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Of the many theoretical perSpectiveS'from which to

.
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based on the psychology of Jean Plaget and the educatlonal

phllosophy of John Devwey, provldes a particularly appropr1~

~
»

. approach the subject of written composition~'the one that
has come to interest me most is the developmental perspec-
. tive, with 1ts empha81s on human 1nte11ectua1 growth.

Specxflcally, the "cognltlve—developmenta1" approach.

ate basis for thlnklng about’ comp081ng. In his theory of

development, Piaget maintains that growth is always a

ot function oﬁ the interaction of external enV1ronmenta1

, - .
forces and internal intellectual structures.

of knowing the world, people both transform the environment .

[}

to fit their cognitive structures and in the p}ocess have

In the act

. -~ their cognitive structures elaborated and transformed.

Thus, intellectual growth takes place through a person's

interaction with his environment.

. both from "nurture" theories of devefgpment, which view the

‘Such a theory differs

environment as the source of growth, and from "nature"

theories of development, which view the person as the

source of growth.1
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* cations for resejrch and teaching.

2
.

This Piagetian view of deveropment has certain impli-

i
1

In a recent essay,

Loren Barritt and I tried to sketch four of the implications

¢
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for composition research: (1) that speakrng and wratlng

may entail somewhat different 1ntellectual proceSSes. (2)

~ that errors can praorvide 1ns1ght into students' composlng
- . 7 .
f ,strategles, (3) that an egocentrlc orlentatlon-—ln which-

the writer has dlfflculty V1ewlng the world from multiple

. perSpectlves--affects the wrlter S, audlence awareness, and

3

L ' y (4) that soc1a1-emotlona1 development may be fac111tated
’ é

gf;:through expressive writing. We suggested that a "develop-
) .a" mental rhetoric,? modeled onidevelopmental psychology,
' mignt emerge as a new research focus ln composition.2 ,
. But the cognitive—developmental perspective also has

implicationSffor-teaéhing, because development is seen as

an_educationaivaim. In brief, “the specific educational
theory, outlined in the work of John Dewey, maintains that
the ba81C conditions for educat10na1 development are ful-
i fllled when students become actively and cooperatively
engaged in a prolonged, meaningful activity which involves
L solving some sort of problem throughéthinking.3 Like
,Piaget, Dewey saw learning as the dynamic interaction of
4 . internal and external forces, thus implylng that teaching _
involves a balance between freedom and constraint, and that
learning involves a balance between the concerns of the
self and the.demands'of society. If we apply the insights
] ) of Piaget'and Dewey in a cognitive—developmental approach
to college composition, I believe that we discover six core
principles which can serve as: guides for 1nstructlon.
‘ 1. Prov1de ertlng Problems. Perhaps the key claim

L

of the cogn1t1Ve5developmental approach to composition is
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* that Students need to engage in ‘holistic wrltlng tasks--
‘tasks with a genulne alm and audxence. These tasks should
be “problems" in’that tley require students to work to
. extend their skills, to stretch their intellectual muscles,
't0~activeiy‘discovér both what-theylthink ahdlhow‘to best
. present this knowledge dn writing, Providing such tasks
| . demands sensitivity, because the teacher needs to set
. " problems that challenge the students without discouraging
| them. . - K
There have been a number of suggesrions for cohpoSi-
' tion classes based on a "problem—solving" mode1° put the
approach I 11ke best is the "team learning” approach
devised over ten years ago by Leonard Greerbaum and Rudolf
Schmerl, and plloted both at the University of Michigan A
and at Tuskegee Institute of Technology.4 This course
presented;students with a topic area for the semester's
‘work (e.g., the impact of the Viet Nam war in Ann Arbor; a
: Congressional election campaign). Working 1nlgroups, the
students then broke this area into manageable units, gath—
ered, information from many sources, apd wrote three papers
* collaboratively during the semester. Funds were available
to have these papers printed in a monograph which yas
distributed to universiry and community groups. Three
features of this course bear emphasizing. (1) The students
/ worked intensively for an extended period of time on a
| challenging writing problem. (2) The writﬁeh products had
a purpose and a‘broad, interested audjence. (?) The

teachers, while providing guidance, allowed students to

A .
- \
L}
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make independent decisions and did hot interuene to prevent'
"mistakes." Such accourse seems' to embody the most‘impor-
tant ofaDewey's conditions for education.- | A

2. Emgha81ze‘Wrxt1ng as a Process. An'enphasis on.
the process of wrltlng is a’ natural outcome of a cognltlve-,
developmental approach because students arge worklng from
the beglnnlng of a course on hOllSth wrltlng tasks--
produc1ng dlscourse é.Thls necess1tates a perlod of pre-
writing (dlscoverlng ways to approach the task), a perlod
of- gathering 1nformat10n, sorting out one's ;deas, and
writing drafts, and a perlod of" rev1ew1ng and asse851ng
what one has written. Hovéver; the trbuble with many dis-
ecusslons of the wrltlng "process" is that they make every‘?
thlng sound neater than 1t is: three quick and easy steps
to good comp081t10ns-—prewrit1ng, writing, rewrltlng.. Any-
one who has reflected on hls.or her own wrltlng experlences
knows that thlS linear sequence of steps is only a very
rough‘approx1mat10n of the process, ignoring recursive
activity and the interaction among stages. ‘Thinking angd -
' writing are usually so wrapped up together that the influ-
ence of each is dlff;cult to separate out. Students need
to know that writing is manageable, that there are ways
of gettlng ideas when one runs dry, but they also need a’
reallstlc_understandlng of the complexities of the writing
process so that they don't adopt a simplistic model that

doesn't work for them--and perhaps doesn't work for anybody.

[
3. Facilitate Social Interaction. Thg_interabtive

‘composition class--a class that involves students in writing
. . .

3

(|
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for one another. readlng and reSpondlng to eaCh other s

. 0

papers. and‘wrltlng some papers collaboratlvely--hqs been

PN

i'gettlng 1ncreased attentlon, and rlghtly so.5 Cooperatlon
and collaboratlon are valuable social organizations for
learning. There a;e at least three spec1f19 beneflts of
“an intetaotive compdsition classroom;:.FifSt,‘sOciél inter-
actlon in the form of talk- abou€ paper topics is benef1c1a1
in the “prewrltlng" stage, when students are explorlng.
subJectS'they may write about later. Talk is vital at

“

this stage. Who knows that better‘than a college teacher?
When I‘geé an idee for a project or article, the first
thing I do is cerne: a‘colleague and talk about it. As I .
talk; I discover things: I need to justify a certain
‘point& there are weak spots in my argument, the probleﬁ is
more interesting than I anticipated at first, My colleague
-asks questions, suggests objections or alternative
épéroaches,.or maybe looks so puzzled that I know I have
ma jor. work to do. Students should have similar experiences,
but often don't--sometimes because we don't value group
talk in the classroom, and sometimes because we haven't
shown them Qgﬁ to conduc£ brofitable small-group work. I
hear this complaint frequently from secondary-school
English-teac;ers: "I tried that social interaction bus{:‘
ness. wgat a chaotic disaster! lﬂee day'was all that I -
could stand." Of course. . We‘Eannpt expect students condi-
tioned by years of exposure to the typical school classroom

to make the transition easily or quickly. It takes patient

teaching to make an interactive class work; but the results




~are 'worthl it.

-~

Sfﬁpxd,.social interaction in the form of peer -
o~ .

éeaching, when successful, has distinct advantages over the

-

‘prbfessioral-teachgr/thiity-students models both,tutof'énd

tutored 1 }:p’a great déai in sJLh an encounter, and'tgere
'is an 6§po tuhity for effective individualizétions frhird,a
social int racti;n in.ﬁhé faorm of group readings of stdaéht
papefg pro ides an audiénce'fog writing and can help teach
students t importance of viewiné ﬁheir writing from the’

reader's perspective. By alternately taking the roles of

reader and yriter, students begin to see the complementar-

ity of these roles: a piece of "writing" is really a piece
. \ - e

of "reading"{-that is, we write "reading." Hopefully,
through this\kind of experience students will internalize
- the perspegti e of the reader and bring it to bear when .

-writing. \ -

ize the Importance of Attitudes. The

gognitive—de elopmentalist takes a "learning" rather than

a "teaching" perspective on education. That is, the -

genéral goal fq.'a composition course is that students

learn to write HRetter--more willingly, more fluently,

more correctly. The;teacher can set problems, arrange_
experiences, andligive advice--and all of theée are impor-
tant--but the stufients, ultimately, must become engéged in
writing, actively\applying ané extending what they know and

discovering what skills they lack.
i

that students willingly invest energy in writing, that they

Thus, it is crucial

value the process aﬁd products of composing.

n

Therefore,

"
"
n
"
~
"
»
”
N
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the éttitudes that students have about writing arelreélly
Quite’cent;al to the comppsition class,'ahd the te;cher
"negdé‘to deal effectively with abprehensive'of-éiscouragéd
w;iﬁers. Diederich characterizes hiéiremedial students

this way: . “They hate and féar writing mére than anything
else they haveJhdd to do in school. If they see §'b1ank,
sheet of papér on which they are expected to wfite some-
thing, they look as though they want to scream."6 'Sudh
attitudes interfere with learning to write. -‘While there is _
no panacea fér curing negative attitudes, the most fruitful
approach seems to be to work‘simultaneoﬁsly both 6n helping
students master some of the basic skills that impede thei;
writing fluency (and are often sources of embarrassment)

and also on valuing their language competencies and ac- \\\¥4
knowledging their successes. -

/7
v 5. Extend Language Facility. When cognitivzfgz;elop—

]

mentalists claim that development is the aim of education,

they méan that students should be.encouraged to extend
their.composing competencies, moving to more development- -
ally mature levels of language and communication skills.

Thﬁs, one goal of a writing course would be to enhance

students' writing flgency, helping them to produce discourse
more efficiently. This means a lot of writing practice,
particularly use of free writing techniques su¢h as thosg

-

advocated by Peter Elbow in Writing Without Teachers.

Another goal would be to extend students' syntactic and e
. ’ T
rhetorical skills by making use of sSuch techniques as

Sentence combining or Christensen rhetoric.® While these .

. -

(O]
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techniques cah be'miéd;ed'(asArote drill orAas the sole
answer to allkﬁfiting prdblems), %ney.are,,uséa judi?iously.{
exifemelx effe&tivé?means for éxtepding students®’ language
,facility. . : ' .
6. Deal Fo}thrightlx‘ﬂigg Errors: Perhéps the

wisest statement éh\phe importance of students' errors
comes from Mina Shaughnessy: “Errors count but not as much

9

as most Eﬁglish teachers think." The point is that errors

' do interfere with many students’ a?ilities to express.
themselves fldently and to communicate effec¢tively. But
granting that.point, how is one to dealiwiﬁh errors? Not
simply by marking every violation of standard written
conventions, leaving it to -the student to interpret the
meaning of the red ink. Rather, the cognitive-develop-
mentalist views e;ror‘as a valuable analytical tool, a way
to understand the s£ragegies that a student is ﬁsing in his
or her writing, a.way to show the student the logic of an
error, and, of course, a way to demonstrate a thinking
process which leads to the correct form. Tﬁe apéroach is
one of "error analysis": identifying and systematicaliy‘
categorizing mistakes, deaiing with éach student's most '
salient and consistent writing errors, and refusing either
to'overwheim the students by pointing out every deviation
from written conventions or to discourage the student by _
dwelling solely on the negative aSpécts ;f a composition.10
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In sum, a composition’ course based on cognltlve—develop—
“mental theory entalls the presentatlon of challenglng-—but
‘realistic and- 1nterest1ng——wr1t1ng tasks which require
: ' students to extend their skills of thosght and 1anguage.
To the greatest extent possible, we should create situations
:1n which students produce wrltlng that w111 mean somethfﬁg B L
to a éroup of readers--wrltlng that will be read, at least
by peers an& hopefully by even a broader audience. In the
process of fulfiliing such eomppsing_tasks, students wili
probably make mistakes, but these should be greeted as /f{
‘bromisihg signs of degelopment, as opportunities to expiore
the‘composing strategies the students are trying ous. And
since the developmeag of competent, self-reliant writers is
our aim, we should show students how to extend thei; 1anggage
facility and help them ﬂp systematically reduee their
, troublesoﬁe writing errors. ’
Such an approach to composition teaching is'founded bni,
the éognitive-developmental sheories'of Piaget and Dewey.
Both men assert tﬁat we learn by doing, that we grow intellec-k'
tually by tackling demanding problems.: It is this active, |

problem-solving orientation that is central to a cognitiveé

developmental approach to composition teaching.

10
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