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ABSTRACT

One teacher's experience with changes in writing
skills and attitudes while teaching writing led to studies of the
experiences of three female graduate student writing tutors with
widely varying backgrounds working in a university tutorial service.
One was a student from a blue collar family who had entered college
&8 a2 mature student; one had previously been a nurse; the third had a
solid academic background with coursework in linguistics and writing.
It wvas found that their teaching experience during the school year
significantly changed their own writing processes and their attitudes
about writing. Each tutor had an individual style and continued to
develop her own repertoire of writing strategies. The tutors found
that despite differing backgrounds and proficiency levels, the
conceptual tasks in writing became more complex. The study emphasized
how active engagement in teaching writing is a rich source of
information about the writing process for the teacher as well as for
the student. (MSE)
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Introduction

mmmmmmmhmml
had the opportunity to work as a twtor for Carleton University’s Writing
Tutorial Service. The experience had many bencGt—the loast expected,
howeva.mdyuthemludnh.mbdgubﬁi“
myownwlidumsmylbﬁwam‘lﬂs.m
structured, more articulate papers.

The transformation, nevestheless, was 80t s easy cne. There were
many false Marts, stops, and even regressions. At first I became 30 over-
whdmdbjmyumebmmdwﬁuw
rather than product-centred that the very act of puiing pea o paper
became an awesome one. The trowble was not 5o much in the “what” to
say, but more in the “how.” | was paratyaed by the cadiess possibilities,
bytheaunﬂmkmmofw&mymnm
could be made on the word, sentence, paragraph level, sad on 10 the first
through to the last draft. Indeed, the heightened self-consciousness and
uwlmdypowthumofba'qnhbtomﬁeﬁomd&emi&n
process did more to disconrage than encourage fluency.

Yet as the academic year progremsed, strategies which I introduced %0
mystudentnnchuwﬁﬁubdkeovum‘smmmkun
heuristic, and allowing for incubation periods between drafts provided
valuable litmus tests which helped to feed and support my own efforts.
And eventusily my many stops and starts bore fruit, It all seemed to have
beenapunofamrympofmh—aoeminmde-
centring of the self—during which time the heuristics enabled me to
move out and beyond myself, to view things from others’ vantage points
and 1o see thing s not just for what they were, but more significantly, for

2




Soon | began to wonder if this was the case for other tutors ss well,
Consequently. | decided 10 conduct a study investigating rotential
chenges in the attitudes and processes of three of the next yzar's tutors.
The following. presented as three separate case studies, is a synopsis of
my findings.

Background

The three tutors involved in this pilot study were all female volun:. ers,
and graduate Fellowship students who were required to do + gre=i deal
ofwritinuspmoftheircoumwork:otherwise.dnymm
divaseblck;rounds.Onewasa“mtumstudem"withMm. .
cation, another had been an R.N. before attending university, wh . *he
third had a solid academic background with courses in linguistics and the
“writing process.”

At thcbeginningoftheu:demicymlhemtonattendedaworkshop
as part of their training for the Writing Tutorial Service during which
timelheymgivenaninuoduaiontoﬂletheoryofuutimy.the
oomposingprocas.mntmwehﬁndings,aswdluahwognphy
outlining the most pertinent studies in the field of writing (Freedman,
1984). Then, with theory in hnnd.thewtotsvmapodﬁontocxplore
the pedagogical implicetions and begin to apply them to the various
writing problems students may have,

The subjects were first interviewed after this trair:ing session, but
before they began their teaching duties, and then again «_seral times
throughout the school year. Each tutor’s profile is prefaced with a de-
scriptionofhersocio-eoonomicblckpoundaswellasasummaryskﬂch
of her personality. Included also are their initial thoughts and feelings
about being a tutor because I believe their responses would reveai, to a
great ertent, what :heycmsideredthewtofwritingtobe.thmhelpinglo
flesh out their personal writing profiles. All in all, what quickly became
apparent as the tutorial year progressed was that the teaching of writing
can and does affect our own writing process—regardless of one's own
particalar level of discursive maturity,

Tutor Profile #1: Brenda
Socio-economic Background and Personality Profile

Brenda came frcm a blue collar background and was the first of her
family to attend university. She left high school at the end of grade nine
and after a varied work historv, which included everything from driving
a tractor-trailer to working as a medical secretary, she entered university
7S a mature student. She completed an undergraduate degree with a
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mhwuammimdm.u
MemliedinanM.A.mminw ’
Mwmmpﬁphadwmﬁu&ewd
mmmam&mmmmmw':un
m&hmﬁnhmmdmms&n
uulynﬁ-mubandjuﬁﬁnﬂypuﬂdk.?ﬂ.mmdh
m:mmmmumdmum
mmmwmumammwﬂmm
mnthth«“ﬂm‘hawﬁhmﬁm
beamedthe“uﬁiendy"mhwlthlﬂd-
versity she atiended. Homa.itconldnhohvehudelohhﬂ
thudtom»wdwdmbplumidmu*u
eithumwﬂ!in;bshnthem.addnotmﬂymhmm.
Mmumﬂydidnamwmwnaiiﬁmwh

Writing Process Before Twtoring
Mwhﬂymﬁd&mmwmmm‘qw
wnaﬁtdahswhmukedmmm&cwnwwﬂ
beliketewhin;othm“ﬂowtheﬂmywwlluymhwlo
m?—lgmmwmmuwmmm
mﬁ&m”mmwwmdthwﬁﬁqmmymdiﬁ-
ammmemmsmdid.hom.nquiuumwhﬁmespdbh
foruchuignmem(q.sixweebforaﬁnmtomy-ﬁvem

Onceshededdcduponwwpic.lhedidexuiwmcldthe
pﬁmnyandupedﬂlydmmqmu—ommww
chmbdlheaiwmm:ﬁm”mmﬂwuthmu
\mdtolivempundmtohetmidm.Notquymﬁdem
abonthampomofsdeﬂivity.mhetabﬂitywm&wm
sheneedadtoamasamtdedd“m«hmhvetouy."lndeed.it
mperhupuwaynotonlylotkmdntowquinideu.wlhomﬁnd
theappropﬁaleclothiu.otvehidafo:meexpu-im.

Whﬁumﬂd“mmdm”shem'.mwm
mmmmmmmmmwnumww
moetthcneedsofhenopic.l‘.mtullyshemdea“skﬂchyouﬂh\e”
indiaﬁngrdevmlsuppaﬁum&eﬁd.henslndlowedﬂnmteﬁdm
incubation period cf several days.

By this point, three-quarters of the time allotted to the essay had been
gi';enovenoungenmtionmdexp!omionofidm.ﬂlenslnmld
sunthemwduning,wriﬁulon'hmdmddoubb-spwadjheeould
notmllymuﬂnmuﬂnumwofaoughdttﬁsmwmwkmum
“Q“mulotonimemkinumyrhddchuafrommewotdlevel
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todnlaudmdthepieciuelf.andwould“qnlndm"m
warranted {0 improve the overall meaning. Once the good draft finally
evolved, and still working long hand, she tumed her attention to mechan-
ialchnnassnchsspdlin;mdpnnctwion.ﬂnenslntypedupbu
duﬂ.mkingnodnngsauhismge,andfmllydnpapermsmdyfor

What Tutoring Taugit Brenda Aboxt Her Own Writing Process

nmmmmmmmmmwmmm
more aware of different writing strategies, Brenda suddenly realized that
theamountofworkshemintoapmjeamnotmlly “goal-directed.”
I sat there and thought, “what am I copying this page verbatim for whea
I don't even know what it says—and all because I think it might be
important.” She decided 10 “take a chance and not do as much research,
It's fantastic! It really is! I have more lists now, it's taking more time
because I'm heingmouamiomthlldon‘tlaveanythimommd
becemelamchnngingmymuhod.l!efml‘d.aatlustmmd
notes beforelwouldevennythmmbemmthlngin there™ It's 8
more aggressive approach. It's no longer getting all these quotes—and
then having to ped around them.”

Asa result of encouraging others 10 actively engage with their material
and to have confidence in their own thoughts and intuitions, Brenda
realized that she needed to heed her own advice. By the end of the school
ymshefe;'tmoresatisﬁedwitb.mdmmincomrolofherwriting.She
spent less time needlessly copying chunks of prose. And rather than
amassing pages of notes per text, she had only four or so more meaning-
ful ones.

Faced with having 1o do a new assignment, the research for her thesis
topic, she did, however, momentarily regress. “With the first critical text
I wrote it out word for word. | had almost thirty pages of notes.”
Nevertheless she recoversd quite quickly and “with the next few borks |
became more selective: | tried to make general statements with a few
quotes.” When last I spoke with her, she was very plcased and confident
that her thesis would be finished w=ll within the deadline that she had set
for herself.

Tutor Profile #2: Joan
Socio-economic Background and Personality Profile

Joan came from a middl:  iss background and was one of the first of
her family t0 attend university. As a child she was encouraged to read
and use the local library although there was not a great deal of attention

S



pidwtheuchmh'didasnunmmwwh
became an R.N.. worked for a year, and the decided 10 sttend acsiversity
with the intention of eventuslly seaching nursing. During thi time ske
ummymmuwu"mmuwm
.mmmmwmmmm«nuuu.uku
Canadian Studies, focusing on Canadisa literature and history.
Jmmadeﬁaudm.wumm
dnalwaysnamdwbd&enadbwu.ugwyn
mmmhwumb“m.mw
Iifenndmwidauwithpmaﬁonud.ulk'ﬂ.ﬂ*ah
MMMM:WM(‘M

Writing Process Before Tutoring
Jmnlikedwﬁﬁn;hufondi!&fﬁcd—'itdm\mmlm
hnwtobefaudinmdoin;k.”Nwdiﬂﬂemmﬂyhdhm
Mmonmwnmsheuwbyﬁeql'um“wll
mha&mpmﬁuwﬁwhmd
mmmmwuwmmwm
m'uwpmm."smmmm.nummm
ofmmmu.ﬂukmwh@edmwmm*
Wammmmmmnmw
mmmmwm»m"summmw-dw
mifmmmumwpwm»emmmu
would “give them something they can reed.”
Omjmdmdhmkhnmmhb‘-hm
byeuminincptimryandmdmmgwbthic
choice.&chmﬁonmwﬁmmhﬁlllmww
byliteappropt'meplgenumbu.mutm“m
whichnomul&ytooklwo—lhildadtheﬁmeronkw
shemndmnwdhummawmmm
with a thesis statement and foflowed by supporting points and quotations.

mlwmwmm»mmumm
mphdmmmm.mmwmmmmw
wotd.phme.mmandpumph.Mumwhhmmepiwem
mdytobelypodandanhispoimsbedidliuleornooomain.sveto
add or delete a line.

What Twioring Tought Joan About Her Own Writing Process

Sevenlmomhsimotheschoolywlmn.dmitted.“lhnveahirly
Q nderlywyohppmdningwritiumdlknowitpumlotofprm
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on me.” It was not until she was faced with an assignment ‘a a new
discipline, however, that she felt the need to abandon some of her old
writing strategies. The task was to compare a biographical to s nerrative
account of history and it was her responsibility to decide which of her
findings were pertinent. There were no critical texts to turn 10 and she
found herself “collecting a mass of notes™ and “paralyzed by all the
information.”

Forced to chart her own territory, she decided that her only option
Was to begin writing in order to discover what it was she wanted (o say.
It was, indeed, a case of Britton's “shaping at the point of utterance”
(Brition, 1980:24). First she tried to list all the points that interested her
andﬂrenslnmnowedherfocmtotwoarm.Thisthenbec;ma
“sketcty outline™—a very different approach compared to the highly-
wrought product she was used to producing.

With this done she thought, “I'Hl just start writing again and see what
happens.” Not prepared to throw ail caution to the wind, she cortinued
to single space her writing but she no ionger waited for the “right word.”
If somzthing displeased her, her internal editor :nerely undexdined things
she felt were awkward at the time. [ had to keep saying to myself, tnis
draft you are just working on ideas.” All in all, she “was surprised it
turned out so well—it still needs polishing—-nevertheless, I've never
written an essay so quickly.” Nor had she “ever had an essay this far
along weth a week to go_ Il put it uway and then come back to it.”

Soon this change in writing strategies began tc spill over even into
familiar territory for Joan. In attempting to develop a thesis for a lengthy
Canadian literature paper she “sat down and tried to vrite out some
thoughts. It was very helpful and I was very excited about it because |
had never done this for an English paper before.” She started keeping a
journal of ideas for this new paper because “I guess I was so over-
whelmed with what I had to do, and there were so many conflicting
ideas, I thought at least I'll be keeping track of my own questions.”

Committed though she was to her new writing strategy, Joan felt it
had not worked for her history paper and she was “not sure why.”
Ultimately, when written for a university course, the measure of a paper's
worth is in the mark it receives. In this case it received a B rather than an
A. Needless to say, there could be many reasons for this result. Perhaps
the paper was awarded less than she had anucipated due to insufficient
time dedicated to the exploration and organization of her ideas, and the
failure 10 present them as cogently and precisely as her professor desired.
Then again she may not have been aware of all the rules one must follow
to give a discipline, in this case history, its desired wnttzn identity. The
acquisition of a new discipline, as we have come to realize, particularly
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mmmmmmmdm-mmms
ahi;hummpkxatwr.mwﬁmhuwmkemyfwym
odjmmuundmimihﬁomon(hemsuwdlutkm
sdomlevel.(Fmdmmeul.iotﬂmin).lMJohDixonuo-
cinctly mmmeuuwbenbenys“mmintynmw&.inl
sense. certainty <bout experience” (Dixon, 1974:93).

Regardiess, iminaively.!onnmliudthtsl:ewm»nud
valuablcgmuntlShepemvmdudoonﬁmedtokeepajmnsloﬂd&s
fotCamdianljmmelkeMbytheeuddtlemhlym
Jmnfeltmoninconuolofhasinntionmdshei.mdethw
recording her ongoing thoughits bec..use “it forces you to clarify and to
see your problems.”

impomntpmofberlifuswclundforulon.n:hcemidnmbu
shehndkepudiuyandwrincnpoeu'y.lnmmolshemkm
counainwritin;.andhernndﬂgndmeworkmh\l’.nglishmd
Un;uistn.ndoremrﬁn(hetM.A.mmmeinCMnljmm
shespenttwoyalsinAfﬁawithCUSOmchimESL

Ammammmmmmmmm
highly committed 10 conversation, she was always more than ready to
explore ideas, the parti Imofberindividuxlconmmdthemtunof
herwﬁﬁngprm.Sheh:dmedectkmm.ndmotesomwme
other tutors, her main motivation seemed to be her insatiable curiosity
for knowledge.

Writing Process Before Tutoring

Unlike the other two tutors, Anna had tzken an undergraduate course
with Dr. Aviva Freedman exploring the writing process. Because of this
experience Anna was very Conscious of the complexities and the links
between reading, thinking and writing. In the past she had always kepta
diary, but after taking the above course sne felt she had been given
“permission” tc expand it into a journa! in which she could explore ner
ideas. She was anxious to be 8 tutor and wanted the opportunity “to
bring ou: things students have” and make ther: “more aware of the
pro~=ss.” She felt that it took a long time to “gain control of her own

¢} and as a tutor she could “aid in giving others this direction.”
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In general. Anna was fairly confident about her writing. However, to
write effectively she had to have the following—as much time as possi-
ble, and :he tension that is created by a deadline. Ualike the other tutors,
she mentioned that her topic choice was always guided by the professors’
preferences, which she gleaned through deduction and intuition. In fact,
Anna had a heightened awareness of her audience—a crw jal dimension
of effective writing and often one of the last to be acknowledged and
developed. She spent a great deal of time discussing with me what she
felt her professors and the individual disciplines required of ker, strug-
gling to articulate her thoughts so that they would best suit those
expectations.

After her topic was chosen, Anna tumned to her primary text(s). Dur-
ing her first reading she normally made notes and, guided by her topic,
marked relevant passages. At the same iime she jotted down pertireat
thoughts that came to mind. Nor was this an exercise that was limited to
Just her “writing time™: she was well aware that her topic could pop into
her mind at any moment and tried to be ready to record whatever
suddenly and consciously surfaced from her Creative unconscious. There-
fore, “even a tiny, yet pertinent scrap of paper™ might be added to the
“pile” of infermation that she gathered for &n assignment. She rarely
went to secondary sources, and then only after most of her thoughts on
the topic had jelled.

Once her rescarch was completed, Anna ~.ent back and re-read her
notes and the marked passages with the purpose of establishing some
sense of direction. Ideally, the material suggested its intended sense and
shape. Then she wrote not a point form outline, but more a sketch of her
tntended thesis and the areas she *+,u'd cover. She wrote long-hand,
double-spaced, and had to start with her introduction as her “way into”
her material. Even if this introduction was eventually scrapped, it was a
Necessary exercise, an outline, that helped her chart the territory she
intended to cover. Finally, Anna wrote as many drafis as she thought
were necessary and would even make changes—mechanical as well as
structural —while typing the final pixduct

What Tutoring T aught Anna About Her Own Writing Process

By the end of her tutorial year Anna could point to two major changes
In her writing process The first was that she tended to give her drafts
more 1ncubation time She had allowed fcr some such time in the past
(although 1t is noteworthy that it was not something she mentioned as
being a part of her writing process at the beginming of the year), but now,
as she says, “| see the degree of ime as being more important.” And
second, “because of being more conscrous of the wnting process, I feel

9
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I've been more successful in separating myself as writer from myself as
critic ~ For instance, there were times when I'd think, “Oh! that doesn't
~ sound right” and would immediately sttempt to revise, thus jeopardizing
the flow of creativity. Or she felt somewhat inhibited and “just didn’t
allow myszif 1o engage in writing to discover. Now 1 just aim t get there,
to write to a certain point and then go back and look at it critically.”

On the whole “I write a bit faster” says Anna, “but the process is
longer—I speid more time anc they are better papers.” Nevertheless,
after her year as a tutor, she finds writing an even “greater burdea™ now.
Other thar wanting “tc succeed and do an ultimate yob,” there is also the
added dimension of being “more aware of the complexities invoived,
And i think of the time you spend, of the possibilities for people coming
here ‘0 the Writing Tutorial Servicc—and then you stzat to think of the
possibilities for yourself—it snowballs!™

Conclusions and Implications

We can see then, that as a result of teaching writing, each tutor did
change her writing process significantly. And it was the experience
gained teaching in the tutorial service that afforded the tulors & greater
mastziy over their craft.

Brenda soon realized that writing is, in fact, a thinking process and that
she needed to have more faith in her own thoughts and feelings, her own
responses. Therefore, rather than continuing to construct essayz out of
masses of notes she had copied “verbatim,” she begar to rely upon her
own academic centre of reference. And even though active engagement
with her material seemed to require more of her, it was not resented, but
viewed rather as a necessary part of the new-found control that pre-
viously seemed to elude her.

Similarly, Joar recognized that her writing process failed to get at the
heart of the matter—to put herself in touch with her cwn vital uexus of
thoughts and feelings out of which effective prose must grow. She aban-
doned some of her cld writing strategies which “put a lot of pressure™ on
her, such as developing a rigid outline, and demanding of hersif a
periect, first and only draft. Instead, she began to keep a journal of ideas.
to frec-write, and brainstorm, thus ailowing herself to discover and
explore wha, it v/as she wanted to say.

Even Anna, who had, as Don Murray would say, * the feel of writing,”
(Murray, 1980:67) felt the need to change her writing process. In the past
she had a terdency to prune her writing before it had been allowed to
take shape. lntencuon with her studcnts, however, cmplusized the vai ]
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its content. As well, she proyided for longer incubation periods between
drafts. thus distancing herself from her writing and making for a more
objective view.

In turn, our analyses of the changes that took place in the wriiing of
these three tuiors over the year also led us to make some fusther, more
general observations. First, it is clear that there is no one correct
approach to writing. Each tutor had an individual style. continued to
develop her own repertoire of writing strategics, and yet managed to
successfully meet her course requirements. Indeed, our own frame of
reference, our individuality, usually determines the choices e make on
the macro as weil as the micro level: to a great extent what and how one
writes is a 1lection of who and what one is. This then leads us to ask
whether or not there might be a correlation between a particular person-
ality and the quality of writing being produced. For example, did Anna
write rich, articulate prose because she had an eclectic personality,
because she enjoyed, to paraphrase the poet Tony Connor, “Creating &
jungle #rd then exploring it”? (Murray, 1978:87). And will future
research actually reveal a correlation between a particular personality or
psychological type and preference in writing strategies? For instance,
would an “extravert,” to use Jung’s categories, be raore inclined to free
write &nd brainstorm than an “intravert™? Or would it depend upon the
task at hand and the nature of the discipline? These and many other
questions remain unanswered. What is apparent is that it is impera.ive to
view writers as individuals and to devise our teaching methods
accordingly.

Secondly, what we have gleaned from our study of the three tutors is
that no matter how much writing experience one may have, writing is
rarely easy work. Because we keep growing as writers, our tasks can and
do become conceptually more complex. And as they become more
complex, the greater the imaginative leaps we, as writers, are required to
make. In fact, sometimes we can become lost in the rarefied air of the
abstractions—as was the case for Joan and her first history paper—and it
may take us a while to find our bearings. Even our most proficient writer,
Anna, found that heightened knowledge and experience on many fron-
tiers does not make a writing assignment any easier. The more one
know;, the more thers is to be assimilated and translated into nieaning.
The end result may e richer and more dyramic, but there is still the
enormous and very often time-consuming task of trying to capture, as
Browning would say. “the infinte within the finite.” We do. 1t is true,
reach certain levels of discursive matunty; but if our writing tasks do
become different, or more complex, we are then required 1o travel in a
new direction—to stretch farther and higher We never really become
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“finshed writers™ per se, but are continually in a state of becoming—
movingintomdomofnmoomplexmgesofdewlopmt

The final observation from thissmdyisthaus"when.uscbohrsof
writing, we need to be writers, personally embudying the knowiedge we
explicitly claim™ (Watsosi, 1980:24). Active engagement in the writing
process itself is perhaps one of the richest sourves of information about
the writing process we have {0 ap. Indeed, this is probably why our
Writing Tutorial Service is as successful as it is. We have not just teachers
teaching writing, but writers teaching writing—a distinction that is
becoming, it sezms, more and more significant.
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