
ISU Writing Program Philosophies & 
Concepts (1.2) 
 

Changing Writing Instruction at Illinois State University  

Beginning in Fall 2010, the Writing Program at Illinois State University departed in some significant ways from 
a more traditional approach to teaching composition that has been evolving (with variations) within American 
higher education since the late 1800s. In the ENG 402 seminar, new instructors read about and discuss this 
history (and participate in the development of our program) more explicitly, but the following sections offer 
some background information about the research and theories that are informing our current work in writing 
instruction. 

	  
Traditional Approaches to Writing Instruction 

During the mid-to-late 19th century, significant changes occurred in the concept of “writing” at American 
universities. The university education system (at Harvard University and several other select institutions) 
began to move away from a focus on training the sons of gentlemen to enter a narrow range of socially 
appropriate professions. In the main, the training of these students in “communication skills” consisted of 
translating passages from Latin and Greek, and producing orations--the idea being to produce what Cicero 
has been quoted as naming, “a good man, speaking well.” Partly as a result of the emergence of land grant 
institutions and normal schools, this traditional education system (which infused the student's entire 
education with discussions of rhetoric but did not spend much time in any kind of explicit writing instruction – 
at least not as we would recognize it) began to evolve into a system in which students spent more time 
creating written compositions as well as orations. The focus of these first introductory composition courses 
was specifically to help students write well and to “fix” problems with their writing that may have occurred as 
the result of prior teaching (or a lack of it).1 

The evolution of writing courses continued as universities began to incorporate a more discipline-specific 
structure for student education, as the rise of various scientific and mechanic professions required more 
specialized instruction than the humanities-based programs in religion, law, philosophy, etc., had previously 
provided. As institutions of higher learning shifted away from the practice of having students study the same 
subjects, together, throughout their college years--thus, also studying composition as part of their general 
experience--to a system of disciplinary instruction where students were separated into specialized groups 
without a common course experience, the teaching of composition skills became increasingly complicated. 

However, the focus on introductory composition as a location which “taught students how to write” or where 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This is a very short summary of a very complex topic. A much more detailed discussion of the origins of writing instruction can be found in 
John C. Brereton’s The Origins of Composition Studies in the American College, 1875-1925. University of Pittsburgh Press, Pittsburgh, PA, 
1996. 
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instructors “fix student writing problems” has remained a strong narrative, both within the academy and 
outside of it, and these narratives have continued to influence both perceptions of First Year Writing and the 
pedagogies practiced in programs designed to provide writing instruction. 

Since the early 1900s, a wide range of philosophies and pedagogies have been developed to address the 
problem of producing coherent, competent writers at the university level, most notably a system of 
Generalized Composition Instruction or Introductory Writing courses at the college and university level, and 
more recently Writing Across the Curriculum and Writing in the Disciplines programs. However, most of 
these pedagogies have incorporated the same problematic attitudes that have shaped the entire history of 
organized writing instruction at American institutions of higher education. The Writing Program at ISU has 
been, in part, designed to resist and overcome these attitudes. The following list includes many (although 
probably not all) of the problematic perspectives that remain embedded in attitudes towards and pedagogies 
for FYC courses. 

• The idea that writing instruction can be divorced from content.  

• The idea that instruction in grammar and sentence-level skills will translate to an overall improvement 
in writing ability.  

• The idea that instruction in generalized genres of school writing will allow writers to access and master 
a wide range of real-world genres. 

• The idea that students must learn basic skills before encountering and struggling with the larger issues 
of making meaning through writing.  

• The idea that there exist certain generalizable writing skills that can easily be transferred from 
introductory courses to more advanced or complicated writing situations.  

• The idea that any competent writer can instruct others in writing skills. (A slightly modified version of 
this belief would be that the more a writer has gained skill in a particular genre, the better able she is 
to understand and make explicit the writing practices involved in producing that genre.)  

• The paradoxical belief that introductory writing courses must both nurture writing ability and the self-
esteem of writers while also positioning the instructor as the gatekeeper of the values and specific 
knowledge-making practices of the academy (i.e., as instructors of first-year writing, it is often up to 
us to decide if a student “has what it takes” to write at the college level).2 

  

What’s Different about the ISU Writing Program 

In the Writing Program courses at ISU we are seeking to directly address these long-enduring attitudes 
regarding writing, with the knowledge that these attitudes are often based on misinformed perceptions or 
outdated knowledge about writing practices and cognition. We have based our program pedagogies not 
only on the research and theories that are discussed in the next several sections, but also on current 
research as it occurs and is published, and on our own research as we continue to produce it. Our ultimate 
goal is to create an enduring infrastructure in which the investigation of and research into writing practices is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 David Smit discusses many of these problematic attitudes in his text, The End of Composition Studies. SIU Press, Carbondale, IL. 2007. 
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located at the center of our teaching and learning, and this focus helps us to create flexible teaching 
practices that can change as our local and disciplinary knowledge changes. In an effort to help instructors 
understand some of the research and theories that are currently informing our practices, the next several 
sections each discuss important concepts/theories/ideas that we find useful for our work in the Writing 
Program. 

 

The Tools of our Work  

Instructors who teach in the Writing Program at ISU will study research and scholarship in these different 
areas in an effort to re-think and re-frame writing instruction at this institution. Some of these concepts, 
theories and terms may seem overly-complicated as the foundation of a discussion regarding a task 
(studying writing) over which we all, as English Studies scholars, have achieved a certain level of mastery. 
Why not simply teach what we know? Because the following theories offer us a way to move beyond a 
simple “mastery” perspective and towards a much more complicated understanding of how writing works, 
how we can learn about how it works and how we can learn to do it in ways that might transfer between very 
different kinds of writing situations.  

Our efforts to grapple with these theories, terms and concepts are, in fact, central to our project. Without 
them, it becomes much too easy to return to an understanding of the teaching of writing as, at its core, a 
simple project of "improving student's ability to write," or "teaching students to pay attention to their writing," 
or even "imbuing students with the love of texts and writing," all of which are among the traditional goals of 
writing instructors. Those of us with teaching experience know that teaching is a difficult art -- the process of 
deciding what to do and how to do it is a never-ending process of learning for instructors. But there also 
exists a prevailing attitude toward university-level writing instruction (one that often influences our teaching 
more than we realize) that supposes that “teaching writing” is fairly simple. One way of expressing this 
prevailing line of thought might be as follows: Since everyone writes, little research is required for instructors 
to understand how to teach writing. They can just teach the skills they already posses.  Our focus on writing 
research, and on uncovering and studying how learning about writing happens for individual writers and 
groups of writers, is an effort to combat this kind of commonsense narrative, and in doing so to develop 
strategies that offer students a sustainable knowledge-base for adapting and learning about writing as they 
encounter new and unfamiliar writing situations. 

As we evolve as a program, we’ll continue to make decisions about how writing skill acquisition might work, 
and we’ll primarily use a set of genre studies  and cultural-histor ical act iv i ty theory  concepts to begin 
our research. We must work to consider the kinds of practices, activities, research and writing projects that 
might best help us to teach and learn about writing in the most productive ways. This effort continues to 
prove both enormously exciting and enormously difficult. The effort to stop and think, to reformulate our 
ideas and practices, to interrupt our performance of familiar communications (as both teachers and students) 
in order to evaluate their efficacy, and even the effort to act as a group (both students and instructors) to 
work at these tasks is not without risk, although we believe that it can lead to some very successful projects, 
collaborations and reformulations. As an example of the kinds of questions and ideas we will be considering, 
I've provided a brief list of some important ongoing conversations that relate to our work: 

• How can theoretical concepts related to activity theory, genre theory and other theories about literacy 
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acquisition and knowledge-making be not only applied to our pedagogy, but become central to the 
thinking and learning we accomplish in ENGLISH and ENG 145?  In other words – How do we turn 
“big theory” into “practical pedagogy?”  

• How can we describe our goals (Learning Outcomes) for these courses in ways that are both usefully 
concrete and usefully flexible, and how can we learn to assess whether these goals are being 
learned in the course and whether they are useful as ways to look at and learn about "writing in the 
world"?  

• How can common teaching practices such as commenting on student work, peer review, grammar 
instruction and the design and evaluation of writing projects be reconsidered to better match with 
and achieve our goals for the course? 

• How can the process of learning and doing research be considered as part of the overall goals for the 
course --and how can instruction in these processes be tied more closely to the kind of complicated 
literacy acquisition we wish to illuminate for and practice with our students? 

• How can we best create a community identity for writers at ISU (all of us) through our efforts, both as 
instructors and administrators of the Writing Program, and in our work as part of the Center for 
Writing Research and Pedagogy? 

• How can we design and implement interactive assessment measures that allow us to investigate 
learning-in-progress in ways that all members of the community can agree upon and share? 

 

Theories and Research 

Genre Studies 

One of the terms that is used a great deal (in a lot of very different ways) in the ISU Writing Program is “Genre 
Studies.” In fact, we often say explicitly that we take a “rhetorical genre studies and cultural-historical activity 
theory (CHAT) approach to the teaching of writing.” In addition, the term “genre studies” is becoming more 
central to the field of composition/literacy studies. Certainly in the last decade it’s become a term that most 
scholars in the field are aware of, and many writing programs at the university level are using these types of 
terms to describe changes in their approach to teaching writing. 

However, the concept of rhetorical genre studies is complicated, and there are a range of areas of study in 
which the use of “genre” as a tool for either understanding how people live, work and produce, or 
understanding how we might explicitly teach writing skills. The following sections discuss aspects of the term 
that are particularly important for our program. 

Anis Bawarshi & Mary Jo Reiff, in their text, Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research and 
Pedagogy, offer more than 10 separate areas of study, from disciplines such as literary studies, historical 
studies, linguistics and rhetoric. Because of the widespread use and diverse definitions of the term “genre,” 
the word (by itself) doesn’t really help to define our goals with much specificity. However, the concept of 
“genre” can work for us as a guideline for understanding how the texts we produce are part of the different 
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range of discourse communities to which we might belong (or want to belong).  

In the ISU Writing Program, we use the term “genre” to define what we study as writers and researchers, 
meaning that we study specific kinds of texts that are produced in specific locations, in response to specific 
conditions. We do not use the term genre to close off discussion of what a text is (or might be); 
rather, we use the concept of genre to indicate a complicated, always-in-motion relationship of a 
specific text to ways in which that text can be identified, defined and used. Any textual (or even 
“communicative”) production can be studied as a genre, through working to understand the boundaries 
within which it can be (and is) produced, distributed and used. When I use the word “email” for example, 
most technologically savvy writers immediately envision a range of identifiers, including the digital locations in 
which emails are composed, the relationship of emails to other types of related texts (texts, letters, memos); 
this immediate understanding can lead to a sense of expertise: “I’ve written an email. I know how to do this.”  
But a study of the complexities and the shifting boundaries of genre can allow us to acknowledge that a 
“professional email” might be different from a “personal email,” or that the conventions of email writing in an 
English Department might be different from those that govern email writing in the U.S. Department of 
Defense (or even that conventions might be different when writing to different Departments of English, say, in 
the U.S. and Great Britain; or even to different faculty members within the same department!). So emai l , in 
spite of its instantly recognizable qualities of genre, in fact quickly spirals out into a whole range of situations 
in which particular kinds of computerized texts are written, sent and received – and knowing how to write an 
email in one setting may not always provide us with the knowledge we need to produce an effecting email in 
a different kind of setting. 

So while we do study genres that we identify with the aim of learning about them and producing them, we 
also want to study how they work to shape certain kinds of communicative exchanges and ways of thinking 
and being in the world. Thus, we try to understand why an “email” produces a different relationship between 
writers and readers than a letter, a text message or a short story, as well as how different settings may 
require the production of widely different kinds of texts, all called “email.” In the program at ISU, learning how 
to identify and recognize the complexity of genre relationships (which are cultural, social and political as well 
as material) is an important step in the process of learning how to research and evaluate one’s own textual 
productions as specific responses to a set of evolving genre conventions. We need to understand that our 
ability to produce texts in specific situations is governed by our knowledge and understanding of genre 
conventions; but also that our knowledge and understanding are never complete because varying contextual 
circumstances can change how the genre will be understood and used by authors and readers.  

With this in mind, we always want to avoid pedagogies that explicitly teach (or even imply) that genres are 
uncomplicated. For example, we want to avoid implying (through the way we talk about writing assignments) 
that something like a “literary analysis essay” can be taken for granted as a particular “genre.” In fact, literary 
analysis is a specific type of activity that can exist in very different kinds of texts, such as a published 
scholarly essay (in one of several related fields -- which all have their own genre variants), an undergraduate 
student essay (with different variants in different majors) or even as a multimodal/multimedia genre such as 
web-based book reviews and book clubs where reading can share their analyses of different texts. Even 
genres that (at first glance) seem fairly stable and clear can spawn hybrid genres, or brand new genres, and 
can morph over time in ways that change our expectations of what a genre will look like or do. We want to 
include this kind of complexity in our activities and in the writing projects we assign to students. 

Genre theory is important for our program, because can be used to develop some practical goals for 
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teaching: 

• to create courses where the writing activities are specific and can be identified as participating in a 
specific set of genre conditions--which means we don’t want to take for granted that students will 
write “an essay” and that somehow calling a production an  “essay” or a “response” is enough 
information. The idea of genre can help us to be more specific in the kinds of writing we study, the 
care with which we examine different writing situations and how we explain and research this writing 
with our students. 

• to engage in the study of genre--not just practicing it but developing tools for understanding and 
investigating it. 

• to use our research into genre to define learning goals--both related to the kinds of writing we want to 
learn how to do and the kinds of skills we need to learn about new genres. 

 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

Activity theory, actor-network theory and cultural-historical activity theory are all slightly different but 
related theoretical frameworks that can help us to unpack and research writing activities and enrich our 
understanding of how “writing” happens in the world. In extremely simplified terms, these theories move us 
away from talking and thinking about the products  people produce when they write as the most important, 
or even the only important thing to think about. Instead, these theories help us to focus on a more complex 
system of activities, where different kinds of actors (human and non-human) interact in different kinds of 
situations. It allows us to envision situations and systems in which texts are produced, while keeping the 
actual activities that occur within the system at the forefront of our discussion, rather than allowing these 
activities to become “black-boxed,” as they do when we consider only the artifact of the production.  Each of 
these different theories sets up the “activity system” in different ways (using sometimes different terms), but 
for us the key is to use the idea of complex activity to complicate our teaching and research into “literate 
activity.” Specifically, for our Writing Program, we can use cultural-historical activity theory to do the 
following: 

(1) Create complex, dynamic mapping processes (through the research we do as instructors, students 
and writers) that help us to see exactly what a particular text might be doing. 

(2) See how a text is interacting with its various, related genre-categories. 

(3) Look at the complex temporal-material trajectory of a text (how it interacts with people, objects, 
genres and other texts) as it is produced and used. 

(4) Better understand how our relationship to a text is never as simple as “knowing how to do it,” but is 
instead a complicated social/cognitive process in which we learn to recognize and produce a certain 
kind of writing. 

According to David Russell, one of the most important aspects of activity theory is that it moves away from a 
text/context metaphor for understanding how writing happens. Russell offers the following explanation for the 
difference between activity theory and a rhetorical context perspective: 
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...instead of using metaphors of context and contents or conversation and dialogue, activity theory 
develops the metaphor of interlocking, dynamic systems or networks, embracing both human agents 
and their material tools, including writing and speaking. The system or network metaphor can perhaps 
facilitate analysis of writing and learning (socialization/acquisition/appropriation) by allowing us to 
theorize and trace the interactions among people and the inscriptions called texts (and other materials) 
without separating either from collective ongoing directed action over time (“Rethinking Genre In 
School and Society: An Activity Theory Analysis” online). 

Perhaps a key benefit of including activity theory in our approach to writing instruction design is that we can 
begin to think about all writing (all textual production) as occurring within a web of relationships between 
people, other texts, cultural practices, modes of communication and non-human actors. For a lot of people, 
this kind of complicatedness might seem out of place in a general education Writing Program. How can 
acknowledging and studying writing as such a complicated activity help folks who just need to learn how to 
“write well”? 

The answer to this question is that many of the strategies that author’s use to “write well” in one situation 
don’t transfer very well to new situations and for many writers they don’t translate at all. In other words, what 
they “know” about writing and language doesn’t actually help them much (or at all) as they move into various 
writing situations. 

Because activity theory (combined with attention to genre) can help us to “unpack” or make explicit the 
dynamic processes through which we gain knowledge about writing situations, it may also be able to help us 
to develop practical strategies for encountering new writing situations, and relating these new situations to 
our existing, antecedent knowledge. Not every author needs to do this kind of deep analysis for every writing 
situation (research shows that all kinds of writing can be picked up through a process of immersion, without 
the writer even being fully aware of what he/she is learning to do). However, knowing how to take a 
“research-oriented” approach to new writing situations can help us to see nuances and complications that 
we couldn’t previously see, even in situations where we thought we already “knew how to do it.” 

About CHAT 

The acronym CHAT refers to the term Cultural-Historical-Activity-Theory. It’s an important acronym for our 
Writing Program, because it refers to a set of theories about rhetorical activity (how people act and 
communicate in the world—specifically through the production of all kinds of texts), that help us look at the 
how/why/what of writing practices. CHAT essentially takes the basics of activity theory (which tends to focus 
on people interacting in pairs and groups in particular situations) and adds both a “social” and a “historical” 
dimension. It is perhaps the most robust system developed to date for thinking about writing in complex 
ways, in that it includes the widest possible range of interactions between humans, non-humans, tools, 
materials, situations and whole ecologies of environment. In this (rather long) excerpt from “Re-situating and 
Re-mediating the Canons: A Cultural-historical Remapping of Rhetorical Activity,” Paul Prior explains the 
concept and components of CHAT-based investigation: 

 
We turn here to cultural-historical activity theory …CHAT argues that activity is situated in concrete 
interactions that are simultaneously improvised locally and mediated by historically-provided tools and 
practices, which range from machines, made-objects, semiotic means (e.g., languages, genres, 
iconographies) and institutions to structured environments, domesticated animals and plants, and 
indeed, people themselves. Mediated activity means that action and cognition are distributed over 
time and space and among people, artifacts and environments and thus also laminated, as multiple 
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frames of field co-exist in any situated act. In activity, people are socialized (brought into alignment 
with others) as they appropriate cultural resources, but also individuated as their particular 
appropriations historically accumulate to form a particular individual. Through appropriation and 
individuation, socialization also opens up a space for cultural change, for a personalization of the 
social. Cultural-historical activity theory points to a concrete, historical rhetoric…a cultural-historical 
approach asks how people, institutions and artifacts are made in history” (18.3). 

	  
This kind of complexity (and investigating it) is at the very core of our program’s goals. So while it’s not 
necessary for writers (students or instructors) in our program to become scholars in activity theory or CHAT 
research, it is important for us to develop strategies for incorporating a complex understanding of the 
interlocking networks of knowledge and activity that shape even the most (deceptively) simple kinds of 
writing. Kellie Sharp-Hoskins, a Writing Program team member in 2010, developed an excellent resource for 
teachers to use when they’re trying to understand how to effectively include CHAT in their classroom 
learning. You can access it through our website: 
http://isuwriting.files.wordpress.com/2012/07/chat_overview.pdf  

 

Genre and Systemic Functional Linguistics 

Systemic Functional Linguistics is an area of study that has strongly influenced rhetorical theories on genre. 
As a very brief overview, the following excerpt from Anis Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff’s text Genre: An 
introduction to History, Theory, Research and Pedagogy offers a basic understanding of SFL and its impact 
on rhetorical theories: 

Systemic Functional approaches to genre have contributed richly to how genre is understood and 
applied in textual analysis and language teaching over the last twenty-five years. Influenced in large 
part by the work of Michael Halliday (Halliday; Halliday and Hasan) at the University of Sydney and 
applied to genre particularly in the work of J.R. Martin, Frances Christie, Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis, 
Gunther Kree, Brian Paltridge, Joan Rothery, Eija Ventola and others, Systemic Functional Linguistics 
(SFL) operates from the premise that language structure is integrally related to social function and 
context. Language is organized the way it is within a culture because such organization serves a social 
purpose within that culture. “Functional” thus refers to the work that language does within particular 
contexts. “Systemic” refers to the structure or organization of language so that it can be used to get 
things done within those contexts. “Systemic,” then, refers to “systems of choices available to 
language users for the realization of meaning” (Christie, “Genre Theory” 759; emphasis added). The 
concept of “realization” is especially important within SFL, for it describes the dynamic way that 
language realizes social purposes and context and specific linguistic interactions, at the same time as 
social purposes and contexts realize language as specific social actions and meanings.  

A great deal of the work in SFL can be traced to Halliday’s Language as Social Semiotic, in which 
Halliday describes how “the network of meanings” that constitute any culture, what he calls the “social 
semiotic,” is to a large extent encoded in and maintained by its discourse-semantic system, which 
represents a culture’s “meaning potential” (100, 13). 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  This	  excerpt	  is	  drawn	  from	  “Re-‐situating	  and	  Re-‐mediating	  the	  Canons:	  A	  Cultural-‐historical	  Remapping	  of	  Rhetorical	  Activity:	  
A	  Collaborative	  Webtext.”	  With	  Paul	  Prior,	  Janine	  Solberg,	  Patrick	  Berry,	  Hannah	  Bellowar,	  Bill	  Chewning,	  Karen	  Lunsford,	  Liz	  
Rohan,	  Kevin	  Roozen,	  Mary	  Sheridan-‐Rabideau,	  Jody	  Shipka	  and	  Derek	  Van	  Ittersum	  (2007).	  Kairos,	  11.3,	  May	  2007. 
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According to Bawarshi and Reiff, this is why Halliday argues that language is a form of socialization, playing a 
role in how individuals become socialized and perform meaningful actions within what he calls “contexts of 
situation.” Halliday explains that contexts of situation are not isolated and unique but often reoccur as 
“situation types,” a set of typified semiotic and semantic relations that make up “a scenario . . . of persons 
and actions and events from which the things which are said derive their meaning” (28-30). Examples of 
situation types include: “players instructing novices in a game,” “mother reading a bedtime story to a child,” 
and “customers ordering goods over the phone” (29). Because contexts of situation reoccur as situation 
types, those who participate in these situation types develop typified ways of linguistically interacting with 
them. As these situation types become conventionalized over time, they begin to “specify the semantic 
configurations that the speaker will typically fashion” (110), (qtd. in Bawarshi & Reiff 29-30). 

SFL, then, is a set of studies that connect closely to activity theory models for understanding how texts 
evolve and, more particularly, how genres evolve in ways that authors and users learn to recognize, and 
which can impact the way we teach students to understand and produce genres. 

 

Cognition and Transfer 

The concept of “transfer” is related to the knowledge that, as literate individuals, we approach writing 
situations with prior knowledge of other writing situations, and this knowledge impacts the choices 
(conscious and unconscious) that we make. A key issue in Writing Studies theory currently, transfer research 
has serious implications for all aspects of developing and teaching in an introductory writing course. Thinking 
about transfer asks us to question whether the work we do to teach students about writing in such a course 
actually results in knowledge that students can use when engaged in writing activities outside of that course. 
Surprisingly--at least surprising if one is working with commonsense thinking about writing instruction--
research in several fields (Writing Studies, Socio-Linguistics, English for Specific Purposes) has indicated that 
we can’t assume that this kind of knowledge transfer occurs. That is, we can’t assume that if we teach 
students how to write an “academic essay” with a thesis statement, that the same students would be able to 
understand how a lead works in a newspaper article, or even that they would recognize the lead and the 
thesis as corresponding elements that might be at work (albeit differently) in other genres. David Russell’s 
article “Activity Theory and Its Implications for Writing Instruction” is one of the first texts in writing studies that 
makes this point clearly. As Russell states, “to try to teach students to improve their writing by taking a 
generalized writing instruction course is something like trying to teach people to improve their ping-pong, 
jacks, volleyball, basketball, field hockey and so on by attending a course in general ball using” (58).  

A more recent piece of scholarship that also highlights involves a small study by Natash Artemeva and Janna 
Fox, which suggests that even when students can “recognize and articulate rhetorical and textual features of 
different genres” this may not be as helpful as the repeated process of actually producing the genre in a 
particular setting. This represents a challenge for us, and for our program, because it makes us think 
carefully about how the work we do to introduce students to the study of genre must be combined with 
actual writing practice in order to be helpful as a way of facilitating transfer.  Another recent text, Writing  
across Contexts: Transfer, Composition and Sites of Writing, by Kathleen Blake Yancey, Liane Robertson, 
and Kara Taczak, (Utah State University Press, 2014) discusses in some detail the challenges of creating 
curriculum for introductory writing that takes transfer into account. 
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Our program also uses research in literacy and knowledge transfer to discuss the practices that may make 
the analysis and investigation of genres-in-action (our program goal) work as a kind of “meta” tool in an 
author’s writing toolkit – so that while specific writing knowledge might not transfer, perhaps an attitude 
toward investigating new writing situations can do so. As Rounsaville, Goldberg and Bawarshi note in their 
article, “From Incomes to Outcomes: FYW Students’ Prior Genre Knowledge, Meta-Cognition,and the 
Question of Transfer,” the possibility that we might teach students in introductory writing classes skills that 
they might use in a wide range of writing situations requires us to think about the kinds of activities and 
assignments that might facilitate high road transfer. They explain this type of transfer in the following way: 

In their research on knowledge transfer, D.N. Perkins and Gavriel Salomon distinguish between what 
they call “low road” and “high road” transfer. Low road transfer “reflects the automatic triggering of 
well-practiced routines in circumstances where there is considerable perceptual similarity to the 
original learning context,” for example, how learning to drive a car prepares one to drive a truck (25). 
High road transfer, on the other hand, “depends on deliberate, mindful abstraction of skill or 
knowledge from one context for application to another” (25). Because knowledge and skills do not 
automatically transfer across dissimilar contexts, high road transfer requires “reflective thought in 
abstracting from one context and seeking connections with others” (26). The ability to seek and reflect 
on connections between contexts, to abstract from skills and knowledge, to know what prior 
resources to draw on and what new resources to seek and to be rhetorically astute and agile are all 
hallmark strategies that effective writers bring with them to any new writing context (98). 

Rounsaville et. al offer some clear guidelines for how writing research can increase our understanding of 
transfer by carefully studying students acquired knowledge and skills--and how they apply these skills in the 
writing classroom. That is, if we can incorporate teaching practices that encourage authors to consider 
carefully the knowledge they are using when they work in a new writing setting, we may be able to help them 
understand how to use (or not) that knowledge effectively. 

 

Community and Identity 

Concepts of community and identity that focus on creating an effective bond between a writer and his/her 
writing or among writers working together in a writing course have been repeatedly introduced to 
composition studies in different guises throughout the 20th century. Instructors familiar with other programs, 
and with many Writing Centers, may already have experience with instructional methods that emphasize the 
idea that student-writers need to reduce anxiety in order to be able to learn. Certainly there is enough 
research in various fields, including Composition Studies, to support the validity of pedagogies that 
emphasize how learning and comfort level are intricately connected. Excessive anxiety about writing can 
adversely affect the writers’ performance (as is true in many other learning tasks). However, our program 
seeks to move beyond a notion that “feeling comfortable” is the best kind of environment for learning about 
writing. Instead, we’re interested in investigating, with students, the ways that different writing settings and 
approaches to writing can impact a writer’s disposition toward the writing task, and either assist or impede 
the writing process.  

There are three areas we’re particularly interested in exploring related to issues of community, cognition and 
identity. The first is how disposit ion  (that is, a writer’s attitude and stance toward a particular writing 
situation) can impact the ability to transfer knowledge from other genres he or she has worked with in the 
past (antecedent genres). These antecedent genres are always operating in the mind of the writer, but they 



	  

Illinois State University Writing Program - Instructor’s Guide Section 1.2 
	  

11 

can’t always be accessed in conscious ways and they are not always productive. Ideally, this writing 
knowledge would allow the writer to make active use of similarities, while also acknowledging and 
accommodating differences. Most writers do this kind of work by “feel,” but this can become a problematic 
strategy when the “feeling” isn’t there – or when the feeling of expertise is actually causing the writer to 
create writing that is not appropriate for the new situation. Because of the complexity of the relationship 
between a writer’s current and past knowledge, we’re interested in making the process of acknowledging 
and using past writing knowledge more explicit, so that writers can make more effective use of their existing 
knowledge as they move into new writing situations. 

The second area involves building a better understanding how a writer’s “identity” as a writer (the sum of all 
their writing experiences) does (and doesn’t) play into how they approach and accomplish writing tasks. This 
area of exploration is deeply tied to the first, as a writer’s specific experiences with different writing situations 
are the substance of his or her writing identity. However, while the first area of exploration focuses on an 
examination of how different past experiences impact one’s current knowledge and thus one’s approach to 
writing in a new situation, the second focuses on how the sum of one’s experiences create a general attitude 
toward writing that may move across different situations. So if one has had a particular kind of experience 
with “school writing,” and has developed a disposition towards writing in school that is based not only on the 
specific, embodied experiences of writing, but also one’s understanding and reaction to these experiences, 
that totality of experience can be a strong (sometimes nearly insurmountable) barrier to adapting to writing in 
school that does not fit that experience. Our teacher-research needs to continue to explore ways to help 
writers approach new situations with a flexibility and creativity and yet our assignments and activities must 
also maintain relevance for the kinds of writing students expect to do in the academy, the workplace and 
their lives as citizens. 

A somewhat more difficult and complex concept we are also interested in is the development of social 
environments (in school) that can facilitate the development of cognitive flexibility in new writing situations. 
We can do that by helping instructors think through the writing environments and assignments they create in 
their classrooms, but we also believe that in order to help these skills persist beyond the boundaries of a 
single writing class, the entire Writing Program needs to reinforce and reward these skills as relevant. 

At its core, our efforts to create programs and resources that help our writers (collectively) learn to approach 
writing tasks with a “writing research” perspective, are based on the concept that in order to develop the 
ability to abstract knowledge and skills from one environment to another, an individual must have a clear 
sense of identity, one that authorizes him/her to make such distinctions and abstractions. In other words, for 
writers to think about writing/research in robust ways, they must have an identity as an individual who 
already knows something about writing/research and they must practice that identity as part of a larger 
structure of activities where multiple writers are engaged in similar kinds of work. Thus, while the individual 
writing classroom can be a location where such identities are constructed, it is critical for us to move beyond 
these walled-in spaces to create interconnections and opportunities to produce and share writing and 
research (and especially research on writing practices and genres) as part of a larger community.  

We take this goal to mean that all actors within our particular community – and whatever types of 
communities they can build or interact with that move beyond the borders of the Writing Program as 
community – should feel responsible for the project of creating and sharing knowledge about writing 
practices, and using these practices to shape their own productions. Our pedagogical goals and our goals 
for assessment, then, take shape within this framework as activities that are designed to increase the 
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potential for agency, and decrease opportunities for interventionist stances towards literacy acquisition. At 
the classroom level, this model of community connects to student-driven genre investigations and student-
driven assessment of learning (for both individual and collective members of a class). At the program level, 
results can include community member research as the focus of programmatic change, as well as using it as 
a tool for instructor professional development.  

The	  Grassroots	  Writing	  Research	  Journal is one of the key structures we use to help create and maintain a 
“research identity” for writing working in the program (both students and instructors). The	  Undergraduate	  
Writing	  Research	  Scholarship is another. The scholarship offers up to 2 students each year the opportunity to 
engage in extensive, robust writing research projects, and to publish their work in the Grassroots Journal. 
Finally, our ½	  Mile	  Project brings together central Illinois Community members with different kinds of writing 
experiences with students in the writing program – and the results of these conversations are also turned 
into resources for the entire program, including interviews in the Grassroots Journal.  

We are continually engaged in searching out opportunities for instructors to collaborate and for students to 
work across classroom boundaries to experience unique writing situations where their expertise can be both 
challenged and expanded. 

 

Assessment and Evaluation of Writing Productions  

As we shift the focus of our teaching towards a “writing research” perspective, we’ve come to see that this 
perspective ultimately causes a relatively radical shift in the focus of our courses: both in the work we seek to 
accomplish, and the ways we then need to think about grading and assessing. There is a problem, however, 
that is based in the very strong tendencies we have to remain within a paradigm in which it is our job to 
assess the ultimate “quality” of the written product4. 

So we start with the following propositions, which we believe represent our approach to teaching writing in 
the ISU Writing Program:  

#1: a course in introductory English does not equal how to write well  

CONVERSELY 

#2: introductory composition does equal learning how to learn how to write in new genres and 
situations and developing skills for dealing with new writing situations that allow a writer to improve 
his/her efforts in that genre/situation over time. 

 

 

However, if we accept the validity of these propositions, then we need to ask ourselves the following critically 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Actually, this process of being unable to move beyond a perceived paradigm of “grading” very similar to the process many students go 
through as they resist changing their understanding of “what it means to be a student in a writing class.”  There is a disposition towards a 
certain approach to grading (creating “quality writing” and then grading it) that is both emotional and experiential – which means that we need 
to do some fairly radical things to displace it. 
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important question, and alter our practices accordingly: 

Question: how do our grading/commenting/assessing activities work (as a set of activities) to 
accomplish proposition #2?  

The key problem with current/traditional models of response is that, ultimately, they reinforce the instructor-
as-arbiter model. Even the most kind, considered, non-invasive, collaborative styles of commenting have the 
effect of creating a classroom genre in which the instructor’s comments are considered as guides to 
understanding what is “right” to do. This model can be expressed (somewhat reductively) in the following 
way: 

instructor + writing product + comments = what to do next  

It’s true that if we refuse to offer direct instruction, (e.g., if we refuse to make grammar/style comments or we 
offer feedback “as a reader” rather than as an instructor) we can side-step this model, at least somewhat. 
Additionally, offering overall guidance and comments, while refusing to “instruct” students about “what to do 
next” can serve to mediate or mitigate instructor authority. However, these methods still fail to address the 
fundamental shift that our propositions demand: that is, we are in search of direct, demonstrable evidence of 
learning-in-progress related to the complex activity of writing in different situations. While the process of 
reviewing and commenting on multiple drafts does allow “progress” of a sort to be observed, it does not 
illuminate the kinds of specific information we wish to uncover about student learning and knowledge. Our 
Program Learning Outcomes can serve as a very explicit guide to what want students to learn in each of our 
classes, but the following general questions outline our basic expectations: 

• Are students learning specific, repeatable skills for understanding a genre or new writing 
situation? 

• Are students learning to work with genres in a way that helps them to consciously make note of 
their particular skills and knowledge and to observe and negotiate differences between their 
productions and existing examples of the genre in the world?  

• Can they identify genres they “know” about and how their understanding of these genres is 
specifically impacting their productions?  

• Can they identify specific gaps (or continuities) between their specific productions and example 
texts in the genre?  

• Can they identify specific skills, techniques or concepts that give them trouble within the genre 
(using existing examples as a comparison)?  

If this is the information that will allow us to accurately assess student performance (under proposition #2), 
then a “perfect” student production cannot possibly be the sole object of assessment (either for the students 
or for us), because while such a production can show us one measure of learning (whether students can 
produce the text or not), it can’t document or measure the progress of student learning about that specific 
writing situation or the knowledge they’ve gained about their own writing in that particular setting. Instead, 
we’d need to work with propositions that look something like this:  

#3: Productions (that is, writing assignments) = experiments  
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and 
 

#4: Grading = measures for documenting the learning that has occurred through the experiment 

Considered in this way, writing experiments can yield a wealth of data (for the students and for instructors) 
about the learning-in-progress. The students can use the processes of production -- which include 
researching the genre, creating versions of the genre and assessing their own and others mastery of the 
genre (keeping in mind that genre requirements are never completely static) -- to generate data, which they 
can use to document their learning. On the surface, this change in focus may not seem all that radical. The 
real paradigm shift comes when we realize that if productions are experiments, then the material/activity that 
we should be grading and assessing becomes the cognition that has happened (documented by research 
and analysis of the activities of production) rather than the production itself. This doesn’t merely mean that 
we should “consider” student analysis as part of the grade (such as activities like having students write 
author notes and then taking these into account as part of the final grade). It means that the production of an 
analysis and assessment (by the student) of the learning that has occurred should be the primary art i fact  
used for grading, and this means that these documents should be seriously incorporated in the work of the 
class, and not considered as an “add-on” to the work of attempting the perfect production. Documentation	  
of	  rigorous	  learning	  about	  the	  subject	  matter	  of	  how	  writing	  works	  becomes the goal of the course, and any 
activities involved in the production experiment (drafts, class notes, group discussions, etc.) are useful 
primarily as evidence of that learning. In our model, these types of data can be used as source material 
(which would need to be clearly cited) for the “proof-of-learning” or Uptake Documents, and these 
documents then constitute the primary grade in the course. Additionally, both genre research (which would 
include activities such as analyzing drafts or researching genres or settings) and content research (which is 
any research necessary to become expert about the content of the production) would also be critical 
components of every genre production. Finally, developing a hypothesis for the experiment would mean that 
students would need to create a formalized understanding of the expectations for a given writing task, and 
then be able to “self-assess” their own writing for the ways that it does (and doesn’t) match up with the 
“genre expectations” for the situation. 

One of the key aspects to this kind of grading is that the “final draft” is abandoned as the primary artifact for 
grading, and it replaced by a set of researched-and-cited documents that outline and “prove” that a 
particular kind of learning has taken place. This shift has been a cause of real anxiety for us as instructors 
(and it can also be for students), since our understanding of rigor often remains embedded in the “nearly-
perfect text” as the measure of both effort and skill. However, the production of text as an experiment-in-
learning is equally rigorous, as it requires that authors make every effort to not only produce a text that works 
as an example of the genre, in a way that is appropriate for the specific writing situation, but the process also 
requires them to exhibit the ability to map the activities that went into the production in a way that 
demonstrates learning – a “critical thinking skill” that is, by the way, directly in line with university expectations 
for the course. 

 A poorly executed experiment – one in which the appropriate research and documentation is not present – 
will not yield the necessary data for the author to demonstrate that learning has occurred, and lack of 
attention to composing will mean that the author will not be able to thoughtfully demonstrate where learning 
occurred. However, the formula of production = experiment means that our goals as instructors need to 
shift significantly, away from evaluation of drafts as our primary task and towards the following:  
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• Designing production activities that can be mapped as learning-in-progress. This means designing 
projects that provide a good field for specific experiments in working with different genres in different 
ways and helping students understand how to map learning through specific kind of activities that 
accompany the production experiment. 

• Making sure that the documentation of the learning is rigorous and is formalized in some way that 
highlights its importance as the primary grading artifact.5 

• Grading the analysis and assessment that students produce. This does not mean that the production 
itself counts for nothing. Rather, we specifically evaluate how the student has used the activity of 
composing to learn certain things about the genre (and about learning about genres) that may or 
may not be explicitly visible in the production itself.  

It’s important to note that students  (and sometimes instructors) often do have strong reservations about the 
approach to writing mastery that this kind of assessment underscores. While we can dramatically reshape 
how learning occurs through these approaches to instruction and assessment, doing so is not as simple as 
instituting an “across-the-board” pedagogy or a specific syllabus that teaches writing in a particular way. 
Instead, we are working to develop a set of “best practices” that includes certain types of assignments, and 
certain practices of assessment. Among the lessons we’ve learned are the following: 

• The “genres” of writing we teach don’t seem to matter. Different instructors in our program teach a 
wide range of different genres, and their successes don’t seem to hinge (at least not primarily) on 
which genres they teach. Instead, we’ve learned that the “genres of assessment”  [the practices 
through which students document learning] are perhaps the most important genres in this kind of 
pedagogy. Whether we are creating brochures or writing research reports or making valentines, the 
critical aspect of this work is to help participants understand the complicated nature of the genre 
and their relationship to it. So we need to spend a great deal of time in our classes analyzing and 
researching not only the particular genre(s) we’re creating, but the processes through which we 
document our learning-in-progress. Too often, we want to move directly to the writing assignment – 
discussing the genre and how it can be done. However, since, in our model, the activities of learning 
(rather than the finished text) are the primary gradable artifact, we also need to spend quite a bit of 
time establishing what “learning” actually is and what learning might look like if one were to attempt 
to capture it. Establishing the parameters for what documentation-of-learning looks like, and then 
using these practices repeatedly throughout the semester, seems to be one of the most effective 
ways to get students to embed these processes into their writing practice. 

• Teachers and students often have difficulty with the concept that assessing what one “doesn’t know” 
can be a pathway to a high final grade. That is, if an author can understand that he or she is unable 
to achieve a particular goal in a piece of writing – and s/he can document where this is happening 
and what the problem is – then this author has gained knowledge that can turn (over time) into 
greater expertise and more appropriate writing in that situation. This focus on “productive failures” 
another reason why time spent on the activities of documenting knowledge (known and unknown) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Many instructors find that creating a formal document that students repeatedly use to document their learning as they write throughout the 
semester is the most effective way to help them learn specific, repeatable skills for encountering new writing situations. However, its important 
to explore with students that this process of documentation is one that will (probably) not be a formal part of their writing outside of the class, 
because writers out in the world tend to do this kind of research in a less formal, more intuitive way. 
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becomes critical for the success of class participants. Learning to articulate “what you don’t know” 
is (we think) a critical aspect of working in unfamiliar writing situations, but it is not a skill with which 
many writers – even very accomplished ones – have much familiarity. 

• The ability of class participants to incorporate and adopt these pedagogies greatly varies. Students 
who have had positive experiences with writing in previous writing classes seemed more likely to 
experience anxiety about this model – specifically because articulating what they know and don’t 
know has not been foregrounded in their other classes, while “being able to do it” has been the 
measure of their success. On the other hand, ESL, EFL and students whose classroom experiences 
with writing had been less positive were more likely to perceive the benefits of this pedagogy for their 
improvement as writers. ENG 145 students seem to grasp the idea of studying genres more easily 
(as they are likely to have had more diverse writing experiences than 101 students), but many 
students across both course seem to have some difficulty with the idea of learning “genre 
investigations” as a practical strategy for dealing with new writing situations. 

• The most successful instructors in our program have found that participating authors (even those who 
might have been initially resistant) can become more adept at assessing their writing accurately and 
descriptively. In many cases, this can lead to grading practices in which students not only worked 
successfully to assess their own writing, but also to assess the writing of their peers. Our resources 
on assessment include further discussion of how self-assessment and peer-assessment can 
become valuable tools in a documenting-learning pedagogy. 

	  
All in all, our work has thus far shown us that it may be possible to significantly impact an author’s ability to 
work with different genres – not in the realm of “mastery” (if mastery means only “doing it right”) -- but in the 
realm of identifying features, tracing changes in genre requirements as well as techniques that may transfer, 
and accurately assessing example texts (their own and others) for how well they conform (and how 
interestingly they may subvert) the expectations of writing in different genres and situations. Our ongoing 
program assessments are working to document more specifically how this kind of learning practice is 
evolving across different sections of our courses. 

	  
Other Pedagogical Practices 

In addition to radically altering our assessment practices the focus of our program on a Writ ing Research 
Perspective  shapes other activities that we expect instructors and students to be engaged in. 

	  
Innovation/Documentation 

Because we continue to be an experimental program – that is, we are continually investigating how our local 
practices can best serve our students and incorporate recent research in the field related to best practices – 
we encourage our instructors to innovate and to share their ideas with the program and with their 
colleagues. Innovation does not necessarily mean doing “crazy” or radical activities (although it can). 
Innovation can mean something as basic as working through the concepts for the program and then 
adapting a current teaching practice in some way to bring it more in line with program goals: for example, re-
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designing an assignment so that it pays more attention to production genres or enlists students in the 
development of more specific criteria for success would be a form of innovation that we specifically 
encourage. We also encourage instructors (through various kinds of professional development opportunities) 
to document their learning and share it with other members of the program. Finally, for those interested, the 
Writing Program provides resources for those interested in actually collecting data about teaching and 
students that forwards the goals of the Writing Program. For individuals engaged in such projects, assistance 
with research projects, funding for conference presentations and other resources may be available. You can 
contact Joyce Walker (Program Director) for more information if you think your research interests might 
coincide with Writing Program projects. 

	  
Gathering Data 

As a program, we gather data on our students and their writing and on our teaching practices. Participating 
in certain activities related to data collection are required for instructors in the Writing Program. 

• Classroom Ethnographic Observations:  Observations are conducted by new instructors and by 
the WPA team each semester. These ethnographies are not teaching evaluations, but instead 
represent our efforts to uncover and examine effective our collective teaching strategies in order to 
identify best practices. Instructors should be willing to open their classrooms for these observations 
(instructors will always be given a record of the observation). 

• Program Assessments: The Writing Program engages in a range of assessment activities, from the 
testing of specific new pedagogies to program-wide assessments, that can anywhere from 1-2 
instructors to all instructors in the Writing Program. As we do each assessment, the data we collect 
helps us to shape our practices. Reports on our assessment activities are available through our 
website (www.isuwriting.com)  Instructors are expected to participate in assessment projects, 
whether they are part of a program-wide effort or a selection in which certain students or certain 
sections have been selected to test new ideas and pedagogies. All instructors should be aware that 
these assessments may require some additional effort in class planning and data gathering. 

• Using the ReggieNet Course Management System: For program assessments and other 
research-oriented projects, the Writing Program may occasionally ask instructors to collect student 
data (keep track of papers and other writing submitted). Beginning in Fall 2013, we’ll be doing this 
within the Reggienet course management system provided by ISU. All instructors will be expected to 
maintain a class presence in Reggienet and to make sure that at least the work for major projects is 
saved to their course Reggienet space. Note: This requirement doesn’t prevent instructors from 
using other resources (google docs, social networking spaces, blogs, etc. for classroom work). 

• Experimental Teaching Groups: Each semester we try to develop particular experimental teaching 
groups that work to create resources, conduct teaching experiments or gather data. Information 
about these groups is always available at the start of each semester. 

	  
	  
	  
Teaching with Technology 
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Because our courses are taught in computer-assisted classrooms, its important that Writing Program 
instructors develop activities and assignments that take full advantage of the use of these technologies, as 
well as adapting their activities and methods to address some of the physical challenges that these rooms 
can pose for non-digital teaching and learning. We provide a range of resources through our website, and 
ISU’s Center for Teaching, Learning and Technology also provides resources (http://ctlt.illinoisstate.edu/ ). 

The Planned-But-Open-Syllabus Concept 

Because we are interested in teaching innovation, the ISU Writing Program has an open syllabus policy. That 
is, instructors are encouraged to produce a unique, custom-designed syllabus rather than following a set 
syllabus. Sample syllabi are available online (http://writingarchive.illinoisstate.edu/ ) as well as through our ISU 
Writing Program space on Reggienet (all active WP instructors have access to this site).  Additionally, each 
instructor is expected to follow the requirements for the course they teach (ENG 101 or 145 series). We 
expect instructors to be familiar with all the requirements and to conscientiously attempt to follow the 
guidelines when planning their syllabi. However, instructors should also feel free to innovate and try new 
things – so teaching at ISU becomes a balance of experimenting while at the same time making sure that 
your teaching meets the course goals and that learning in your classroom in based on the course learning 
outcomes. 

	  
The Learning Outcomes 

The learning outcomes for each course are an important way we ensure cohesiveness in the program. While 
the instructor creates and controls his/her course plan, each course plan must address the learning 
outcomes as an integral part of the course. Each course sequence (101/101.10 & 145/145.13) has its own 
set of learning outcomes (see the course sections of this guide for more information).  

 

Public Writing/Civic Engagement Opportunities 

Although all different kinds of genres can be used in both ENG 101 and ENG 145, we do want instructors to 
have at least some assignments that have a trajectory of response (that is, some other person or group 
takes up the text and uses it and responds to it) beyond the classroom. It can be tricky to figure out ways for 
student-writing to move beyond the walls of the classroom in ways that actually generate response (i.e., not 
simply a text that is hypothetically for an outside audience but doesn’t actually go there), but which also 
respects students’ rights as authors. But as a program we are dedicated to creating environments where 
students can step outside of the classroom and yet retain that collaborative/collegial sense of comradeship 
that can be created in an effective writing classroom. 

 

 

	  
Keywords for Pedagogy Discussions 
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Our ISU Writing Program in interconnected with both the Milner Library and with the Speech Communications 
Department (which has responsibility for COMM 110). The three groups combine to create the Committee for Critical 
Inquiry. This group has developed a list of key terms that helps to illustrate our commonalities and differences. As you 
review the list, you’ll see reference to terms that you’ve read above in the theories and research section of this text – you 
can also review the different terms that COMM 110 tends to use – because this may help you better understand the 
information and terms your students are learning in that course (this is especially important in the spring semester, when 
most 101 students will have had COMM 110 in the previous semester). 

NOTE:  The ENGLISH terms on this list are also terms that are used for ENG 145, but the connection to COMM 110 is 
not as important for this course. Under the specific information for each course, critical terms specific that course are 
listed. 

 

Terms Used by Critical Inquiry Partners 

Ad	  Hominem	  -‐	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
This fallacy occurs when a speaker attacks the character of a person making an argument rather than the 
argument itself. 

Example: There is no doubt that American businesses have been hurt by all the environmental regulations 
passed in recent years. Most of the regulations were dreamed up by ivory-tower intellectuals, tree huggers 
and pinheaded government bureaucrats. We can’t afford those kinds of regulations. 

Analogical	  Reasoning	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Reasoning in which a speaker compares two similar cases and infers that what is true for the first case is 
also true for the second. 

Analysis	  –	  SHARED	  	  
Generally, the process of examining a whole with regard to its parts, particularly with an eye toward 
determining the nature and interrelationships. In English 101 and COMMUNICATIONS, the process of 
examining a text or the process by which a text was produced for the purpose of gaining a better 
understanding of the text or process. See also Genre Analysis for ENGLISH. 

	  
Appeal	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A rhetorical strategy designed to engage the audience with an issue in order to accomplish a desired result. 
Appeals may be based on logic (see “Logos”), emotion (see “Pathos”) or character (see “Ethos”). 

Appeal	  to	  Authority-‐	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
An appeal to authority rests on the assumption that because an authority figure says something, it must be 
true. This becomes problematic when a person offers information that is outside her or his area of expertise. 

Example: Ken Griffey Jr. knows what he is talking about when he says that Jay’s Auto-Body shop is 
the best in town; after all, he is the greatest baseball player in history. 

Argument	  -‐	  SHARED	  
Argument refers to the process of advancing claims supported by evidence connected with reasoning. 

Audience	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The person or group for whom the message is intended. 
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Audience	  Analysis	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The consideration of the audience’s age, background, gender, economic status, beliefs, biases, culture, 
concerns, etc. A mode of understanding in the process of deciding upon an appeal, building an argument 
and shaping a text. For purposes of COMMUNICATIONS, your audience is your classroom audience. For 
ENGLISH this is considered a part of a socio-historical approach (CHAT) to studying writing. 

Bandwagon	  Fallacy	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The bandwagon fallacy suggests that something is correct, good or true because many other people agree 
with it or are doing it (also known as an appeal to the people). 

Example: Let’s buy a SUV because that’s what the “cool” people drive. 

Begging	  the	  Question	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A fallacy that occurs when you use a conclusion that is also your premise; also called a circular argument. 

Example: All educated people can speak competently in public (all competent speakers are educated). 

Causal	  Reasoning	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Causal reasoning asserts that one condition or event (cause) brings about another condition or event (effect). 

CHAT	  –	  ENGLISH	  
Our take on Cultural-Historical Activity Theory is developed from the work of Paul Prior (see CHAT article in 
the Grassroots Writing Research Journal online archive for a more detailed description). In our program, we 
use CHAT to help us think about and study the complex genres that we encounter in the world. In traditional 
rhetorical models, one might describe the author, the audience and perhaps some of the features of the 
genre. CHAT allows us to focus on any aspect of the myriad elements of textual production, so it’s more 
robust than these other methods for investigating texts. The key terms in CHAT are:  

• Production: Production deals with the means through which a text is produced. This includes both 
tools (say, using a computer to produce a text vs. using a cell phone to produce a text) and 
practices (for example, the physical practices for using a computer vs. using a cell phone have some 
similarities, but also many differences). Production also considers the genres and structures that can 
contribute o and even “pre-shape” our ability to produce text (think of filling out a job application 
form—the form directly controls the kind of information we can produce, and consequently, the kind 
of image of ourselves we can project to potential employers). If we got to make a video instead of 
filling out the paper form, we could create a very different self-representation. 

• Representation:  The term “representation” highlights issues related to the way that the people who 
produce a text conceptualize and plan it (how they think about it, how they talk about it), as well as 
all the activities and materials that help to shape how people do this. 

• Distribution: Distribution involves the consideration of where texts go and who might take them up. It 
also considers the tools and methods that can be used to distribute text, and how distribution can 
sometimes move beyond the original purposes intended by the author(s). 

• Reception: Reception deals with how a text is taken up and used by others. Reception is not just 
who will read a text, but takes into account the ways people might use or re-purpose a text 
(sometimes in ways the author may not have anticipated or intended). 
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• Socialization:  Socialization describes the interactions of people and institutions as they produce, 
distribute and use texts. When people engage with texts, they are also (consciously and 
unconsciously) engaged in the practice of representing and transforming different kinds of social and 
cultural practices. 

• Activity: Activity is a term that encompasses the actual practices that people engage in as they create 
text (writing, drawing, walking across the hall to ask someone else what they think, getting peer 
review, etc.). 

• Ecology: Ecology points to what we usually think of as a mere backdrop for our purposeful activities 
in creating texts—the physical, biological forces that exist beyond the boundaries of any text we are 
producing. However, these environmental factors can become very active in some situations in 
shaping or interacting with our textual productions (think of putting on a play outdoors when it’s 
raining, or think of the people of New Orleans using the internet to find family members after 
Hurricane Katrina). 

Citation	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The process of identifying for the audience the sources of information and evidence used in a text. Ethical 
and responsible writers and speakers routinely document all outside sources within the body of the text and 
in a separate listing. For ENGLISH – however, in many genres, citation does not mean “academic citation” 
(MLA, APA, etc.), but might be adapted to the requirements of different writing situations. 

Civic	  Engagement	  -‐	  SHARED	  
Many of our teachers use this term as a way to describe conversations with our student about how we (as 
individuals and groups of writers/communicators) engage with the culture and with our society (in terms of 
social interactions/politics, etc.). This concept is addressed within the CHAT concept of “ecologies”, but 
teachers use this term sometimes when they want to particularly focus on the social/political ramification of 
our writing activities. In COMMUNICATIONS, civic engagement refers to using communication for the 
common good within a community. 

Claim	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A statement or point the speaker is attempting to make, assertion (Toulmin’s argument model). 

Critical	  Listening	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Critical listening involves making judgments about the messages you receive (evaluating their usefulness, 
reliability and validity). 

Critical	  Thinking	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The ability to make reasonable decisions about what to believe or do based on careful evaluation of available 
evidence and arguments.  

Cultural	  Influences	  and	  Implications	  –	  ENGLISH	  
While ENGLISH focuses on the study and production of a range of different written genres, we also often ask 
writers to consider the larger implications of how a particular genre works (how it is produced and used). 
Some projects (or parts of projects) in ENGLISH can focus very specifically on this kind of genre analysis – 
rather than on analysis that is focused on how to produce a certain kind of text. However, often these two 
types of analysis are blended. 
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Deductive	  Argument	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Deductive arguments include a major premise (“Killing people is always wrong”), minor premise (“Capital 
punishment involves killing people”), and conclusion (“Capital punishment is always wrong”). 

Design	  Elements	  –	  ENGLISH	  
In ENG101, we often work with multimodal genres. Therefore, the concept of "design" is important in 
ENGLISH, because it helps us to address issues such as space, layout, visual organization, etc. However, 
design elements actually can be used to refer to any aspect of the any text (whether it's image based, 
alphabetical or some combination of modalities) that contributes to or shapes content in physical/material 
ways. 

Delivery	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The process of making a spoken text public; the presentation of a spoken text to its audience. 

Discourse	  Community	  –	  ENGLISH	  
A group of people who share a set of discourses, understood as basic values and assumptions, and ways of 
communicating about those goals. Within this group, there is an unwritten set of rules about what can and 
cannot be said or done. This group is generally unified by a common focus. 

Editing	  –	  SHARED	  
Editing (generally) is a process of revising and changing a text one is producing in an effort to improve it. 
There are many different activities associated with “editing,” including the following:  

• Copyediting usually involves working with a text to prepare it for publication (or for review by other 
readers). The activities of copyediting often include looking closely at sentence-level issues of 
grammar, punctuation and style, but can also address other issues of readability, including design. 

• Developmental editing is an activity in which an editor reviews a text and makes suggestions on 
general content so that an author can effectively revise. 

• Draft editing is the kind of editing that authors engage in as they write, when they create some text 
and then re-read and edit it while still in the process of drafting. 

• Peer Editing occurs when a group of writers work together to comment on critique a text. This kind 
of editing is often part of ENGLISH classes, and is often accompanied by Revision. 

	  
Ethics	  -‐	  SHARED	  
A system of moral principles that are held in common within a particular culture. Often thought of as what 
constitutes “right” and “wrong” actions to influence the outcome of a particular situation. Ethics is a term that 
is tied (in many ways) to the term “civic engagement” because it introduces the idea that acting ethically as 
producers of texts is valuable to our participation as citizens in civic activities. However, the concept of 
“ethical production” can also be used for discussion of specific areas of textual production, like considering 
design elements or thinking about citation. 

Ethical	  Communication	  -‐	  SHARED	  
Ethical communication is characterized by honesty, clarity, accuracy, open-mindedness and a willingness to 
listen to others.  
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Ethos	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A personal appeal, or ethos, is based on the authority and knowledge of a credible source. Ethos includes 
perceptions message recipients hold about a source’s competence, character and goodwill. 

Evidence	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The material a speaker uses to support claims (Toulmin’s argument model). Evidence may include personal 
experience, anecdotes, expert testimony, comparisons or analogies, facts, statistics, examples, 
charts/diagrams/graphs or other visual examples, concrete details, quotations, reasons, multimedia 
examples and/or definitions. 

Evidence	  Credibility	  Statements	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Brief statements that establish the quality of the information you are using to support your ideas (Toulmin’s 
argument model). 

Fallacy	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A fallacy occurs when an argument is based on unsound reasoning or evidence. 

False	  Cause	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The fallacy of attributing the cause of something to whatever happened before it. The Latin name for this 
fallacy of reasoning is post hoc, ergo propter hoc, which translates to “after this, therefore because of this.” 

Example: I’m never eating oysters again. The last time I had oysters, I got pregnant. 

False	  Dilemma	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The false dilemma fallacy asserts that a complicated question has only two answers when more actually 
exist. 

Example: Either we build a new high school or children in this town will never get into elite colleges. 

	  
Genres	  (and	  related	  terms)	  –	  ENGLISH	  	  

• Active & Inscribed Genres: At the most basic level, the difference between active and inscribed 
genres is simply that active genres are "in progress" while inscribed genres have been produced as 
an artifact (literally, “inscribed” as in marked/carved/printed). However, different scholars use these 
terms differently -- some use active/inscribed to describe the difference between genres that are 
spoken and performed (greetings would be an example of this kind of genre or asking someone on a 
date, perhaps) and genres that are somehow written down or captured. This can be useful when 
considered in combination with CHAT theory, which notes how “texts” can move fluidly between 
these two states. Other scholars tend to use the terms active/inscribed to describe genres that are 
in flux and genres that are "set or stable-for-now,” but this is a metaphorical rather than literal use of 
these terms. 

• Genre Analysis: This terms refers to the wide range of activities involved in investigating and 
understanding genres – what they are, what their boundaries are, how they interrelate, how they can 
be used, how they alter over time, etc. Genre Analysis is a key activity in all ENG101 courses. In 
addition, we often use this term to describe particular projects and/or activities that are designed to 
facilitate these kinds of investigations.  

• Genre Features: Aspects of genres that can be identified and used (usually as part of the process of 
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producing a genre). That is, we might do a genre analysis that is particularly focused on the textual/ 
rhetorical/physical aspects of a genre (including things like specific kinds of language use or 
grammatical patterns as well as physical/conceptual design features). Then we use these features as 
guidelines when creating a text in that genre. 

• Genre Juxtaposition: Genre Juxtaposition is an activity in which an author deliberately “mashes-up” 
or moves between two distinct genres. The purpose of this kind of activity is to highlight the ways 
that genre features work to define what we understand a genre to be. For example, if we take a 
grocery list and make a poem out of it, this challenges our tacit understanding of these two genres 
and can illustrate the importance of understanding fully the parameters of genres. 

• Genre Reversion: This term describes the cognitive process through which an author makes use of 
genres that are familiar when producing a text in a new genre. This use of prior knowledge can be 
helpful, but it can also cause problems for writers. For example, it might be inappropriate to use a 
“thesis statement” from a traditional school essay when writing a brochure. “Reversion” is particularly 
useful for describing these kinds of behaviors when they are done unconsciously and when they 
then inhibit the writer’s uptake of the new genre, and it’s often used in discussions of the 
“antecedent genres” that authors bring into a writing situation. 

• Genre Samples or Target Genres:  This term describes a collection of similar genres that an author 
might use for various kinds of genre analysis, and as a way to study “how things are done” when 
trying to learn a new kind of writing. 

• Genre Uptake:  This term describes the process through which authors “take up” (understand, 
incorporate and produce) a new kind of genre, or a known genre in a new situation. 

	  
Globalization	  –	  ENGLISH	  
Globalization is the process of international integration that stems from the interchange of worldviews, 
products, ideas and other aspects of culture. Globalization is most commonly thought of as pertaining to the 
ways in which individuals and corporations conduct business in an international setting.  

Hasty	  Generalization	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A fallacy of reasoning that occurs when the conclusion offered is based on insufficient evidence. 

Example: I was once bitten by a dog, so I will never trust dogs again. 

Inductive	  Argument	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
When reasoning inductively, you begin with specific instances and formulate a reasonable generalization or 
conclusion from them. 

Information	  Fluency	  –	  SHARED	  
Information fluency is the ability to critically think while engaging with, creating and utilizing information and 
technology regardless of format or platform. 

Information	  Literacy	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Information literacy involves finding sources, analyzing the material, evaluating the credibility of the sources 
and using and citing sources ethically and legally. 
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Invalid	  Analogy	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
An analogy in which the two cases being compared are not sufficiently similar. 

Example: In Great Britain the general election campaign for Prime Minister lasts less than three weeks. 
Surely we can do the same with the U.S. presidential election. 

Logos	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A logical appeal, or logos, is based on evidence and reasoning. 

Multiculturalism	  –	  ENGLISH	  
The maintenance of different cultures within a community or society. 

Indirectly related to globalization, multiculturalism is a means of promoting cultural diversity. Similar to 
globalization, cultural diversity within a discourse community may alter the manner in which individuals 
communicate with one another. Also, cultural diversity may give rise to discrimination that may be intentional 
or unintentional. 

Multimodality	  –	  ENGLISH	  
We use this term to specifically describe “modalities” that can be used to produce and distribute text: Aural, 
Oral, Visual, Imagistic and Alphabetic. Multimodal texts are those that use more than one modality. 

Organization	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The organization or arrangement of ideas within a text. While most texts have a clear beginning, middle and 
end, the specific organizational pattern of any individual text should be determined by the demands of the 
rhetorical situation. In other words, ideas should be arranged in a way that will anticipate and meet the needs 
of the audience while allowing for the effective and efficient accomplishment of the speaker’s purpose.  

	  
Oral	  Organizational	  Strategies	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Devising an effective structure for your speech so that an audience can follow and comprehend your 
message.  

Pathos	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
An emotional appeal, or pathos, is based on feelings or emotions (e.g., fear, anger and pity). 

Peer	  Evaluation	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The process of providing substantive feedback to a peer author or speaker. Ideally, such feedback is 
designed to provide the author/speaker with additional information or evidence or a new or different 
perspective on a text or issue—one that s/he may not have previously considered. 

Plagiarism	  –	  SHARED	  
The act of passing off someone else’s ideas as your own. See student handbook. 

Qualifier	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A statement that qualifies the speaker’s argument by admitting exceptions (Toulmin’s argument model). 

Rebuttal	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Requires the speaker to anticipate counterarguments to her/his position and answer them ahead of time 
(Toulmin’s argument model). 
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Red	  Herring	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Speakers commit the red herring fallacy when they introduce irrelevant information into an argument in an 
attempt to mask the real issue under discussion. 

Example: How dare my opponents accuse me of political corruption at a time when we are working to 
improve the quality of life in the United States. 

Research	  –	  	  SHARED	  
An activity in which an individual looks beyond what she already knows in order to locate or produce 
additional knowledge. The systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in order to 
establish facts and reach new conclusions. In ENGLISH understanding research methods and strategies is 
central to genre studies and CHAT approach studying writing. 

Revision	  –	  	  SHARED	  
Revision can refer to a very wide range of different activities, but all are centered on improving a text that is 
being reduced. Revisions can be made based on one’s own re-reading of the text, but can also be aided by 
different kinds of review activities (like Peer Evaluations) that include other readers. Generally, when some 
kind of public trajectory is planned for the text, revision will include both general editing activities and copy-
editing activities. 

Rhetorical	  Strategies	  –	  ENGLISH	  	  
In ENGLISH, we discuss a range of rhetorical strategies (like narration, description, etc.) to analyze how 
specific rhetorical techniques can often dominate in a particular genre or text. For example, a fiction novel 
would almost always contain narration, but it might also include other elements (description, dialogue); on 
the other hand, instructions on how to put together a cabinet would be unlikely to include narrative as a 
primary strategy. One key thing to remember is that we don’t conflate these terms with genres. “Narration” is 
not a genre – it’s a rhetorical strategy that can be used in different ways in particular genres. 

	  
Slippery	  Slope	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
The slippery slope fallacy occurs when a speaker asserts that some event must inevitably follow from another 
down a steep slope toward disaster. 

Example: If we allow the government to restrict the sale of semi-automatic weapons, before we know 
it, there will be a ban on the ownership of handguns and even hunting rifles. And once our 
constitutional right to bear arms has been compromised, the right of free speech will be the next to 
go. 

Source	  Credibility	  -‐	  SHARED	  
The competence to make the claim as perceived by the audience. When a source, through verification and 
fact checking, is deemed worthy of belief or confidence and can be considered trustworthy and reliable. 

Straw	  Person	  Argument	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
A straw person argument is a type of red herring because the arguer attempts to refute her or his 
opponent's position, and in the context is required to do so, but instead attacks a position—the "straw 
person"—not held by her or his opponent 

Example: It is a straw person to attack abortion rights as the position that no abortions should ever be 
restricted, bar none. 
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Style	  –	  ENGLISH	  
The manner in which speakers or writers express their ideas. Style may refer to the manner of delivery, to the 
choice and arrangement of words, the use of figures of speech and so on. 

Syllogism	  –	  COM	  101	  
An argument with a major premise, a minor premise and a conclusion (see deductive argument). 

	  
Text	  –	  ENGLISH	  
Any written, spoken or visual artifact that can be analyzed with the intent of coming to a better understanding 
of its nature (e.g. an article, a speech, a picture, a movie, a song, etc.)    

Tone	  –	  ENGLISH	  
A reflection of the writer/speaker’s attitude toward the issue as reflected in the text. Some examples of tones 
include: seriousness, passion, humor, satire or sarcasm, righteousness, mocking, objective, detached, 
didactic, dogmatic, questioning, superior, idealistic and so on. Once again, the key is to strike a tone that is 
appropriate for a given rhetorical situation. 

Toulmin’s	  Argument	  Model	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Toulmin’s argument model outlines the critical elements of effective arguments including claims, evidence, 
evidence credibility, warrants, qualifiers and rebuttals (or counter-arguments).  

Trajectory	  –	  ENGLISH	  
We use this term to describe the ways that texts move – this means both how a text might move through a 
process of production, but even more importantly how texts move through institutions and spaces and in 
relationships among different people. We often look at trajectory in terms of the shifts and changes that 
occur in a genre as it gets used over time, and we also look at trajectories of specific texts as they are 
produced and distributed. 

Warrant	  –	  COMMUNICATIONS	  
Provides a link between the claim and evidence; explains how the data proves the speaker’s point (also 
known as an argument link – Toulmin’s). 

	  
A List of Rhetorical Strategies 

Note:  The following article is excerpted from Kristin Denslow’s article in the Western Michigan University 
reader, Writing Beyond the Rules, 2009. It was edited lightly for use here, with Kristin’s permission. 

Many First-Year Writing Programs pay a lot of attention to the “Rhetorical Modes,” a term used to describe 
several classical modes of discourse. Essentially, the rhetorical modes describe types and techniques of 
writing. Although the original four modes included only narration, description, exposition and argument, this 
list can be expanded to include several other more diverse forms of writing. Our program uses these 
concepts to describe the various types of writing that different genres may employ; a particular genre may 
include several types of writing from this list of categories. Examining genres carefully allows us to discuss 
these types of writing modes, noting the overlap between types, or ways that the type of writing changes 
when it moves into different genres. For example, persuasive writing may be a mode of writing, but a 
persuasive documentary film does not use persuasive techniques in exactly the same way a commercial or a 
brochure for a vacation spot might. 
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What is important to remember is that any act of writing may combine two or more of the rhetorical 
strategies outlined in the following list. The way that these strategies fit together and are used in specific 
situations one of the elements that helps to determine genre. Thus, our list is a launching point to help us 
begin to think about the techniques we use every day in our writing. 

To find out further information about rhetorical modes, visit this website: 
http://faculty.ccc.edu/khope/The%20rhetorical%20modes.pdf.  

Analysis: Analytic skills are an important part of many writing acts. They involve looking at an artifact 
or a text and breaking down its parts. Analysis and other strategies (like argument or 
classification/division) can be often be found sharing space in a single text.  

Argument: Argumentation means just that—to argue a position. The key to arguing a position is 
having a clear stance on what you are arguing about, and then proving that point through the use of 
evidence. Considering the opposing point of view and offering a rebuttal are also important elements 
of many genres that use argumentative techniques. The Purdue Owl offers an overview of what they 
term “the argument essay” which outlines a type of text that is commonly produced in school settings 
that uses argument as its primary rhetorical strategy 
(http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/685/05/ ). However, argumentative strategies and 
techniques can be found in many, many, different types of genres. 

Cause-Effect:  Cause and effect explores the reason something happens and the consequences of 
that action. Cause-effect strategies are often connected to analysis and argument as techniques. 

Classification/Division:  To classify is to categorize, and to divide is to break a larger category into 
smaller pieces. Classification is a process that authors use in all kinds of genres--and it is often used in 
the service of other rhetorical strategies. For example, one might classify elements of an analysis, or 
use classification to break down the elements of an opposing argument. 

Comparison/Contrast:  Comparison and contrast explores the ways things are similar and the ways 
they are different. Often these skills appear in the “school” genre of comparative analyses, but they 
also can be seen in opinion articles comparing/contrasting political candidates or reviews about local 
restaurants. 

Definition:  In writing, to define does not simply mean to provide the dictionary definition of a term. 
Instead, it means to define how you intend to use the word. Sometimes this can mean defining by 
explaining what the term is not. In “Making Memoir,” Eileen Wiedbrauk (which can be found in the 
2010 ISU Grassroots Writing Research Journal) begins by defining what the term “memoir” can mean 
and how she intends to use it in this particular situation. 

Description:  Writers often describe physical characteristics and sensory details in order to create a 
picture with words. Description is widely used as a technique in many genres, but the nature of 
descriptive text may vary from simple and concise to rich and complex, depending on the 
expectations that shape the genre in which is it located. 

Entertainment: Entertaining is the slipperiest of the rhetorical modes we’ve found in our research. It 
can mean something different depending on the genre you are writing in. Humor, suspense, titillation 
or horror could all be elements of a text that is meant to entertain. These elements are often used for 
their own sake (i.e., “I just want to entertain my readers”), to make people feel good, or to help them 
pass their free time. But entertaining elements can also be used in genres that are designed to inform, 
argue, persuade, etc. To use the skills of entertainment, the writer must seriously consider the 
audience and judge how to incorporate entertainment into the genre. 

Exemplification:  Exemplification is the use of example to support or back up a claim. Exemplification 
is less often the primary technique in a genre. It is more often used as a technique in the service of 
other techniques, such as persuasion, analysis or argument. 
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Narration:  Quite simply, to narrate is to tell a story using details that evoke both time and place. 
Narration is particularly crucial for personal writing genres, such as the memoir. See Eileen 
Wiedbrauk’s article, “Making Memoir,” for more detail. 

Persuasion:  Persuasion means convincing the audience of something. This can be through the use 
of: emotion (indirect persuasion); reason (direct persuasion) or through a knowledge of what the 
reader wants (personal persuasion). Persuasion can be used in the service of other rhetorical 
strategies (for example, argument and persuasion can be difficult to tell apart because they are often 
used to complement each other), but persuasion can also be the primary goal in some genres. 

Process:  Explaining a process offers the reader a step-by-step explanation of how to do something. 
It is a technique often used in practical genres such as product instructions, cookbooks or manuals. 

*Note: We don’t feel that the current wikipedia.org articles on rhetorical modes are as accurate as 
they could be, so be careful if using Wikipedia to explore these terms. 
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A Bibliography for Further Reading 

This list of readings includes a range of texts (articles and books) that discuss in more detail some of the issues we 
present in this textbook. It isn’t necessarily a representative list—and it’s certainly not a complete one. These particular 
texts, however, have influenced our thinking about these issues. 
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Knowledge to Negotiate New Writing Contexts in First-Year Composition Written Communication. 28: 
312-337.  
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West Lafayette, IN: Parlor Press. Available through the WAC clearinghouse: 
http://wac.colostate.edu/books/bawarshi_reiff/ 
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