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Lee Odell, in a Four Cs paper entitled ‘‘Reading and Writing in the Work-
place,”’ observed that our questions about composing and inquiry processes
have tended to stay ‘‘too close to the text.”” Odell’s own research has led him to
conclude that writing and inquiry are often (if not always) ‘‘socially collab-
orative’’ and that invention, discovery, and inquiry are closely tied to institu-
tional relationships and strategies. Interpersonal and institutional contexts are,
according to Odell, far more important than our literature has acknowledged,
and he urges us to study more closely these contexts and strategies as necessary
components of writing and inquiry processes.

Taking a different tack, Patricia Bizzell has divided composition theorists and
researchers into two theoretical camps—those ‘‘interested in the structure of
language-learning and thinking processes in their earliest state, prior to social in-
fluence’’; and those ‘‘more interested in the social processes whereby language-
learning and thinking capabilities are shaped and used in particular commu-
nities’’ (215). Bizzell laments the dominance of the ‘‘inner-directed’’ camp, argu-
ing that Flower and Hayes, for example, pay too little attention to the role of
knowledge in composing (229), and that ‘‘what looks like a cognitive difference
[between unskilled and skilled writers often] turns out to have a large social
component’’ (233). She thus argues that student writing difficulties often stem
not from faulty or inefficient composing processes but, rather, from unfamiliarity
with academic discourse conventions. ‘‘What is underdeveloped,’’ she suggests,
““‘is their knowledge of the ways experience is constituted and interpreted in the
academic discourse community . . .”’ (230).

One result, as John Gage notes, is that the classical concept of stasis has all
but vanished from the textbooks. The typical writing situation, according to
Gage, is one in which reader and writer already share knowledge, ‘‘and it is the
difference between what they know that motivates the need for communica-
tion—in both directions—and which therefore compels the act of writing’’ (2).
Our practice, however, is to ‘‘send students in search of something to intend,
. . . as if intention itself were subject to free choice. Students do not begin writ-
ing in order to fulfill an intention; rather, they are assumed to begin intentionless
to search for something to want to say’’ (2).

What Larson, Odell, Bizzell, and Gage all point to is the tendency in com-
position studies to think of writing as a process which begins with an impulse to
put words on paper; and the issues they raise should lead us to wonder if our
thinking is not being severely limited by a concept of process that explains only
the cognitive processes that occur as people write. Their questions and observa-
tions remind us that writing is not merely a process that occurs within contexts.
That is, writing and what writers do during writing cannot be artificially sepa-
rated from the social-rhetorical situations in which writing gets done, from the
conditions that enable writers to do what they do, and from the motives writers
have for doing what they do. Writing is not to context what a fried egg is to its
pan.2 Writing is, in fact, one of those processes which, in its use, creates and
constitutes its own contexts.

2. I owe the metaphor to my colleague Alan W. Mason (personal communication).
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Assisted, however, by the notion that writing is itself a mode of learning and
knowing, and by the popularity of such developments as the attacks on ‘‘Eng-
fish’’ (with the concomitant emphasis on the values of expressive writing), pro-
cess research—precisely because it has taught us so much—has bewitched and
beguiled us into thinking of writing as a self-contained process that evolves es-
sentially out of a relationship between writers and their emerging texts. That is,
we conceptualize and teach writing on the ‘‘model of the individual writer shap-
ing thought through language’ (Bazerman, ‘‘Relationship’’ 657), as if the pro-
cess began in the writer (perhaps with an experience of cognitive dissonance)
and not in the writer’s relationship to the world. In this truncated view, all writ-
ing—whether the writer is a seasoned veteran or a ‘‘placidly inexperienced nine-
teen-year-old’’ (Schor 72)—begins naturally and properly with probing the con-
tents of the memory and the mind to discover the information, ideas, and
language that are the substance of writing. This model of what happens when
people write does not include, at least not centrally, any substantive coming to
know beyond that which occurs as writers probe their own present experience
and knowledge. Composition studies does not seriously attend to the ways writ-
ers know what other people know or to the ways mutual knowing motivates
writing—does not seriously attend, that is, to the knowing without which cog-
nitive dissonance is impossible.

The upshot is that we proceed as if students come to us already widely-expe-
rienced, widely-read, well-informed beings who need only learn how to do the
kinds of thinking that will enable them to probe their experience and knowledge
to discover what Rohman calls the ‘‘writing ideas’’ (106) for their compositions.
We teach them to look heuristically into their own hearts, experiences, long-
term memories, information- and idea-banks to discover what they have to say
on the assigned or chosen subject. In so doing, we send several obviously prob-
lematic messages. One, identified by Bizzell, is that ‘‘once students are capable
of cognitively sophisticated thinking and writing, they are ready to tackle the
problems of a particular writing situation’’ (217). Another is that composing can
be learned and done outside of full participation in the knowledge/discourse
communities that motivate writing. Another is that other kinds of learning which
can and do impel and give substance to writing—those, for example, that result
from deliberate, purposeful learning through observation, reading, research, in-
quiry—are not really part of writing.? Yet another is that those kinds of learning
have already occurred sufficiently to impel and ‘‘authorize’’ writing. That is,
writers do not need to know what they are talking about: they can learn what
they are talking about as they compose; they can write their way out of their ig-
norance.

3. This reductive notion of writing allows one widely-adopted composition textbook, Cowan and
Cowan’s Writing, to advise students that in writing aresearch paper ‘‘you have to have a large number of
skills—some writing skills, some nonwriting’’ (428). Students learning the shape and scope of the writing
process from this textbook are advised that using the library, taking notes, incorporating notes into an
essay, documenting sources, and using appropriate research paper forms are ‘‘nonwriting skills’’ (428).
Inquiry outside the mind and memory of the writer, and the knowing required for conducting such
inquiry, are not necessarily related and therefore readily separable from ‘‘writing.”’
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We need to broaden our concept of what happens when people write. Writing
is clearly a more multi-dimensioned process than current theory and practice
would have us believe, and one that begins long before it is appropriate to com-
mence working with strategies for invention. If we are going to teach our stu-
dents to need to write, we will have to know much more than we do about the
kinds of contexts that conduce—sometimes even force, certainly enable—the
impulse to write. The ‘‘micro-theory’’ of process now current in composition
studies needs to be expanded into a ‘‘macro-theory’’ encompassing activities,
processes, and kinds of knowing that come into play long before the impulse to
write is even possible.

To bring about that expansion, we need to press some new questions; and we
need to know more than we now know, not only about cognitive processes dur-
ing composing, but also about processes involved in coming to know generally.
The focus of composition studies is presently on the first three of the five parts
of classical rhetoric—on invention, arrangement, and style. It is time to look for
ways to bring stasis back into the process and to learn more about its role in
writing. We should use case studies, ethnographic studies, longitudinal studies,
textual analysis, thinking-aloud protocol analysis, to answer such questions as
these: What is the precise role in composing of substantive knowing—of concen-
trated participation in a knowledge/discourse community; of, simply, a fund of
information on and ideas about the subject at hand? What, in this regard, is the
precise relation between writing and reading? Where do we get our language for
talking about things? What exactly are discourse conventions,* where do they
come from, and how do we learn them? Are writers who know a great deal—
who have engaged in direct and indirect sorts of inquiry within specific knowl-
edge/discourse communities—Ilikely to be better or different writers? Are writers
who know how to find out likely to be better or different? What happens when
people conduct inquiry and research? How do writers acquire the authority that
impels writing? What kinds of knowing, and what kinds of knowing how, enable
and assist writing?

Bizzell (238-239), Elaine Maimon, and Kenneth Bruffee (‘‘Peer Tutoring’’) all
argue that we must analyze and teach the conventions of academic discourse. It
seems clear, however, that that’s not enough. To do that is to continue to con-
fine students to the ‘‘impoverished’’ ‘‘meanings carried by the conventional
rules of language’ (Cooper 108). Bruffee, citing Richard Rorty, notes that ‘‘In
normal discourse . . . everyone agrees on the ‘set of conventions about what
counts as a relevant contribution, what counts as a question, what counts as
having a good argument for that answer or a good criticism of it’>’ (8). He goes
on to say, rightly, that ‘“Not to have mastered the normal discourse of a disci-
pline, no matter how many ‘facts’ or data one may know, is not to be knowl-
edgeable in that discipline’” (9). But the obverse is equally true: What counts as
a relevant contribution, question, answer, or criticism is determined not only by

4. In this regard, see Bazerman, ‘‘What Written Knowledge Does.”’ See also, on a different level,
the two textbooks that have come out of the Beaver College writing-across-the-curriculum program:
Maimon, et al., Writing in the Arts and Sciences and Readings in the Arts and Sciences.
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adherence to a set of discourse conventions, but also by such concerns as
whether or not the contribution, question, answer, or criticism has already ap-
peared in ‘‘the literature’’—whether or not it is to the point, relevant, or timely.
A writer addressing dead issues, posing questions already answered, or voicing
irrelevant criticisms is judged ignorant and viewed as, at best, an initiate—not
yet an insider, not yet a full member of the discipline. Rather more basically,
what counts as relevant is a contribution in which the writer’s version of ‘‘the
facts of the matter’” accords with the version held in general by the community
addressed by the writing.

To belong to a discourse community is to belong to a knowledge communi-
ty—an ‘‘inquiry community’’; and the ways things are talked or written about
are no more vital than the content of what’s talked and written about. As
Bruffee says, ‘‘Ordinary people write to inform and convince other people with-
in the writer’s own community. . .”’ (8). Because that’s true, we must think not
merely in terms of analysis and explanation; we must also think in terms of the
other kinds of knowing required to belong to a community. We need to extend
our understanding of the process of writing so that it will include not only expe-
rience- and memory-probing activities, but also inquiry strategies and techniques
that will enable students to search beyond their own limited present experience
and knowledge. We need to help students learn how to do the kinds of learning
that will allow them, in their writing, to use what they can know, through effec-
tive inquiry, rather than suffer the limits of what they already know. We need to
bring curiosity, the ability to conduct productive inquiry, and an obligation for
substantive knowing into our model of the process of writing. To do that, we
need to find ways to immerse writing students in academic knowledge/discourse
communities so they can write from within those communities.

The writing-across-the-curriculum movement, when it’s done well, seems to
have a chance of doing that. So also does Bruffee’s own collaborative learning,
if it can be untied from the notion of peer tutoring. As matters now stand, how-
ever, neither of these adequately addresses the problem of teaching students
how to come to know so they can write literally as ‘‘knowledgeable peers’’
(Bruffee, ‘‘Peer Tutoring’’ 6) in academic communities. Neither gives students
opportunities to ‘‘indwell’’ (Polanyi) an actual academic knowledge/discourse
community, to learn, from the inside, its major questions, its governing assump-
tions, its language, its research methods, its evidential contexts, its forms, its
discourse conventions, its major authors and its major texts—that is, its knowl-
edge and its modes of knowing. Only this kind of immersion has a real chance of
giving substance to their coming to know through composing.

The title of a course in which this immersion is to occur does not really mat-
ter. Neither does the name of the discipline or department in which the course is
taught. It need not be a writing course. (In fact, obviously, this immersion need
not occur in the context of a course at all. Most of us learned to do what we do
on our own—perhaps in spite of the courses we took—and some students con-
tinue to do the same.) What does matter is that the course should be ‘‘organized
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as a collaborative investigation of a scholarly field rather than the delivery of a
body of knowledge.”’5

As I have claimed above, discourse communities are also knowledge commu-
nities. The business of knowledge communities is inquiry—coming to know. In
academia, inquiry necessarily begins with reading in the literature of a ‘‘schol-
arly field’’ (which may be almost anything: rhetoric or evolution, for instance; or
deviant behavior, the literature of eighteenth-century England, the comedies of
Shakespeare, Islamic religions, literacy, and so on). Because, in an essential
way, the literature of a scholarly field is the scholarly field, reading in that liter-
ature is elemental to all other kinds and levels of investigation, including writing;
and for all of us, but particularly for students, reading in the literature normally
means library research. Furthermore, academic writing, reading, and inquiry are
collaborative, social acts, social processes,® which not only result in, but also—
and this is crucial—result from, social products: writing processes and written
products are both elements of the same social process. Hence, academic writ-
ing, reading, and inquiry are inseparably linked; and all three are learned not by
doing any one alone, but by doing them all at the same time. To ‘‘teach writing”’
is thus necessarily to ground writing in reading and inquiry.

In general terms, then, this immersion—this initiation—should image in
important ways the ‘‘real world”’ of active, workaday academic inquirers. The
course most effectively operates as a workshop” in which students read and
write not merely for their teacher, but for themselves and for each other. In fact,
students and teachers function best as co-investigators, with reading and writing
being used collaboratively to conduct the inquiry. Organizing a course in this
way allows an incredible range of reading activities—in everything from bibli-
ographies to books; and a similar range of writing activities—from jotting down
call numbers to writing formal articles of the sorts they are reading. What mat-
ters is that this should be language in use. In such a context, writing, reading,
and inquiry are evaluated according to their pragmatic utility: the important
question is not ‘““How good is it?”’ but, instead, ‘‘To what extent and how effec-
tively does it contribute to and further the investigation?’’ The inquiry is made
manageable in the same way all such inquiries are made manageable, not by

S. Russell A. Hunt, my colleague at St. Thomas University, phrased it this way in a course
description.

6. Bizzell’s article and Bruffee’s ‘‘Peer Tutoring’’ (or his recontextualization of that article, ‘‘Col-
laborative Writing and the ‘Conversation of Mankind,’ *’) are important here, not only for their discus-
sions of the social grounding of writing, but also for their references to much of the important literature in
this particular scholarly field. See (for example) the following theoretical works: Fleck, Genesis and
Development of a Scientific Fact; Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, esp. Part 111; Fish, Is
There a Text in This Class?; and, most important, Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
Finally, for a sampling of various kinds of research in this area, see Bazerman’s ‘‘What Written
Knowledge Does’’; the work of Odell and Goswami—for example, ‘‘Writing in a Nonacademic Set-
ting’’; and Myers, ‘‘Texts as Knowledge Claims.”

7. For a model of the kind of workshop this might be, see Knoblauch and Brannon. A major
difference between their ideal workshop and mine is that I would embed the discourse community of the
workshop in the socially-constructed knowing available in the record of the larger conversation going on
in the literature of the scholarly field being investigated.
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““choosing’’ and ‘‘focusing’’ a topic, but by seeking answers to the questions
which impel the investigation.

Out of this immersion in academic inquiry and out of the ways they see them-
selves and others (both their immediate peers and those who have authored the
literature of the field) using reading and writing to conduct the inquiry, students
can construct appropriate models. That is, they can see effective and ineffective
writing, reading, and inquiry conventions, strategies, and behaviors at work—
not just as those conventions and behaviors can be inferred by reading in the lit-
erature, but also as they are evolved and used by their teachers and each other.
Student and teacher roles in the workshop evolve out of their own participation
in the investigation: reading and writing; exchanging and using each others’ in-
formation, ideas, notes, annotations, sources; defining goals and making plans;
applying ‘‘truth-seeking procedures’’ (Bach and Harnish 43); bringing to bear
topic and world knowledge to conduct what Bereiter and Scardamalia call *‘re-
flective inquiry’’ (5-6).

At the core of composition studies is the virtually unchallenged conviction
that what we have to study and what we have to teach is ‘‘process not product.”’
By process, however, we presently mean something that encourages in our stu-
dents the notion that through writing they can, like Plato’s Gorgias, ‘‘answer any
question that is put to [them]’’ (20). Because we routinely put our students in
arhetorical situations in which they can only write out of ignorance, they have
little choice but to ‘‘hunt more after words than matter’’ (Bacon 29), and we
stand open to the charge that we advocate ‘‘mere rhetoric’’ over writing in-
formed by a profound relationship between writers and their worlds. It is time to
redefine the writing process so that substantive social knowing is given due
prominence in both our thinking and our teaching.
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Call for Papers

The NCTE Committee on Film Study will combine efforts with the editors of TETYC to
publish a special issue (December 1986) of Teaching English in the Two-Year College on
FiLM, TELEVISION, AND VIDEO: NEW DIRECTIONS FOR THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH. The
following types of manuscripts are welcome: papers reporting on substantive research in the
field, essays that provide a theoretical framework for integrating visual media into the
teaching of English, and pedagogical articles describing specific approaches (thematic,
structural, rhetorical, linguistic, aesthetic) to the study of film, television, and video within
the English curriculum.

Please follow the MLA Handbook, 2nd ed. (1984), and submit two copies to William V.
Costanzo, Department of English, Westchester Community College, Valhalla, NY 10595.
Manuscripts will be returned only if accompanied by a stamped, return envelope. Deadline
for all submissions: April 1, 1986.
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