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_ Chapter 1: CrOSSing the Writing?Threshold'

ertlng——puttlng pen to paper or flngers to the
‘fykeyboard——ls never really easy. Even at the best of tlmes,
mw1th 1nsp1red 1deas focused in the mlnd’s eye, there 1s

_ always the nagglng compllcatlon of hav1ng to translate those‘

"":mthoughts 1nto words on pages of paper ‘Sometimes and for o

some people the wrltlng comes more eas1ly than others
5vCalv1n Trlllln reflects,”"Sometlmes-—when I am very lucky——
"the story just opens up before me and I reallze which |
dlrectlon to go in" '(11 12) Another wrlter, Donald M.
[Murray, says of hlS alter ego "Morlson" on. one of hlS less
fluent days,,"He clears wrltlng tlme on hls schedule, shuts
‘thefdoor - . . and watches a tree grow R he‘makes neat
ve'work‘plans ;;. . and doesn't follow them" (219) . Onevof myf
jstudents v01ces the same reallty :“Sometlmes I can sit down
'and wrlte rlght off the top of my head Yet, at other times
I 'sit down_and can tithlnk of'alslngle word;" .
| 'Ideas may~come wlth ease or/with‘difficulty;'but in the
l flnal analy51s,‘1deas aren’t wrltlng untll they become
.wrlttenvwords Intrlcate plots waklng wrlters 1n the mlddle
pof the nlght don 't become short storles unless they are

‘vvwrltten‘down. -Term papers wrltten word-by- palnful word



‘don 't become term papers untll those palnful words are on
vpaper or on the computer screen. No matter how extensive
the preparatlon, how well composed the 1deas, the flow of
u‘words must begln‘at some p01nt or wr1t1ng does not happens
at all What brlngs a wrlter to that crltlcal p01nt of"

'generatlng words,.whether the words come w1th ease or w1th,
| 1{d1ff1culty° What pushes a wrlter over the edge of thought

'g_lnto text productlon°v

The Writing Threshold

Stephen Wltte, Murlel Harrls, Carol Berkenkotter,
~.Sondra Perl and . others have studled the wr1t1ng process

-Though none of them spec1f1cally 1dent1f1es a p01nt when o

"u,thoughtsvbecomevtextu'thelr.work shows 1nd1catlons of 1ts

",egiStenceW In thlS thes1s I propose a new term, "the wrltlng

'.fthreshold " for thlS moment when, w1th a sense of ease’ or

dlfflculty, the thoughts in a wrlter s mlnd, the wr1t1ng
s1tuatlon, and personal motlvatlons create a momentum that
:results in words formed in a pattern- ‘on a page. of paper or
gon a’ computer screen. ThlS threshold is. crossed when an
R 1nd1v1dual flrst beglns a plece of wrltlng, and it is also
s crossed over and over agaln each time he or she pauses in
the act of wrltlng to reflect, edlt, or3mentally compose
before contlnulng to wr1te L | | |
Stephen Wltte analyzes the mental compos1tlon of - words

‘prior to writing and uses the‘termp"pre-textﬁlto refer to ﬁa‘,



writer’s linguistic representation of intended meaning, a
’;rial locution’ that is produced in the mind, stored in the
‘writer’s memory, and sometimes manipulated mentally prior to
~ being transcribed as written text" (397). Some writers use
pre-text extensively, even fevising what they have composed
mehtally before pﬁtting words on paper. Others make little
use of pre-text, writing down words almost as they are
thought.

The "writing threshold" meshes with "pre-text" at the
moment at which words afe put on paper or on a computer
screen. So, a writer who makes extensive use of pre-text
would likely have a more polished comppSitioh et the point
of crossing the writiﬁg’threshold. EAnother writer who
crosses the'writing-threshold earlier in the writing
process, writing down‘unedited‘thoughts, may revise after
thevwritten words haQe been made visible.

Muriel Harris}alsonffefs evidenee thet everyone does
not cross the writing threshold in the same way. She finds
that accomplished onefdraftewriters feel a strong need to
clarify their thinking prior to_beginningvto'write. In
contrast, equally succesefulimUiti—drefters resist any
attempt at clatification prior to writing. They prefer
open-ended exploration as thevarite (181) .

A writer, comfortable with one stage of pre-text before
 writing, may find the preeess of crossihg the writing

threshold breaks down when material is less well understood.



;Carol Berkenkotter, in her analysis of Donald Murray’s

comp051ng aloud protocols, describes him as writing With

"5fgreat fluency and ease when he is thoroughly familiar w1th a

;subject But when he 1s writing about new 1deas, hlS pace
s10ws and his voice becomes halting; often his drafting |
iprocess.breaksvdown,tforcing him‘to return to his notes'
‘before writing again (168) ; When he i's unsure: of the
direction of his writing, Murray is unable to keep 901ng the
process of crossing the writing threshold, and he needs to
regroup before continuing | |
| Sondra Perl quotes Anne, a‘writer:sheistudied,'aS’
bsaying: “I’almost»never‘m0verfrom the Writing of one
‘sentence directly to‘theyneXt.; . . I often have to read the
several‘preceding sentencesia few times as if to’gain
‘momentum to carry,me-to thelnext sentence“ (115). Perl
claims thatlwriters decide to write after they have a
‘ﬁdawning awareness.that somethiné'hasiclicked"‘(115). This
awareness of a "click" givesd“momentum“ Which writers use to
carry them across the writing‘threshold;‘Perl»uses'the term
ufelt sense," Which isda "very careful attention'to‘one’s
1nner reflections“ (116),‘to describe this "click"
’experience. She comments that many writers are not aware of
‘~"felt sense, " though they use it to direct their

production of uords |

Writers may also be unaware of a barrier, a writing

threshold they must cross before words can be produced I



~propose that the writing threshold functlons llke a membrane,
‘.between the mass of 1deas in a writer’s head and the flow of
' words onto a page A prec1p1tat1ng state (such as creatlve

'flow, dlscussed below) results 1n the cr0851ng of the

v.'membrane or threshold ' The flow of words, though, can be-

.stopped at any p01nt by. factors which demand the wr1ter s
attentlon (such as grammatlcal accuracy, discussed on page
Qv 20 Chapter 3) and "clog" the membrane. The pre01p1tat1ng
‘Lstates cau81ng the momentum of words across the threshold
"and the factors whlch demand a wrlter s attentlon 1n the

fcomp051tlon process are the subjects of thlS the51s

Prec1p1tat1nq States for Cr0551nq the ertlnq Threshold_

" In my analys1s of the llterature relatlng to the
‘gwrltlng process,vI have tentatlvely 1dent1f1ed three
prec1p1tat1ng states that result in. cr0331ng the wrltlng

2 threshold | E

| l. Deadllne Anx1ety—;Cynth1a L. Selfeﬂconstructs an in-
depth case study of Bev, an: elghteen year -o0ld student
r:_dlagnosed as.’ an apprehen51ve wrlter Bev.has made
‘procrastlnatlon a part of her wr1t1ng process, saylng
"Pressure is deflnltely a blg factor 1n my wr1t1ng I get
if‘an a331gnment, Sthk 1t away, and mark the [due] date on‘my
calendar“ (85)=‘ Andconlyuon-the day before the‘assignment '
is due does the pressure of the deadllne overcome her fear

of wr1t1ng She gets the ass1gnment over as qulckly as



”rp0831ble so that she has to stay in an anx1ety state as:
‘short ‘a tlme as p0331ble o |

‘ Murlel Harrls explores the comp031ng process
’"’dlfferences between experlenced one- and multi- draft

fwrlters She flnds that ‘one- drafters descrlbe themselves as
.v“1ncurable procrastlnators who begln even long papers the
‘nlght before .h. . while they worry about whether they will
flnlsh on. tlme, these .one- drafters generally do™" (182) - The
,one -drafters she studled were accompllshed writers and
dldn’t ‘complain of palnful anx1ety, llke Selfe s ‘student -
, Bey. Rather, Harrls’ subjects knew thelr own abllltles and:
"51mply put off wrltlng untll deadllne pressure was critical;
they Stlll allowed themselves tlme to complete as51gnments
competently.' But, of=course,«all teachers are familiar w1th‘
less accompllshed one- drafters who procrastlnate until they
are incapacitatedtby‘anxlety_and cannot produce requlred
text_beforevdeadline. o | |

i'2’.'Co‘nscious intent-—Irving Wallace, like many otherv
prolifiC’Writers,'establishedfhis;own'program,of writing
every day‘whether he felt like it or not. Wallace explains
‘Why? | | |
Once, long ago, _deceived by the 1nstructors,

professors, by an old romantic tradition, I had
believed that a writer writes only when he feels

like it, only when he is touched by mystic
inspiration. But then, I realized that most

successful writers invest their work with

profe351onallsm (qtd in Pear 519).

By profes51onallsm Wallace means treatlng wrltlng like a



chosen and valued career, worklng every day w1th a sense of.

"fdedlcated d1sc1pllne Wallace kept charts of his dally

vbprogress from the tlme he wrote his flrst (and unpubllshed)

; novel at age nlneteen | ; - . 4
Some beglnnlng wrlters ev1dence periods of con801ous

rntent One of the students in ‘Reed Larson s case studles,'

: S. N ,»descrlbed regular times each day when he worked on his

blwterm paper progect He set up goals for the amount he

”,rplanned to accompllsh each session. He was, though flex1blevw

(enough to allow hlS research and wrltlng to take him in
»‘dlrectlons he hadn t planned And when he knew the sesslon
was g01ng to be a dlfflcult one,,he dec1ded in advance to
'smake it shorter to av01d belng overwhelmed 0f course, S.N.
vvwas worklng w1th a deadllne 1n mlnd but he wasn t deadllne |
. drlven He worked ahead at a pace that was comfortable, and
‘even sometlmes pleasurable, not'waltlng to begln wrltlng |
funtll hlS deadllne to put hlm 1nto a stage of anx1ety (34—.
v35) . : ,
3 Creatlve Flow——E B “Whlte wrltes. "He tthe writerj
h 1s llke a surfer—-he bldes hlS tlme Walts for the perfect
’wave on Wthh to rlde 1n" (qtd in Murray 219—20) The
surfer gauges the waves not by 31tt1ng 1dle 1n a beach chair
ﬂfbut by 1mmer81ng hlmself and hlS surfboard 1n the bulldlng
’”turbulence of the waves The wrlter 1sn t idle elther 'He,ls
b researchlng, plannlng, sens1ng, and thlnklng as he bldes his

‘,tlme, waltlng for a flash of 1ns1ght Carol McCabe, a’



o journallst, explainS'

~ The tlme just before I begin to write is the
 most 1mportant time I spend on a piece. . By now
the piece is there, waiting inside the notebook
tape or transcripts, clip files and photos, like a
- sculpture, wa1t1ng for release from a block of
limestone. I just have to figure out how to get
it out of there (qtd. in Murray 220) :

'UThe way many wrlters "get it out of there“ is through a

’ifflow—llke process 1n whlch they make 1ntu1t1ve connectlons

'lg formlng patterns 1n the data they have absorbed McCabe

hfsubmerges herself 1n a total focus on her wrltlng, llstenlng

: to her 1nternal v01ces Later, she can rev1se and edlt But
,‘durlng creatlve flow she trusts her preparatlon, trusts her’
‘vwrltlng process,,and she lets the wrltlng happen

; Reed Larson s case study, S N. (dlscussed above)

7: reported se851ons of worklng on hlS term paper in. whlch he
Ff}experlenced 1ntense, flow llke 1nvolvement "I was really
'shut off from everythlng that was happenlng My phone rang, 
and 1t took me three rlngs to reallze 1t, I mean I was

;‘ really engrossed" (35) Larson p01nts out that S.N. had no

1:more wrltlng experlence than other students in hlS study, in

Zp_fact, hlS ba31c abllltles as a wrlter were no greater. -What

was dlfferent was S N. ’s “1nternal regulatlon and hlS‘
'ablllty to create enjoyment allow1ng hlm the patlence and

‘ftcommand of thought to lay out hlS materlals 1n such a

T“Vldellberate and: compelllng fashlon" (38) S N also seemed to

have the ablllty to begln wrltlng w1th con301ous 1ntent but

' to 1nvolve hlmself 1n the experlence untll 1t was flow llke



- and deeply'pleasurable for him.

Whv is the ertlnq Threshold Important°

Teachers fac1ng rooms full of twenty flve freshmen on‘
';pthe brlnk of wrltlng thelr flrst college comp051tlons may. -
;‘flnd 1t comfortlng to assume that all students w1ll respond
.as thelr teachers dld to wr1t1ng 1nstructlon and that all.
‘students w1ll respond in the same way We can teach them'
“methods we have ourselves found effectlve' freewrltlng,
:rev151ng, etc Accordlng to George H Jensen and John K.
aJDlleerlo, though we w1ll be lucky 1f any one process we'
’teach works for some of our students It w1ll they say, not
"work for others, for 1t w1ll force them to write in a way
‘ffthat w1ll fall to draw upon the students’ strengths as

flnd1v1duals Or, if we reallze that all students don t

f““_respond in the same way, we may teach a varlety of

approaches.lUnfortunately, some students w1ll be further‘
",?confused by open ended varlety The thlrd alternatlve,

- accordlng to Jensen and D1T1berlo, is to "develop an

'.lunderstandlng of how people dlffer and how these differences .

affect the wr1t1ng process.v We can then more effectlvely
1nd1v1duallze wr1t1ng 1nstructlon (286) | | |

_ Deflnlng the wrltlng threshold w1ll g1ve 1dent1ty to a
l crltlcally 1nd1v1dual but largely 1gnored part of the _‘
'cwrltlng process And 1f we can. help our students reallze

there are dlfferent ways to cross the wrltlng threshold - we



will help them de-mystify the process of putting words on
paper. We can’help/them realize that there is more than one

right way to write.,

10



Chapter 2: Threshold Stoppage,Constraints

Annle Dlllard presents an eloquent-image of a writer‘
cros51ng the wrltlng threshold and whatjfollows;
- Every mornlng you cllmb several‘flights‘ofv
stairs, enter your study, open the French doors,
and slide: your desk and chair out into the middle
‘of the air . . . Your work is to keep cranking ‘the
flywheel that turns the gears that spin the belt '
in the engine of bellef that keeps you and your
'i.desk in mldalr (10). v
'All wrlters are faced w1th the same feat Somehow they
'rattaln one of the prec1p1tat1ng states (dlscussed 1n Chapter
'l) necessary to begln the flow of words  They cross the’
;wrltlng threshold out 1nto the “mlddle of the a1r" and by
'sheer mental effort they "turn the gears" that keep the flow
.of words from stopplng For if the words stop flow1ng, the
desk falls to the ground and the wrlter must agaln somehow-‘
attaln a prec1p1tat1ng state to cross the threshold It is

vno wonder that wrltlng an exhaustlng and often dlfflcult

‘. task

: Constralnts That Can Stop the Threshold

| Tradltlonally, compos1tlon theory and research have
',addressed one or a few constralnts 1n the wrltlng process at.
.a tlme, an understandable approach con31der1ng the
:~complex1ty of the factors 1nvolved Unfortunately, though'

!

l'thls approach has resulted in the assumptlon that wrlters

11



-also conSider only one or a few constraints at a time. As

Ann E Berthoff describes it, "There is no understanding in

- current rhetorical theory that in compOSing everything has

1 to happen at once or it does not happen at all" (21) . She
vuses the word "atoneness" to describe the writer S state,
one in which meanings are not made unless the writer is.
iactively engaged in all parts of the writing process at
once. And she identifies our pedagogical challenge as
helping students see this “atoneness“-as a resource, not a
y‘source of dilemmas

But it is easy for student writers to see all these

T constraints, not as "atoneness“ but as questions and
thoughts all demanding attention at the same time Deborah
bBrandt proposes that the central concern of readers and
writers in action is not "’What does that say7"or "What do
'Iimake that say?f but more likeﬁ ’What}do‘I do now?’“ (38) .
The focus in writing, she‘claims,'ision keeping'the»process
going even while»it is*breakinggdown.bStudent writers have
‘trouble with that'"What'do I”do'now9“‘They have trouble
initiating the process of produCing words for a writing
'prOject, which I call "crossing the writing threshold'" and
:once‘the'threshold‘is croSsed, they have trouble keeping
'going the . flow of words.

For there are many things that'can‘"stop“ the flow of .

~words in the sense of "to block" or "to close" and prevent

“the words from continuing. Let us return to the metaphor of



the wrlting‘threshold’as a.membrane'that Can'only be

permeated or crossed when the wrlter has developed a

'momentum from a pre01p1tat1ng state The nece331ty to

develop a rhetorlcal structure, for example, can "stopﬁ or |

"clog" the membrane | | |
~I have tentatlvely d1v1ded 1nto the follow1ng four

categorles constralnts Wthh can stop the a wrlter 'S flow of

".words' 1) developlng content within a rhetorlcal structure,y

-2) emulatlng llterate dlscourse, 3) edltlng mechanlcal

. 'errors and 4) coplng w1th the emotlons aroused by this -

‘process,_ I w1ll dlSCUSS each 1nd1v1dually

Developlnq Content Wlthln a Rhetorlcal Structure

One of my students wrote,u"I have so many thoughts and
'.no 1dea ‘how to elther brlng them together in an orderly

‘fashlon or to plck one and develop 1t._ Hls problem was‘not
gcomlng up w1th 1deas but how to put those ideas together and

"_how to further develop cruc1al ones Nancy Sommers-f1nds<

R u,that students have strategles for connectlng words and |

kphrases 1nto sectlons but not for conceptuallzlng whole
"essays as unlts.b Students, she wrltes, view comp031tlons'in

_5a llnear way as a serles of parts-—an 1ntroductlon, a body,»

"¢and a conclu31on.va these varlous parts don’ t go together'

'well,vstudentSsare at'a loss, they know.vaguely somethlng.ls
wrong, but they don’t have any 1dea how to re conceptuallze'

 the whole of. the essay to fix the problem

.13



‘Ihhaveﬂalready’cited Nancy SommerS' case study of Rita,‘
:an unskllled college freshman who has taken one semester of
college comp031tlon Asked to write an essay, tha crosses
‘the wrltlng threshold 1mmed1ately w1thout pau31ng for
reflectlon Soon, though, she is "stuck. “‘She cannot thlnk
‘of examples to support her toplc sentence. She is also stuck
‘when wrltlng the conclu31on because she had been taught that
H"conclu31ons merely restate 1ntroductlons, ‘but in dlfferent
words“ (44),-and she doesn’t know how to do that. Sommers“
f‘p01nts out that tha s main concern in her essay has been
applylng the rules she has learned tha suffers from the
'1problem fac1ng all students who attempt to wrlte by the
rules, there 1s no one rule that fltS every 51tuatlon., So,
: she 1s forced to rev1se “word by word, sentence by sentenCe,
,rule by rule“ (46) ” |

‘ Brandt glves an example of a college student also

'”’taklng a compos1tlon class who 1s a’ llttle more: successful

' ,1n hlS efforts to compose an: academlc essay This student

[not named] is attemptlng to produce a reasoned exp031tlon
_about a sltuatlon 1n the objectlve world He reveals in his
“hcompos1ng aloud protocol that he constantly scans ' what he
has wrltten w1th an eye toward the 1nformatlon he is glVlng
lh&S’reader. At some p01nts he seems to speak dlrectly to
f‘hds reader,vurglng patlence, and saying, "Thls is not nearly
:So general aSYitvsounds" (43) . He issconcerned,about what |

imay.be in his mind that he hasn(t communicated to the

14



"',reader,'saylng at one p01nt vﬁIf‘I'mdgoingnto say:thlshit~
:mlght be wise to explaln what I mean w1th an example“'(43)
:d’Thls wrlter 1s comfortable with his ablllty to convey hlS
thoughts and feellngs to a- reader, unlike less skllled |
'Ktstudents llke R1ta who begln wrltlng w1th only a partlal

'grasp of what is g01ng on. As Brandt p01nts out, “What the

',wrlter 1s reflectlng on prlmarlly are the means by whlch he

'-and ‘his reader ogether can reach hlS p01nt, that is, the

,1ntersubject1ve condltlons that must ex1st for both of them
»b-flnally to 'get 1t’" (44) Brandt's student is concerned

with the maklng of meanlng, not just w1th puttlng together
b}sentences that sound all rlght,.and he is concerned with the
‘ﬂways he can- communlcate that meanlng to hls reader' |
Llnda Flower and John R Hayes postulate that

‘ experlenced and beglnnlng wrlters approach a rhetorical

B problem dlfferently Experlenced wrlters are concerned w1th

all aspects of a rhetorlcal problem (a551gnment, audlence,

goals) whlle 1nexper1enced wrlters are more concerned w1th

‘[7the conventlons of a text (grammar, number of pages or

‘format) Experlenced‘wrlters constructva loglcal'argumentv

w1th more breadth but also w1th more depth than do

‘~1nexper1enced ones. In essence, Flower and Hayes conclude,

'experlenced wrlters ‘are solv1ng a dlfferent problem than are yfe

the 1nexper1enced,,many 1nexper1enced student wrlters try tov:
'f"“psych out" the 1nstructor s 1ntent in a wr1t1ng ass1gnment'-

“and then to put together the most expedlent approach to

.15



satlsfylng that perceptlon of the 1nstructor S 1ntent

"iExperlenced wrlters construct the content of a plece of

B wrltlng by thoroughly explorlng the rhetorlcal problem and

"bulldlng a: unlque problem they want to solve (99 102).

Emulatlnq therate Dlscourse

- As a student wrltes an essay in an academlc settlng he
consc1ously or unconsc1ously, mlmlcklng the. language of
.»academlaf As Dav1d Bartholomae has descrlbed 1t, "the
rstudent'has to 1nvent the unlver81ty_forvthe occasion."'The
- student must put on the pecullar ways of. “know1ng, |
selectlng, evaluatlng, reportlng, concludlng and argulng
‘that deflne academlc dlscourse (Inventlng 134) 'Teachers
'expect students to know thlS academlc dlscourse 1ntu1t1vely,.
and~students Vallantly try.touobllget often w1th mixed
results.¢ SR ‘ o - | |
Bartholomae belleves that at the moment of wrltlng the

'.Writer”becomeS'“subjectkto-a language‘he cangnelther command

’f“pnor'control*“ A teXt'passesfthroughfcodes of thei"already

~h wrltten" whlch affect any orlglnallty ‘in what is belng said.

'"A wrlter does not wrlte e but 1s,vh1mself wrltten by

-‘tthe languages avallable to. hlm" (Inventlng 142-3). So a

student, str1v1ng to wrlte an academlc essay, must fllter
”f,whatever he wants to say through his perceptlon of the codestf
"of academla

Bartholomae glves an example of a placement essay
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‘ wrltten by a. college freshman in response to the prompt
‘"Descrlbe a tlme when you dld somethlng you felt to be
creatlve" (136)'

~In the past time I thought that an 1nc1dent was .
creative was when I had to make a clay model of

. the earth . . . In the beginning of the clay
model, I had to research and learn the different
dimensions of the earth . . . Creativity is the

venture of the mind at work with the mechanics

~relay to the limbs from the cranium, whlch stores
and" trlggers this action. (135) :

'wBartholomae p01nts out the patlence and goodw1ll of thlS
5student who lS trylng to wrlte llke an academ1c1an when ‘he

4*knows he doesn’t have the knowledge that would make the'

'essay more than an exerc1se‘ He wrltes ‘in what he perceives

‘ d.as academlc jargon-—"creat1v1ty 1s the venture of the mind.

; M It is no wonder thatvone so often hears college
'students talk about “faklng 1t{j for thatﬂls really whathWehr
'are asklng them to do-—fake the discourse ofyacademlaguntil:n
‘they, by a process of trlal andierror;ilearnhthe'unwrittenv
'agenda, the hldden rules; - N |

Some‘unwritten'agendas’areiin the form of schema, or

'[cognltlve maps of dlscourse formats A schema can be,

’ Qaccordlng to Sallyanne H Fltzgerald "as general as an

".vlntroductlon, body, and conclu81on, or it can be as spec1f1c

-~ as the structure of effectlve argumentatlon" (31-32) . Untll
ia wr;ter}learns a repertolre of schema, he or'she mustp'
Create'a'new one for each writing‘occasion Once schema'are
1‘learned, they can be modlfled to satlsfy new occa81ons, a'
Eprocess whlch 1s generally easier than creatlng new ones.



One particular schema pattern that basic writers tend to
lack, according to Fitzgerald is "the ability to move from
general to specific and back again" (32); Papers of basic
writers tend to have either generalities or special cases
but not both. Papers of,more accomplished writers tend to
combine general statements with support evidence in the form
.of specific cases.

Cynthia L. Selfe’s case study of Bev illustrates what
writing is like for a freshman student who has little faith
in her composing skills. Bev writes: fI will never
understand . . . writing. It just doesn’t . . I could sit
‘there all day, but I just don’t grasp it. You know. every
year I get, ’'Write it this way, write it this way.’ orl’This
time do it this way.’ But I know I just don’t know how"
(85}. Bev felt‘she was a failure if she couldn’t produce the
error-free prose she thought her instructors demanded, and,
thus, she found academic:wfiting tQ‘be far more "punishing"
than "rewarding." The result for Bev was that
procrastination became part of her composing style.

Joy S. Ritchie points out that many students
internalize so rigidly what they perceive as academic
discourse that they cannot write about their own opinions
and ideas. Ritchie describes one student, Becky, who
“believed that writing is a matter of conforming to the
conventions of academic discourse" (160). Becky had never

invested her "self" in her writing and could not conceive of
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topics‘which might interest readers. Her rigid perception_,
,of the rules of academic discourse had stunted her
development as.a‘writer Ritchie traces Becky ] experiences
. fn a compoSition class featuring frequent,small group
. evaluation. Becky,‘initially confused by an‘ instructor who
did not tell her-the,"right" way to write;'eventually'began'
to use writing to explore her own experiences and beliefs,
focuSing on her family ] rural lifestyle She told Ritchie,
:WAll that writing of the papers helped me understand myself
and my family" (164), Over a three -month period Becky tried
out different voices ” ‘
She ‘could assume the voice of the
dispaSSionate journalist telling why raiSing sheep
is. a good experience for families . . . she could
‘be the young adult reflecting on’ ‘the nature of her
family relationships revealed in their behavior
while working on the farm; ‘and she could be the.
farm-kid, now college student, giving her peers
- from the .city an entertaining, poetic and
sympathetic view of rural life. She even rewrote
~one of her ! sheep-raising’ drafts as a speech for
a .campus group she'belonged to.. (166) :
-Becky s response group continued to encourage her as she
tried out these different approaches Paradox1cally, as
Becky gave up her rigid perceptions70f the rules of academic
discourse and began to experiment, her writing began to
' develop a maturity that is closer to the type of discourse
actually favored in academic settings. She seems to be
, learning-that there is more than one correct way to

construct an academic essay, and that the best way for her

is one that makes use of her own: perceptions and
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3exper1ences She also appears to be reallzlng thatv
developlng an ablllty to wrlte "successful" academlc
B dlscourse 1s a trlal and—error process of experlmentatlon

that cannot‘be taught,’only'learned.

' Editinq MechanicalerrOrs
"Nancy SommersbpoStolatesjthar beginning-studentsethink
of reviSing as:rewording. They‘aim-to,"clean up“~bheir_
comp031tlons They cross out . and write over, removing
dredundanc1es and substltutlng more colorful adjectlves for
drab ones. Sommers descrlbes the "remarkable contradlctlon
of cleaning by marklng [Wthh] mlght -indeed;»stand for
student revision as I have encountered 1t" (Strategies 122).
Selfe-s case study'of Bev (dlscussed above) reveals
that students‘often are obsessed‘with mechanical~correctness
to the detrlment of organlzatlon and loglcal soundness of.
their essays Bev‘wrltes, "After my 31ster s talk, I began
‘to see forvmyself how I had shut myself off from the real
~meanen. . . .",(90).vRealizing‘that "meanen" is a
‘misspelling, she loses‘her‘train of thought while she
- dorrects‘the word} She rereads the‘senﬁence,'finds two more
_.words she_wants”to change and then has to reread the whoie
passage'before she can continue. To make matter’s worse, -
Bev knew that her edltlng skills were not equal to the
qomplex1ty»of problems in her essay, and she spent much of

‘her editing time_writing‘around problems. Specifically she
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ls "av01d1ng words she.suspected she- mlsspelled by us1ng
alternatlves she was more ’sure of,’ and resolv1ng | }
dlfflcultles ‘with lengthy clauses that. dld not ! sound rlght’.v
: by constructlng two separate sentences" (91) Bev s-concern |
with mechanlcal correctness and resultant premature edltlng -
o unfortunately prevents her from worrylng about how best to |
'present her narratlve to her audlence |
Dav1d Bartholomae wrltes about student errorsvln a

'sllghtly dlfferent context He argues that basic wr1t1ng 1s

"g“a varlety of wrltlng, not wrltlng w1th fewer parts or more

rudlmentary constltuents It ‘is not ev1dence of arrested
-cognltlve development, arrested language development, or
runruly or unpredlctable language ‘use" (Error 304) Bev‘
‘d1v1des errors 1nto three categorles |

- errors that are ev1dence of an 1ntermed1ate
system [a so far unsuccessful attempt to -
internalize rules of standard edited ‘Englishl;.
errors that could be said to be accidents, or
slips of the pen as a writer’s mind rushes ahead
~ faster than his hand; and, flnally, errors of
language transfer, or more- commonly, dialect
‘interference, where in the attempt to produce the
- target language, the writer intrudes from the
. rfirst’ or ’'native’ language rather than 1nvent1ng,
. some 1ntermed1ate form (307) ’

There 1s, accordlng to Bartholomae, -an 1nternal con31stency -

ﬂ'to most errors that can be determlned if errors are analyzedv
f'ln context | |

| Glynda Hull and Mike Rose reported a case study of
“Tanya, a student 1n a communlty college ba31c wrltlng class

,whlch>was close, in level,‘to that of an adult literacy
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' program After tutorlng Tanya for four months they asked her
to write a summary of an. artlcle Wthh was 1n llne w1th her

vlnterest in being a nurse s ald ‘the article for her to.

v summarlze waS»“Handllng the Difficult Patlent.“.Tanya s -

‘resultlng summary 1s one of the ‘kind that arouses our

' worries about the consequences of 1lllteracy, 1ts

"_:“patchwork" approach not only has grammar and spelllng

":errors but also mlght suggest to the reader that she is

llngulstlcally and cognltlvely def1c1ent.‘ - But Hull and Rose»
'looked more closely and reached dlfferent conclus1ons

Tanya seems to be operatlng with two 1ntentlons e
‘here: to display and convey knowledge ("a
~ teacher’ll really know what I'm talking about")
 and to show she’s "not e ‘that kind of student
‘that would copy “-(148—’ 149)

"rTanya s nalve fear of plaglarlsm recalls for Hull and Rose

 the reallty that wr1t1ng 31tuatlons have been malnly

'"fnegatlve for Tanya, she had been “klcked out of flve hlgh

»schools durlng her senlor year, [been] hlt on the hand w1th'
Hrulers, [been] chastlsed 1n the m1ddle of readlng class for
Tnot’comlng:to school and [felgned] sleep for fear of. belng
fcalled on" {149) In splte of thlS hlstory, Tanya is
1nsp1red by the 1dea of becomlng a nurse S ald-—a demandlng'
lf:goal for her, and she wants to "try on" the klnds of

'language used by such a person Rev1ew1ng Tanya S work in

o ~context made Hull and Rose reallze that her'"blzarre,word

1salad 1s, perhaps, not so blzarre after all" (151)} It has‘

‘yts own 1nternal loglc;‘Yet, the way she wrltes,*with_a'
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style'that,isiflawedbgrammaticaliyvand mechanically,dis thet'
vwerySStereotype of illiteracy,‘It7is so easy to‘focus on |
‘that surfacevappearancevandhignore the profound attenpt
fanyaris making‘tO'adopt'a'new yoice and_in doing so,
fedefine'her liferand as someone who canbsomeday "make it"
- as a nurse’ s ald | | k |

No one would advocate total dlsregard for mechanlcal B
“errors on=the part ofvstudents. Still, .students such as
‘-these descrlbed by Hull and Rose,_Sommers and Selfe dlsplay
‘premature concern for edltlng that can- get in the way of

- developlng a traln of thought in a comp051tlon

Coplnq Wlth the Emotlons Aroused by the ertlnq Process
Reed Larson studled the connectlon between the |
- cognltlve processes and emotlonal processes in students'f"
wrltlng performance | He presents case studles of hlgh
school students whose emotlons affected thelr wrltlng in
yﬁdlsruptlve or constructlve ways Larson glves a descrlptlon
lof E. S as an example of the student who felt 'so. anx1ouS'

about wrltlng that she was. not able to concentrate. E S

'fr’felt sllghtly p031t1ve about the term paper a331gnment

’1h~before beglnnlng, but she had a hard tlme maklng choices and

narrow1ng her toplc. Then she began to doubt her own
,abllltles and began to. feel worse and worse as her deadllne
‘approached ‘ A reader of her paper reported "E S seems to

understand perfectly well ‘how - her 1ntroductlon should affect‘

23



‘the reader , .#,‘This introduction does.allrof-these things,'
i but in the crudest way 1mag1nable" (24)‘-She7knewbhow anf
elntroductlon should be crafted, ‘but her anx1ety 1s gettlng
vblnvher‘way. Frustrated, she restates the same p01nts over
and“over,.resultlng in a "diffused jumble of}thoughts and
fhjdeas" (25) . o —— | | |
| Bev, the student 1n Selfe s case study dlscussed above,'
, was extremely apprehens1ve about her ablllty to produce a
'gpaper of the type her 1nstructor wanted, her apprehen51on
»resulted in a comp051ng style that ensured the result she
- ﬁeared. Selfe explalns
| _ One of Bev’ s prlmary methodsvof reduc1ngvher'
apprehension about academlc tasks in this session
involved completlng a first draft ‘in what she _
- described as a "mad, frantlc, get- everythlng you-
. can-down-on-paper-rush." At this. rapid pace, Bev
wrote. approximately 3 pages of material, 457
words, and. 24 sentences in a: ‘session lastlng 51
'mlnutes and 15 seconds (88) o
Thls frantlc wrltlng produced a draft 1n an absolute m1n1mum
:amount of tlme and c01n01dentally, kept her so busy whlle’
{;she was d01ng it that she dldn t have tlme to think about
,how she was feellng Then her resurfa01ng apprehen31on_
fprevented her from adequately rev131ng her very rough draft.
vv Another of Larson s students, D V : exhlblts symptomsiiy
cnof a lack of mot1vat10n——d1s1nterest or apathy about the‘
Vfass1gnment He approaches the ass1gnment mechanlcally,
‘nunaware of any poss1b111t1es for exc1tement or challenge 1nc"
hfthe_experlence. HlS work reflects hlS 1nternal state :A
neyiewerfwrote:.“Thls.1Sfa pedestrian work; one top;c at'av
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~ time, little attention to the reader’s possible reactions,

little effort to make the paper interesting" (31).

In contrast, Larson also reports case studies of
students who enjoyed their writing, who felt a "deep, flow-
like involvément.ﬁ These students experienced:

deep absorption ("All my brain was there") to
intrinsic motivation ("I Jjust loved it"). They
reported losing track of time, a common element of

flow ("I’d get there at 6 o’clock and, before I

knew it, it’s 10 o’clock and time to go home") ;

and they reported having great control over the

materials ("I felt really powerful, like I had the

information in the palm of my hand and could mold

it any way I wanted"). (34)

Larson stops short of claiming that.énjoyment causes good
writing, though he thinks itflikely that the conditions that
create enjoyment.and‘that'créate'good writing are closely
related. Enjoyment is both cause and effect--if a student
looks forward to a writing assignment with anticipated

enjoyment, an experience‘of sustained flow is more likely to

" happen and,'thus; lead to the anticipated enjoyment.

These Four Constrainté and the Writinq‘Threshold

When writers face unmarked pieces of white paper or
blank cOmputer screens,‘they don’t go down check lists of
items demanding attention in the writing process. Writers
~don’t first worry about rhetorical structure, then
mechanical correctness, then emotions éroused by the
process, etc.‘No, writers are cbncéntrating on developing

topics, and these constraints are being attended to on an
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'funconSCious level When many writers cross the’ writing |
‘threshold, words that flow onto the paper are generally
‘Vspelled correctly and in a logical structure of paragraphs.
‘”‘But, then there comes an unfamiliar word or a place where
fthe logic of the flow1ng words just doesn t quite fit."A”
'writer must then stop the flow of words and attend to thati
attention demanding snag before crossing the writing |
vthreshold once again and continuing For an experienced
'writer,gthe pause is oftenra.minor.one and the flow of words
continues'easily. |

| For student writersrthe‘process often isn)t a smooth
one. Bev and Ritag:Students”cited above, exemplify how a
Vstudentpwriter:can become‘so'distraCted by "snags" demanding
attention that'they lose £rath of;thOught'and become '
lﬁstuck'“:unable:to crossvthe writing threshold again. They
may have over generalized rules which they do not fully
~understand. So, students in the writing process stop to
puzzle over some'threshold stoppage constraints they do not
fully understand and their flow of words ceases.

.To‘return'to Annie‘Dillard’stimage, beginning writers
have a more difficult time‘than professional writers sliding
the "desk and chair out into the airfﬁ or, as I have
identified it, of- crOSSing the writing threshold vBeginning
writers also have a ‘more difficult time preventing threshold
stoppage constraints from‘clogging "the gears that spin the

belt in the engine of belief" (10) that keep going the
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process of producing words.

27



Chapter 3: The Timing of Crossing the Threshold

One of my stndents explained how he writes most eas1ly
'in the peace'and‘quietnof his room at night: "I take about
twenty minutes to‘think ahout a topic; It’s like
:brainstorming,rbut not on paper After that I write'down.
these ideas in a rough draft, and I go from there." Another
explains a different,_fear motivated process: "In the‘past,
‘writing has been my most dreaded task in school. In all
cases, my first has been my last draft That way I don't:
~have to spend any more time dreading the process than
necessary Two very different attitudes toward cros31ng the
Writing threshold! The first studentvhaS'a routine pattern

’for generating ideas for produc1ng words, the pattern has

' nworked before, and he lS confident it w1ll work again For
the other}”theuact of produc1ng words is like taking |
medicine;tfiguratively, he holds,his nosenand.swallows,
trying to Qet it over as fast as_possible. Both students are
puttingiwords on paper,‘hdt‘their‘situations for producing
words are vastly different. |

Does it matter at‘what point a writer crosses the
‘writing threshold° Is it better for a writer to create a
- mental representation of words ‘before putting them on paper’
" Or, does it work as. well to put first thoughts down on paper
iand revise later° Does it matter if the writing threshold is

crossed eas1ly or with difficulty° That is, are words
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',written 1n a "flow like" state more profound more readable,'
v"or in any way better than ‘those written word by painful |
'word°" |

o Nancy Sommers’ case studyvof Rita; a heginning-college
writer, shows that Rita ‘doesn’t wait for reflection, or.for
'accumulating information, before beginning writing after she.
lS given an aSSignment, "Write an article for Parent
‘maga21ne in which you explain what you believe to be the
biggest mistake (or mistakes) parents ‘make in rais1ng their
children" (Intentions-43) Rita s first few words come
‘ea31ly. She re-reads the topic a few time then decides upon
her approach that of~writing about domineering parents. And
v.after five minutes of brainstorming,‘She has her thesis
statement. But then she becomes "stuck. " She writes six
"versions of her introductory paragraph before she is able to .
i move on, and then she quickly becomes “stuck"‘again as she
tries towfind'examplessto‘use.in her body‘paragraphs. -Rita
has crossed thewwriting'threshold too: soon, producing words
»before she has?thenquantity:of ideas needed to sustain the
process without becoming “stuck]"“

| ‘The other case. study cited in Sommerfs article, that of
Walter, a.published:writer, shows that‘his process was quite
idifferent. He does notfimmediately begin writing, but rather
thinks first about'different:kinds of parents he has known.
He doesn’t‘seize‘the first words that come to mindiand put

them on the page. Rather, he‘postpones'producing words until
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he has generated a number of 1deas about the subject But
:»once Walter beglns the flow of words,vhe-ls-lntent onf
contlnulng until he has “some klnd of frame or structure":
‘(47) for the artlcle Even though he notes mld-way through
the flrst draft that he has dec1ded to change his
lntroductlon, he does not start on that rev1s1on untll the
. structure is establlshed.

| _Sommers comments, “For Walter,.finding a_structure was
"a strategy for finding'meaning’. . l For Rita, structure did
not develop—--it was,a given"'(48). Her meaning was her
thesis statement; all she'wanted,to dobwas to add formulaic |
examplesgand be done;"What~cangbe'learned from Walter‘and

, other‘experlenCed writers,vacCOrding to Sommers, is the
importance of a‘Writer'sA"understanding of the purpose of
the different partstOf‘an essay]dand’how they fit with the
whole" (49) . Developing’a‘structure for a piece of Writing.
is more 1mportant than the speed w1th Wthh one begins
‘wrltlng, it is moreblmportant than theylmmedlate accuracy of
any individual sentence; parts<can,belfixed.HWithout a
structure, fixing individual parts an’t helpvthe whole;

; Donald’Murray bemoans the times when he ﬁwrites too
soon" because he then has written badly, without a
suff1c1ent awareness of structure, or so he thlnks Not-
»hwrltlng when a deadllne looms can be,interpreted as writer’s
block,‘but'frequently it isn;t, according to Murray. Tt is

’ dangerousdto write before enough,vand\the’right kind of,
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1nformat10n has been accumulated "Specifics give off
‘meanlng," wrltes Murray ’"They connect w1th each other in
such a way that two plus two equals seven--or eleven" (221) .
‘If a writer puts pen to paper before he or she has
»accumulated suff1c1ent detall and developed connectlons
‘among'the detail, '1t is too soon. "The wrlter has to accept
\the writer’ S own rldlculousness of worklng by not working.'
ffMurray belleves a wrlter "must not wrlte to wrlte" (226) .
It 1s 1nterest1ng to note that though Murray reports
li:that he spends more tlme not wrltlng than he does wrltlng,
he produces a very respectable amount of work 'In 1982 he
vkept an 1nformal account of hlS wrltlng for 43 weeks, he
:l'averaged less than;an‘hour.a day,‘less than flve hours a
week: ’
I wrote the 1ntroductory materlal for a

- collection of my articles on wrltlng and teachlng,.
”responded to the editing of a collectlon of pieces
- on writing: journallsm,‘edlted a journal article,
‘drafted and revised chapters for two dlfferent
collections, completed a newspaper editorial,

wrote several poems, finished a freshman text

and rev1sed 1t once,_workedfon“a novel’ (220)
- So, effectlve wrlters may be careful not to wrlte "too

sbon," but they are also careful to pace themselves so that

‘the pressure of a deadllne doesn t 1nterfere with thelr

’-fablllty to wrlte well Effectlve wrlters also may seek a

"creatlve flow" state, but they don’t wait for it. Norah‘
4*‘Hess, well—known'romance novellstf explalns, _ o

When I am’Starting a new book, I do lots of (
‘research about the historical aspects, the look of
. the clothes, thevkind of cooking utensils, that
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'._klnd of thlng ‘And I do blographlcal sketches of
the characters. But I cannot begin writing the

- book until I hear the characters talking to each
other in my head, saying things I hadn’t planned'
or expected (personal communlcatlon, 1990)

" Hess doesn t just walt for that maglcal moment when the

: CharaCters start to talk she'does lots of preparatlon, andf
'"that preparatlon, by puttlng the rlght klnds of 1nformatlon

’.;nto}her head,'makes the magical moment pos51ble.

‘Is- a "CreatiVe‘FloW"‘State Necessarllv Better°v

Norah Hess and many other wrlters seem to seek a
" creatlve flow state for wrltlng But 1s wrltlng produced 1n
'a "flow“ state “better" than wrltlng produced whlle in o

another state° Maybe not, accordlng to Llnda Flower and

.‘;fJohn H. Hayes They argue that both students and

kprofe531onal wrlters can be mlsled by a: wrltlng "myth "
"HStudents belleve that thelr wrltlng processes are 1nferlor
f(because wrltlng does not always come ea51ly and naturally,
lﬁand they have heard tales of thev“charmed"'state in Wthh
legendary wrlters produce thelr prose erters are also’
_fooled by the “myth" because they belleve that 1f a piece of‘
1;er1t1ng is: produced in: a "flow" state, it is successful when
" that plece may in reallty need rev151on to be effectlve
hiThus, accordlng to Flower and Hayes, wrltlng "myths"'"lead _
ythe poor wrlter to glve up too soon. and the fluent wrlter to
'be satlsfled with too llttle" (93). It seems that creatlve

flow is a state wrlters should and do value because 1t
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ﬁunstops" or "short circultsﬁ.all the‘stoppage‘factors

discﬁssed in'Chapter 2',and ideas ¢¢nnect’ih new ways. But
'ythls does not mean that effectlve prose cannot be written 1n‘
states other than creatlve flow Nor does it mean that prose_
wrltten ‘in creatlve flow w1ll be flawless and w1thout need

of edltlng or revision.

Can the Precipitatinq‘State Change During Prodnction? .
i Calyin'Trillin’s'approach for crossing the writinq
‘threshold seems to begln w1th "consc1ous 1ntent“ (see page‘
‘6, Chapter 1 for deflnltlon), but he seems to change |
prec1p1tat1ng states durlng the process of wrltlng When

doing non- flctlon pieces: for The New Yorker, Trlllln first

collects as many facts as poss1ble "The more you know about
'a 31tuatlon, the more small detalls and knowledge you have
beyond what you seem to need the better you can write about
At (8).. His first real'wrltlng, hlS first cr0351ng of the
writing threshold for a particularyartlcle, begins the day
after he gets home from a fact—finding trip. It is an
bexercise of "conscious intent," but he allows it to change,
“if it happens, into an uncontrolled eXercise of "creative
flow":
The day after I get home, I do a kind of a pre-

draft--what-I call a ’'vomit-out.’ I don’t even

look at my notes to write it . . . [It] starts

out, at least, in the form of a story. But it

degenerates fairly quickly, and by page four or

five, sometimes the sentences aren’t complete
. . (10) :
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ThlS 'vomlt out’ draft, seems to short-circuit'any
preoccupatlon w1th the abundance of detall he collects f0r‘v
,hls artlcles, by not referrlng to hlS notes at thlS early ’
';p01nt, he 51mply allows: all his consc1ous and unconsc1ous
~thoughts to flow unedlted onto the page. Sometlmes the
uwords come 1n “creatlve flow,“ .and sometlmes 1t can take ‘him
1all day to wrlte an hour s worth of words But he doesn t
'judge, he just lets it happen, know1ng that he has the tlmev
'oand the mental tools to- make ‘sense of" the words later, or
even to start all over 1f necessary | | |
| The second draft may begln 1n a- “creatlve flow" state,"
“_“Sometlmes——when I am very lucky——the story just opens up
"before me and I realize whlch dlrectlon to go in" (12). It
ylsn’t that‘he has,foundgmore,facts,'rather, he,somehow‘looks
:at those facts_differently,;from ainewzperspectivebthat‘ |
allows him to;writélcreatively.‘Then:he,goesvbackto his

:factsvand figures'and’fits'themJinto‘his nevaerspective,

‘”fTrlllln s rltuals, h1s procedures, form‘a flexible.step—by-

”-.step pattern he has developed over the years whlch allows'

“him to produce always competent, sometlmes 1nsp1red prose.

"v If the "creatlve flow" never happens, Trlllln is Stlll able

. to produce effectlve, well wrltten artlcles that may be
1ndlst1ngulshable 1n terms of - quallty, at least to hlS
:readers, from the artlcles in which "creatlve flow". played a
Ceare. |

Themability'to'change from a state‘of."conscious



_1ntent" to "creatlve flow" doesn t seem to be restrlcted to
profe381onal wrlters as ev1denced by Reed Larson s case
;study of S.N;,'dlscussed above. Larson-relates thatvS.N.
repeatedly showed?a sensitivity to'his inner states,
monltorlng his energy level and emotlons 'so that he would
not be‘“overwhelmed" by hlS progect at any point. Accordlng
‘to Larson, S. N '"regulated the balance of challenges ‘and

SklllS, creatlng condltlons for enjoyable 1nvolvement" (35)

o Larson also c1tes another student, A,R., who was 1n1t1ally

anx1ous about her wr1t1ng pro;ect, relatlng that she “was

"hav1ng trouble puttlng thlngs 1n loglcal order (36) vShe

. dldn’t glve in to panlc, but rather dec1ded to experlment

_w1th dlfferent outllnes of her prOJect After she found an |
- approach that she llked she sald "As I was wrltlng the
n:rough draft and convertlng 1t to flnal copy, I sensed a real
byflow in the materlals and I felt as 1f everythlng was |

'-fflnally falllng together"-(36)

: Do erters Chanqe Threshold Patterns Over Tlme‘>

Wlll Bev,_the student c1ted earller, always cross the
xwrltlng threshold 1n a state of acute anx1ety° Wlll she ever»ﬁ
3 learn to.pace her pattern of wrltlng, cross1ng ‘the wr1t1ng

:'threshold w1th consc1ous 1ntent as dld Walter, the

e xperlenced wrlter in the same study'> Or w1ll she ever
LeXperlence_wrltlng‘w1th creatlve flow?

Fromthelresearchon the COmpoSition:process’so’far,"lt

o
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isn’t possible to answer these questions. We_do know,
though, that the pattern of crossing the writing threshold
seems to véry greatly, even among accomplished Qriters.
Muriel Harris, who studied one- and multi—draft writers
doesn’t advocate trying to change all one-draft writers into
ithose who revise‘extensiveiy. She sees strengths in the
techniques of both one- and multi-draft writers. The one
drafters shé studied seemed to resist putting words on
paper, to resist crossing the writing threshold. In order
to be effective writers they had developed patterns of
extenéive mental pre;text plénning_and revising before they
ﬁut words on paper. .They‘did little or no re-transcribing
afterwards. The multi—drafters:she stﬁdied needed to
interact with their written‘texts in order tb revise.
Regardless of how much planning or "incubating" they did
before transcribing'words onto paper, they revised
extensivély (187)ff She explains the major difference
between thé two groups: "All of the four one—drafters
expressed a strong need to clarify their thinking prior to
beginning to transéribe .. . [Consistent was] these
writers’ need to know where they are headed beforehand and a
feeling that they are not ready to write or cannot write--
‘until they are at that state" (180-1) . In contrast, the
multi-drafters explained that they "resist knowing, resist
any attempt at clarification prior to writing. Their

preference is for open-ended exploration as they write"
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(181)
Another cons1stent and clearly related dlfference
uvbetween one—»and mult1 drafters, accordlng to Harrls, is the

' "dlfference in the quantlty of: optlons they will generate,

",from words and sentences to whole sectlons of a paper, and

the way in whlch they w1ll evaluate these optlons s e the'
‘one drafters e exhlblted none of the agonlzlng over
l;wp0831b111t1es that other wrlters experlence, and they appearg
lto be able to accept thelr ch01ces qulckly and move on“: |
(182) Perhaps the multl drafters sometlmes cross the
wrltlng threshold 1nto words too- soon, when there is not

enough momentum to carry them satlsfactorlly through the

o wrltlng process ) One drafters may sometlmes leave cross1ngf

;.the threshold untll too late, when thelr anx1ety levels arev

_hlgh enough to 1nterfere w1th the wr1t1ng process. Harris'

speculates that 1t may be helpful to expose wrlters at
belther extreme~of~one— or,multlfdraftlng styles to,the‘

' ffpossibilities‘of:modifylng,theirgstylesr B

Harris postulatesithatrifrwe'better understand

}obmposing strategies,lwe-can:help multi—drafters tot
recogniZe‘that7they may‘linger‘too longvover‘making'choices;

'Hndfoneédrafters-may:be'writerleho find the stageiof |
vputting”wordshon paper is theasource'of their'irritation,

' fndt'the whole‘writing'process eIn other words, they may not

mlnd mental prewrltlng, only the process of "transcrlblng"

the1r mental prewrltlng 1nto ‘written words Harrls suggests
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that by generalizing their frustration with one part_of the
writing process to the whole, "some writers unknowingly get
ﬁhemselves caught in linguistic traps . . . What is needed
here is some assistance in helping students define their
problems more precisely"” (198). So, to apply Harris’
~analysis to Bev and other students who wait until the last
possible moment to write, we as teachers might help them
pinpoint their exact sources of frustration in the‘writing
process with the hope that they‘wouldvnot then generalize
their dislike to the entire writing process.

What is needed is not an attempt to change students so
that they all cross the writing threshold in the same way.
An appreciation is needed that there‘ere different ways to
cross the writing threshold‘andithat different writers may
experience different precipitating states at different times

and with different writing projects.
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Chapter 4;'How Does The Writing’Threshold

Relate to Teaching?

Onva'sunny,;humidbday inblate August, the first day of
rclass for the fallfsemester,rI'found myself‘in front of a
_class of twenty- flve ‘young men and women Theseiwere
freshmen, some.of,them just back from water skllng vacatlons

‘and others from summer jobs t0381ng hamburgers at fast food |
‘jwrestaurants. Most were:dressed in palnfully new runnlng
’!shoes.orypenny,loafers,andyln dellberatelykcasual.denlm_
_b:clothes chosenvto‘makeéthem_look‘likeiexperiencedhmembers of

”y'thls college communlty.“ | | o | | B
lee thousands of other 1nstructors in thousands off
other classrooms, I faced them across a desk and began what
bwe call "Freshman erter S Workshop " But what could I, in
yuone semester, teach them about the process of produc1ng
'.words° It isn’t as 1f they had never wr1tten before All
were veterans of h1gh school compos1tlon Yet, they told me
‘that day, as have other freshmen I have taught, that this
drfamlllar process of produc1ng words was Stlll somehow |
“_mysterlous and anx1ety produc1ng One summarlzed a
prevalllng»attltude, “The.word fear comes_to mind when I
thlnk of wrltlng thls semester It’s,simply because I never
, know 1f my teacher w1ll llke what am I g01ng to produce |

‘But why‘do;studentsvhave these attltudes? What is it about
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the:“mere".writing(of essays'in,freShman composition that:"
: H@an:inspire suCh an adversedreaction?-. |
d One answer to that questlon can be expressed by the.
‘d:metaphor of a student wrlter as a performer juggllng balls
‘jbefore an audlence The balls .are the condltlons demandlng,
students’vattentlon whlle wrltlng how do they develop a-
’series of ideas'ab0ut a topic? How do'they phrase thelr
1deas in the klnd of language the teacher wants° " How do
”stthey av01d‘grammatlcal_and,spelllng‘mlstakes? lee |
»:jugglers,'student'writers must keep these conditions‘in the

rair, looklng flrst at one w1thout forgettlng the others. va
dne ball is dropped,{1t 1s llkely that all the others will
‘fly out of controlf'to the juggler S mortlflcatlon and the
laudlence s ridicule. And the 31tuat10n is even more complex,;
wrlters must, -at the same tlme they are mentally juggllng
'conditions, step forward and cross the wrltlng threshold.
Student writers face the dauntlng task of‘learnlng to keepv
“going, slowly,‘stepeby—Stép, the process of producing words
_while‘juggling complex constraints.'Iflthey lose one ball‘or‘
,Stumhle over a crack in the flooring,]the whole process
‘ comes to a halt. ‘Then slowly, they must begin again, firstk
toss1ng one ball in the air and then another before they can
take that next step through the writing‘threshold. With all‘
this complex1ty, 1t’s a wonder, not that student writers
'have‘troubleuarticulating their‘thoughts, but‘that_they'ever

.'manage-coherently‘to put words‘in a row on paper.'
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As my students face me, they hold pen01ls and notebooks'
,of blank whlte paper Back at thelr dorm rooms are computers

- Waltlng with lettered'keys and blank screens. These are the
;places my students w1ll record what they produce as they
'cross ‘the wrltlng threshold thls semester. My students f
.aren’t aware that they are cr0551ng a threshold ‘when they

l put words on paper or on a computer screen They aren’t

aware that once they have crossed that threshold there are .

constraints that ‘can "stop"vthe flow of words. They are too

"intent on on carrying‘out this familiar yet still mysterlous

and anxiety arousing process of producing words.

CUtility of‘the/COncept'"Writinq Threshold"

My contention is;that the term "writing threshold" has

vdtility.in the classroomo.Along.with study of pre-writing,
. revision. and other writingrprocesses,‘lt may'be useful for
teachers tozidentify for‘students the'different
»‘precipitating’states-for\croSsing‘the writing threshold and
\‘the'different constraints demanding a writer’s attention in
the comp051ng process |

I w1ll use as an 1llustrat10n Andy, one of my students
in freshman'compos1tlon. In a dlagnostlc essay Andy explains
ehe dreads the . process of comp051tlon so much that he
procrastlnates until the last p0381ble moment before
beglnnlng an assigned essay.

When I learned that this class was all writing,
I almost died because I knew I had to take it in
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order to graduate Like in hlgh school, I’11
. probably write down in my calendar the due date
- for each assignment and avoid thinking about it
‘rtlll the nlght before. :
Clearly,‘Andy uses an extreme ver31on of deadllne anx1ety as .
: hlS prec1p1tat1ng state for cr0331ng the wrltlng threshold
He ‘may not reallze 1t yet, but thlS pattern llkely w1ll
cause him problems in college because he isn’t allow1ngv
himself enough time for writing. Likely, Andy won’t attempt
to change his pattern of crossing the threshold until fear
of failure drives him to request assistance.
Susan, anotherfstudent,swrites‘that‘she doesn’ t begin
all her writing in‘the same way:
‘When something really great has happened in my
life, I like to sit down and write about it to a
friend. The words‘flow easily, and it’s fun. When
I write an a551gnment, though, I just have to make
myself do it. I get in a quiet place without any
distractions, like my room .at night, and I write
until I have a rough draft. Then I put it away for
awhile before I try rewrltlng
Susanfs*words'flow easily and pleasurably in the letter to a
friend, a state which can be'identified as creative flow. In
writing an essay, in contrast, she doesn’t feel that same
ease. Instead, she makes consc1ous plans for wrltlng that
~she knows will accomplish her purpose. Susan’s method of
crossing the'writing’threshold for essay writing is
certainly more functlonal than Andy s. She plans a time to
'7wr1te each draft and doesn’t - stop until it is completed

’vApparently, though she hasn’t yet con31dered seeklng the

»Aklnd of creatlve flow in her essay wrltlng that she
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| ‘experlences in letter wrltlno Perhaps the essay writing
'doesn t flow because she doesn t have a clearly perceived

‘aUdlence as'she'does for,her letter-wrltlng. or perhaps she

Zhasnftuyet,found essay topics‘ofvsufficientiinterest to

_ inspire a state of creative flow.

Juqqlers Improve Wlth Practlce

Returnlng brlefly to the metaphor of the student writer
:as juggler, 1t 1s 1nstruct1ve to remember that apprentlce

jugglers eventually do learn how to keep all the balls in

cﬁ»the air. They may even progress, 1f they w1sh from

’juggllng mundane colored balls to t0381ng and catchlng sharp
.knlves or flamlng torches The same is true, in a sense,_of‘“
:”students who stay w1th the dlfflcult task of developlng |
thelr abllltles as a wrlter- They»can, over tlme, develop
y‘justlfled confldence 1n thelr own abllltles to control all
,the confllctlng factors demandlng thelr attentlon, and they
:,go on competently to tackle more challenglng wrltlng
131tuatlons.
~The- problem w1th composltlon classes for ‘beginning

';student wrlters 1s that they, like the students themselves;'
.‘suffer,fromf“atoneness,' as Berthoff calls 1t. So many
“.things”needvto be addressed at the same tlme, Where is a
,wrltlng 1nstructor to begln?'

| The research of Robert B01ce, a psychologist; suggestsvb

fthat a 31mple,butieffect1vevstart may be simply to require
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gstudents to write frequently BOice ] study was of
academ101ans who complained of writers block, rather than of
fstudents, but his results raise the intriguing question'Ofp
'whether the results would be 31milar w1th students
experienCing writing difficulties BOice d1v1ded hlS‘
‘academ1c1ans into- three groups; nine each were aSSigned to a
"condition where they (a) were forced to write five days a
nweek by strong external contingenc1es, or (b) were left to '
: write spontaneously, or (c)'agreed-to put‘off all but
femergency writing: until the ten week experiment had ended"
f(203)} Allvkept graphsvof-numbers of pages of writing
completed and creatiVevideas generated. The results‘were
gstriking: those who wrote‘everyfday produced more writing
ggg more‘creative ideas,eWhy? Boice postulates that the
habit of regular writing establishes optimal conditions for
| thinking'aboutawriting,da'trait>that.has been associated
‘with successful writers. Alternativelyvor additionally,
Boice suggests‘writing,blike other creative pursuits,'must
be practiced regularly.for best‘effects (204) . |

ls the same true for:studentS? Do they improve simplyr
by writing more frequently? One of my students; in his
diagnostictessay‘at the‘beginning of’the semester, made a
comment that,unknowingly echoes Boice: "I guess that writing
blS just like everything else you do. You have to work at it'
“wa‘lot to be good,at 1t. ) Practice may not make perfect but

“it alone, with or without any»other "treatment, " may result
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1n 1mprovement for many students Students, like'thisjone,
have an 1ntu1t1ve sense that their writing Wlll 1mprove 1f
7 they Just do,more of it, regardless of - the type of | .
j_‘instruction‘they‘receive‘ What he and other students of
s1milar attitude may hope is that their instructors w1ll *i'y”
help guide them to progress more efficiently than they could
in an 1nstructor less trial and error method

What about aspects of writing instruction other than'
‘vywriting frequency° Willa Wolcott and Dianne Buhr propose
that~wr1t1ng teacherS~strive to de—mystify,the writingv
‘process throughVinstruction in pre4writing, invention,
reVision, etct .and - that they help students cope with any
writing apprehenSion by attempting to locate the SpelelC
~sources of‘their_negative feelings, They also suggest
teachers work toward increasing students'iawarenesS‘of the
utility of writing in their college careers and in the
workplace (6-8). They base-their recommendations.on'their
research findings‘thatnstudents with a‘positive attitude -
'toward writing (aS‘evidenced:on questionnaires)‘were more
llikely to make'significant improVement in‘their writinghof
eSSays'than were_studentslwithfneutral or negative
attitudes: Wolcott and Buhr don!t'asSume;that stitiVe
"attitude‘caused’writing improvement but rather suggest that
’ studentS'who have positive attitudes toward writing maynwork
harder'and.perform:better, thus'reinforcing their positive

‘attitudes. Wolcottuand Buhr’s research shows a positivei
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»correlation7between}studentsfjknowledééng.the_complexitiesui
of‘the'writingmprocess‘}such‘ashpre-writing‘andvreviSionyi.
~ and writing improuement} | o - o
o jFloweruand‘Hayes recommend instructionhin-rhetorical "
problemdsolvingiwhlch they assert ls'"eminently teachable"
‘(102)T'Students,‘the§ explain; can be taught to explore a’,d
-top1c and also to 1dent1fy the "31gnals" Wthh tell wrlters
'1t 1s,t1me.to wrlte, such as flndlng a v01ce or a p01nt ofvf
view According;to Flower and Hayes,;“If we can teach Qﬁ;'“x:
“students to explore and deflne thelr own problems, even
w1th1n the- constralnts of an ass1gnment, we can help them to

create 1nsp1ratlon 1nstead of wa1t for it" (102);

My Recommendation"d

Another of my students wrote‘ln hlS dlagnostlc essay at
the beglnnlng of the semester, "I get frustrated because I'm
often not sure the paper gets across the 1dea I am trylng to -
'express. It takeS'me a long tlme-and‘a'lot of rewrltlng to
be‘satisfied with what»varite." This student wants to
write, if only given a reasonably~non—threatening situation
~in which to do so;‘he wants to find ways to“confront thed
constraints‘that‘plague him in the writing‘process.‘WhatNIg
“would recommend for my student, what Idtry‘to’provide‘in my
classroom,,ls an atmosphere»wherevstudentsfmay‘practice the'*
,;HAtoneness“‘of writing; It is a trlal‘and error‘process for

both of us, student and teacher, as wevtry to find a
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http:instead.of

reésonable combiﬁation of‘writiﬁg, peer editing, diséussion
of rhetArical problem'soiVing, location of sourcés:of "
"appfeﬁensiqn;‘diécuSsion'of‘academiq convehtions, analeis»I
df errbr, COnsideratibn ofgthe'writingvthreshold, and other
j,issues that Seém appfopriate..lt's not'a small agenda fbrja' 
‘,séme$te?;vﬁeedieés ﬁb Say;4 - | |
b.,What is’différént about my;épprbach‘is that I actually
‘discuss the Qritinggthréshold-in the classroom as part of

"~ the Proééssuof‘demystifyingﬁthe writiﬁg process. I believe '
it is‘ﬁseful to ﬁélp students to identify their
precipitatiné states for chSsing_thélWriting threshold and
faCtorS'that.may %éiogﬁ thevth#eshdld And stop the fiow of
writing. Mahy studéhts'beiieVe‘thaﬁ‘there is something;
inexplicabiy wrong about:£he way‘they produée text. If their
ways aren’t-w:dng, they thihk,'why is it frequently so
painful aﬁd éo difficuit to Qrite?vSuppbse students,‘through
‘conéidering the writing thrésthd, become aware that éll
writers experience-timeéjwhenvwrifing‘is difficﬂlt, timés
when they procrastinaté, timesvwhen they have to force |
,themsélves to writé, and times when; sometimes unexpectedly,
the writing»éomes eaSily. Suppose students come to‘realize‘
that their procfaétinations, their fears, and their joys are .
normal reactioﬁS'to‘the pfocess ofvputting words on paper?

~ Suppose étudehts learn that it is possiblé to alter the wéYs
that they cross the writing threshdld? | -

- Alan, another of my‘students, offers an answer to these
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questlons as he descrlbes hlS thoughts after becomlng more.f~
- aware of the wrltlng process of profe351onal wrlters and of

hlS fellow students

Before, I had thlS 1mage of profe331onal
_§wr1ters 31tt1ng at computers and smiling ear to
‘ear, not a bit anxious or. worried. After reading -
some authors’ essays’ about writing, I have begun - i
" ‘to see that they have the same feelings of anxiety
.- and pain that I do. As my: deadline gets closer, I
" .start to get more and more stressed. When I get to’
“the point. that T can’t sleep, I know it’s time to o
~ begin writing. Just knowing that ‘other writers do
the same thlng is comfortlng . +.. Maybe as I- :
‘write more, I’11 be able to write before I get S0
uncomfortable, but 1if that doesn t happen, I'm. not
”alone Other wrlters have the ;’_same problem

.-Not feellng alone 1n the wrltlng process, not fearlnoh
it qulte so much and perhaps even darlng to modlfy it 1n
‘p031t1ve ways-—students experlence these results after
1dent1fy1ng the wrltlng threshold and the" ways 1t 1s

l crossed. | |
"A113wrlters.ére;finnaisense, alone when they face‘that

blank sheetﬁof paper.. But,’rn'another sense,'they share a

' «common task that of puttlng words 1n a row on. that blank.

'page Identlfylng and teachlng the term "wr1t1ng threshold""
‘lmay help make that moment of text productlon less
’bmysterlous, more approachable for students and perhaps, for

:all‘writers;

48



- Works Clted A fl

»ﬁBartholomae,‘David. "Inventlng the Unlver51ty." When a ‘ o
Writer Can’t erte Ed. Mike Rose. New York Gullford .
1985. 134 165 - o - . : . o

—---. "The Study of Error " The Writing Teacher s_
o ‘Sourcebook. Eds. Gary Tate and Edward P.J. Corbett
‘-Second ed. New York Oxford UP .1988. 303 317.

»lerkenkotter, Carol "De01s1ons and Rev131ons  The ,
’ Planning Strategies of a Published Writer." College
Comp051tlon and Communlcatlon 34 (1983) 156- 169.

'Berthoff, ‘Ann E. "Recognltlon, Representatlon, and S
’ Rev131on.“ Journal of Ba31c ertlnq 3 (1981) 19—32

aB01ce, Robert; "Psychotheraples for ertlng Blocks." When»;
-a Writer Can’t Write. Ed. ‘Mike Rose, New York:
Gullford, 1985 182 218 ' :

Brandt, Deborah theracv as . Involvement The Acts of. .
o Writers, Readers, and Texts Carbondale Southern o
IllanlS UP, 1990 ‘ o : .

:Dillard Annle The ertlnq Llfe Nevaork“Harper,'l989Qv

,Fltzgerald Sallyanne H. "Re Unltlng the Arts of Language
Assignments in the Basic Writing Class " Freshmen
Engllsh News 18 1 (1989) 31 33 ‘ L 3

Flower, Llnda and John R Hayes "The Cognltlon of :
' - Discovery: Deflnlng a Rhetorlcal Problem." The ertlng )
Teacher’s Sourcebook. Eds. Gary Tate and Edward P.J. L
Corbett. Second ed New York Oxford UP, 1988. 92- 102 .

: Harrls, Murlel “Comp031ng Behav1ors of One— and Multl—f
' Draft erters " Colleqe Enqllsh 51 (1989): 174 191

;HesS[ Norah Personal Communlcatlon Palm Sprlngs: Nov, L
1989 D

fHull Glynda and Mlke Rose "Rethinking'Remedlatlonf"
ertten Communlcatlon 6. 2 (l989)° 139-154. ’

-,Jensen, George H. and John K. Dlleerlo.‘"Personallty and

Individual Writing Processes." College Com9031tlon and ;o;[.

Communlcatlon 35 (1984) - 285- 300

v_Larson, Reed “Emotlonal Scenarlos in the ertlng Process
'An Examination of Young Writers’ Affective . :
Experlences " When a Writer Can’t Write. Ed. Mlke Rose.

_49'



New York: Guilford, 1985. 19-42.

Murray,,Donald M. "The Essential Delay: When Writer'stBlook”
Isn’t." When a Writer Can’t Write. Ed. Mike Rose. New
York, Guilford, 1985. 219-226. N - R

_Pear, J.J. “Self'control’Technlques'of Famous Novelists."
‘Journal of Applled Behavior: Analv51s 10 (1977): 515-
e : v _ o7

Perl, Sondra. "Understanding Comp031tlon." When a erter )
Can’t Write. Ed. Mike Rose. New York, Guilford, 1985.
113-118. : - o .

'Ritchle, Joy S. "Beginning Writers: Diverse Volces’andb
Individual Identity." College Composition and
Communication 20 2 (1989) 152 174 '

'}Selfe, Cynthia L. “An Apprehen31ve erter Composes " When a
Writer Can’ t erte Ed “Mike Rose ~New York: Guilford,
1985 83-95. : ' I g

Trillln, Alice. "A Writer’s Process: A Conversation with
- Calvin, Trlllln " Journal of Basic ertlnq 3 (1981) 5—
. 18. . v _ ‘

Sommers, Nancy '"Intentlons and Rev131ons " Journal,of Basic
~Writing 3 (1981): 41- 49 B . - : ; B

‘;——;,"Rev151on Strategles of Student erters and Experlenced' -

~'Adult Writers." The Writing Teacher s Sourcebook. Eds.
Gary Tate and Edward P.J. Corbett Second ed. New York:
Oxford UP, 1988 119 127 el ~ S

fWolcott, Willa and Dlanne Buhr "Attitude as it Affects
Developmental Writers’ Essays." Journal of Basic
ertlng 6.2 (1987) 3-14. : :

Witte, Stephen. "Pre- Text and Comp031ng " College
Comp051tlon and Communlcatlon 38 (1987): 397- 425




	Crossing the writing threshold
	Recommended Citation


