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through S8. ! C U3« Soina students nasd an alt . -osc • ; ;
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faculty reco&tnend that alternative to stud . . '
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These norms of so-called "Standard Engl ish" do not
do not get taught them. True, w^e pco;>' ;"1 Seam (or ' i t E rna i l^e") u;ost oi these

• - "in v?a the fo*"£ui . - reldem: of being born Into i •-.-- I ' :• - 01 3< < n c
goes on -- i? and only if they-, too, do lots of reading whar. 1 :-.;•• are /cung, " ; : '
learn to write by analogy. They are the people wiio alw« / "1 usu? ly know
how *o write things graMHH*t1ea1]y, but I couldn't tel' you any gr-assuar rules, beca< -
! don't know any " These people 's gooci fortune certain*:,- . : ; ;- es .; jett
taught," Other people, however, w i l l usuc'Py only be aMe to learn these norms If
they f'lnci their ways Into classroom wher-? these norms tre t sught overtly. And
when people get. oast a certain age — 17 or 1C, in my experie i. -• that overt
toecMng wust unfortunately be structural, not ana.1oaic= ' - . to say, su"'
students must f a , } study e structuret nor.?.;, >'b,} >ftert!0H;;';e that nc i (c 5 wori
hard to conform to \;nat nom in their own writing; (d.) ,for!t h . : - . • - . - , . s t i l l , , to sne.L'e
that confonalty a habit.

Does adherence to these non.ss have anything to do. with ra;;-.1 g*"E!ff
T-:;£ss norms aii.ount to a kind of social etiquette and arc probai'-"5'/ best understood---
especially by students* — when dissociated from the serious contemporary sti i,
of syntax, Sows of trie nonns are func t iona l , but th^ majority Is profn^ly n o £ ^
One learns them only to acquire sufficient credibility to D& thought, :;>v; educf':. :

fcc iisve the right to state a serlgus argument* o? tc r surst on&'s re-
, -:is?s s;a (or Impressions of) something,, The learnst! ab i l i ty to adhere to th

awoupts to l i t t le other than a social gracec Unfortunately, the learning of t,; !
social grace Is necessarily prefatory to anything having to do with tte succ
writing of final-draft essays - • although not, to be r.ura : with either th ink ing
about o^ talking about the softs of thlnys usually wri t ten about In essay s7"~TT'hi{5
Ts~so on1y~EBcalFse*TRe very writ';.; ^ ; : .- s : ;.iona in ; • • n§h ^y gov:?, .
the nortses of Standard Engl ish which, when learned, £"e the social grace/ • -
thinking and talking, especially If the talk Is pr1?IE€. ta"Ut, ara gcnra ."ned by r
heretofore-codified set of

Doas the ability to write In conformity will . , anythMig
' < Truth t Beauty 9 or Virtue" Various philosophers. • • ;, have

ever the yeers that they do, bus It Is ve~y difficult to'iay to accept the
.'ts., and it. Is equally difficult to f lnr t or constr:j;.t lew ones to repls

Does conformity to tJioss norms advance the caus^ o< ; Clarity? (!. capital iz-s it
beca:;:v; 1t Is a bit of a sacred cow In souse coiiipositiosial/rhetorical ideo log ies , -
Insofar as it helps one's writing to meet trie rhetorical expectations of jdu
readers who have themselves beer* habituated co thesa sionas, yes; 01. . »85 t>iy be
guess Is, Probably not*

is working toward ?,?: . . to these n^ms at odds islth c v;rleer's croc, •
:f ' . presslon? If cr;3 gv-&nts chsf students ah i' ' ork tc'.vard bet-

able to produce final draf ts oi : -.ys, and if one g •. t tat -\c.h f in<
nacess- ,ndar the control of these norhis,. the erswar can only :! H

student 's general creativity er.d genera'; - itla'l to express
freely w i l l be ssors narrowly ctem'ied and "containsd" by these Ronns than •
hoi the case if the no:^;;S aid not sxlst. t i t is worth inentioning, hovts

' ' • " - ' . T3ling and coni ' tc ' 1 1 tl
,'
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language per piece, even if he or she knows other languages,, Is undoubtedly Intense —
iu-d theoretically perhaps evan infinite. MonolingualIsm curtail - are creativity
and fr&edosB of@xpressions in bet1; :. speech., than am >r single factor.
Yet even if -one Imew all the languages, Frederic Jameson's ''Prison-House of Language:i
would still be an incarcerative fact of human life: hiiSKns ar\ tragically both
able and unable to "speak their minds" frasly.)

Is the teaching of students to conform to these norms in any way at odds with
the educational needs of persons of color or other representatives of cultural di-
versity who have e?iy need at all to communicate :>n Standard English? 1 don't see
how it could be, When it eowas to the writing of ess«tys; Standard English is th&
only game in town,, and one either learns to play or one does not. Soise advocates
of Slack English have claimed that major differences e*ist betwsen Black English
and Standard English; this Is a true claiiRj insofar as it goes, but it Is almost
totally a claim'relating to speech and to the various gas . ;>s of imaginative writing.
There Is no black Expository Writing; there is only expository writing of Standard
English, This is a tragic state of affair's. But it Is e true state of affairs.
Should persons of color ami other Arrffiricsn minorities learn the norms of St
English! Ultimately, it is up to thati, but I personally believe that they she-:,
learn them. If they plan to live their lives in an Engv. -writing country* been.-:
failure to learn than car? only exacerfcat® the diserrfra sent regularly axper:-
enced by cultural minorities.

* *

fly wain point in saying all of the above is that the question of basic skills —
in any area of expertise — is a meaningless question unless one is asking th-";t
question about one's competence (at least) or mastery (at best) of the norms govcrrr-

th^se skills: Skills ara always about norms.

ThuSj it rns'-es no sense tc speak of remedy? ng/bu1ld1 Fig/developing basic skills
urnos" ona Is talking about ha!ping people learn the n-c-rnv;. which define tha skills,

If one tcikes the point of view that there are ric s9 then all talk about
basic skills is Idle: Skills are always about norms,

* is *

3 ; . . »SBI o-,id that one would need to defend or fs .
: • ;o defend -he .;..:?;;hin-j of writ".:: z ;..!ository f , . : ^ c . c the "real

1d»s! Yet thi::: -ua case/' The 1960s' artphcsls on S!prcce£-fi:! (instes
flf "product51 or "artifact5*),, tied in vffti; folkloristic an fcluhanisl

virtyes of orali vils of print ("Urn;; . , ./rnsated the .
teaching profession for a goad while (specifically influencing, for exaffip'le, the
Ket" Counci l of rs of Engl1sh}s and the dust has still not S€ ;

- c : nuffiber ;versai'1ofis with writing teachary ever the pest thirty
years, iny belief Is that the arabracewent of McLwhan & Co, cc with •' ' ;ght

: f inal dr'sft expository "product"/"artifact," was caused more : collective
wis?1! to stop con-act? i • stadant cc i . ..'ions a¥sr lonely weekends than

; is :;iis.:>s C O R V . ' ion • : • cal position. (T i ;hod described here d<
: . to reaf;;, and to marginally . i • ina the studentf;' essays,

: thi ik It doss the better ths way In whi . . , iads them.} Tod a;
•;h6 rs rid i . . --.ng nmttars into its . , dss la reaction

sees as 1 ' /-towarisin of" tha -5 teachers,, by suggesting
sg k i l l s elmad ,it the real world should be taiMih: , -ty English te?
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but by other people — people from the real world,

This is an idea vrith much merit, but also with much hidden difficulty. The
raain difficulty lies to do with nomenclature. The norms of Standard English have
namess and English teachers know those names better than others — even others i
are themselves successful writers. In other words, you will have trouble teach
students to avoid writing problems generally going under such names as the dangling
participle, the split Infinitive, and the passive voice if you do not know these
names and if you cannot citas on very short notice while standing in front of a
class, precise examples of the problems to which those nalsas refer, STill, I be-
lieve that most college teachers can learn enough about tha nomenclature in a one-
quarter-long workshop — or even in ths trenches while teaching (without benefit
of such a prior workshop) a basic expository writing course for the first tints with
students — to be able to teach expository writing successfully to studsrsts needing
work in tha building of basic skills.

II: Nuts and Bolts

1. A class is divided into continuing groups not to exceed tea students per
group, (I explain to the students that ten is about the maximum size for a writing
workshop group's effectiveness, I let them do the grouping from the start to
finish, including the figur1ng-out of how to do 1t, and I ',-eave the room while they
do it.)

2. At the beginning of the first day, I quickly scribble a chart on the
blackboard. Spaces are numbered from 1 to 10 going downward and from 1 to 2 or 3
going right, (The l-to-10 spaces are for class meetings per quarter; there i-sould
>sf course be l-to-20 spaces if the class met twice a week for a ten-seek quarter.
The l-to-2-or-3 spaces going right are for the number of workshop groups necessi-
tated by the overall size of the class ona teachesj if I have over twenty students
in that class — even if only twenty-two or so — I make three groups9 because it
really j_s true that groups in excess of ten don't work very well.)

The spaces are for students to write their names in. Each space is a date on
which a particular student will bring ten xeroxed copies of his required weakly
essay for his group to read and respond to. I tell students to go to tha board

nit thair names in ths spaces. (They get the space-they want on a first-come,
first-served basis; titx® . it is sometimes a thundering race for the most distant
fetes. It is a good idea to bring a box of chalk to class on the day.you do this,,
as it is not all that pedagogically useful to have the n ; of your thundering
herd reduced to fighting ova? a single stub of chalk one* they reach the front of
ths room.)

It is important to make a copy of the filled-in chart on a piece of paper,
uvdar that you will have a permanent record of which students in which groups

are supposed to have their xeroxed copies ready or* which days. (It is a good idea •
to qive each student a mimeographed copy of tha copied chart, so that everybody
will know who is to be "up" when.) If you forget to copy your blackboard chart,
here is sense cause for lamentation: you wTTTprobably find that yea have to do

this i-v'iiole boring thing over again.
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During the remainder of this class sessio??s explalr t he studem';..?: I f ; del
how the group work wil l be done. (See #4 et seq, faelo^ 1 . " i • lain it
you,}

3. Ideally,, you should have as many rooifis as ycu hava groups. If you can't
get the rooms, try positioning the stduents abound t&b'lt vha farthest corners
of your glassrooR!. If thjsjdpes not woHc» because of the roa^s ^alrtg toe net
o r otherwise t o o busyT^ycu proBSBTy"cannot ' '

4, At the second class meeting, two Cor more) sr
xeroxed essays each... Divide into your two {or more) . . mn..,. f i n
what follows below,, I speak of only one group, this is 5\ cause what happens in
both groups Cor all three groups) is identical*}

5. The person who wrote the paper passes out the xaraxas to the otiier stiwianfcs
in his or her group. This writer than reads the paper t'-io^d i;c the group. This Is
the last ime the ^]^e£_9ets_to speak, As tha otter students crltiqya thejiipF"'"

rT^'r_ can say 'ui^£Mag7~TlnT' riW'cfrVv ";V J. -TTuoit; '-ST.*/"'
l^^ writing roust stam m its own -* t!

the writer cannot be there' when it is 'read to say,, "Vo fj aran't understanding me $
a l l»" or "What I MEAN by those words is not what you ar< rroffl t!
should stress to your students that expository wri t ing 's nalr? p>i>rposs in tr
world is to get the writer's ideas or impressions acrost to ioii'aone who not onlv
doesjiot Jove him or her (as a mother does}., and \iho not only 1̂  not paid to read
Ms _or fier essays Ces a teacher is), byt alro does ncrt fcvS'? l;.nt>w Trfm e-r nerT"""llie'
wrl^eT7TTleas~aiid imprassions roust be in the ^o?3s™dn""Elie ......

6. During the first half of the scfeck'j&d perio-tiu '.ivdents work :
norms of word and sentence. They note spelling erro . uliry errors. The
also note any gramnatical errors, (Each student shm?M aave at hand 5 (
beck dictionary and a very recent araimnar handbook.) Tliey also nonwseiit OR
construction. In the case of the paragraph, however, th i » should have
received previous instruction to the effect that reader-response is here imcn sore
subjective and less norms-based (there being no clear non/?ss save that of the •
"requirensents" of the topic sentence, itself soraetisaas I bla or : ias1 >e JabJs
than with words and sentences.

During the part of the work, it is best to proce&d sentence by sentence —
with owe student having been chosen in advance to reset me sentence at a tlma,
from the top, (This reading of : course repeats tha v/nter's awn reading, It helps
the group to have papers read aloud twice,, as its members »e confron-;
paper for the first time.)

Groups have been told in advance to stop tills line-by-line «ork v . :sir
time for the session is half over. If the students a?*e doing the work vie'i'ls t!
should not have proceedad much beyond a PMO and a half (assuming typetL double-
spaced pages) In 45 ininutes. If they are going fastr ,-?.tj you should w
vnth them for one session to give them m idea cf how mucli the^j are missing,
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?. During the second half . . the arc'.ip mil work on ih
questions I call I So Jlhat ? , SoĴ at?? and

The What? question means "VJhat is the paper's thesis or conclusion?'2 I tall
the rfcs tha : 1 isi i >i ';ef be locatable In one sentence (and
rarely In two sentences, but nav-3.* i?; more). Tliis sentence should be a statement
which subs-." 'or, optimally, ell) of the othar sentences in the essay, but

•.self PS •• by nc- :< ^n the essay.

I te : £tud<" - :a. then what they have
found Is called an explicit thesis or

hcweve ': i that such a sentence is not
locataale on tiifc bf ch g sentenca is clearly and unmistakably ImpJJed
by most (or, 1) he o the sentences in the essay. And I expTaTrF"
that suail a net-there sentence Is Ct i -nllsd thesis.

!so toll t : -in Reithe?' an explicit thesis or an
,;esis. In that case, there is nothiny more to be done with the paper,

because , . . al JmPgPg£S_ used J n̂  these workshops ̂ st̂ j]javê theses_£r_conc1 usjo_ns .

8. The :1oi ss ?ils the thesis o?- conclusion of significances
. asT! Is it banal s or obvious,, or trivial?" (If you class is studying

••?ritery logics the So Uhat? c&n usefully ask if arguments are yalid and sound.
;'u! wlWlrTBTis context is asking If arguments fall prey to sych

standard logical fallacies as tsggii>§ the question, presenting falsa dilensnass
m'shir-g hasty generalizations, and so on.)

Doing So What ? (and also oow y^at?5 described in #SS balow) deosands that
Is receive a goods clear"̂ rfaTrTectur£ ' you on the meaning of "constructive

criticism," as the phrase is i?sed In this work. ! tell my students that "construc-
i "iicisr:;" is critic":^: i not at judging an artifact (though it uses. the

/isroxcd artifact • -~dv,y which the student' writer brought] but at the bettenaent
of t! : tar's f "-ing, 1 tell them that "constructive criticism" Is

• .. - . 'its fcr^ard, not backward. I tell them that it can
hove as evan a tiny part of Its purpose the self-eggradizenient of the person

criticism. It can only hevs, as its sole rationale, the aim of helping
tha writer improve his or hsr writing. There should ba as littla ego in it as the

..lent critic can oKkftaga — and as tmich care and concern for the writer's develop-*
went, Constructive criticism alwsys talks about the future,, not the past.

9. Having explainad tha way ;ch the phrase "constructive criticism" is
understood by paopla using' this teaching fijethod, I need to say very little about

low What? questlo.i hsrs, because the way it works ought to be obvious at this
point." Uacaijss students-critics have dons their line-by-line analysis for at least

psj ; if the student-writer's essa;?, and because they have worked hard at finding
. essay's thesis/conclusion (i,G.» answering _What?)s and because they have worked

hard at cinsv^ring So |§5at?5 the^ir answers to NcjrSHat? will siraply be their sugges-
;1ons for making fsis/coni^usion clearer, "stronger, and more focused — and
for making the thesis/conclusion, plus all the supporting writing which makes up

cositext, more irjteresting.

; '-. .:; y.r wordli c i ? thase quastlons to ;ny friend and colleague 'Richard M. Jones
of The Evergreen State College
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Two Special Notes About Now What?

9~A» I need to mntwn that although niost of this mathod focuses on rather
cut 'anehdrled real-world norms for expository writing, there are some parts to It
«>hich «re admittedly, necessarily, and desirably subjective. Two exassplas aworsg

tiH suffice,,

First, consider the So What? It" one is teaching logic while using this method
(employing,, for examples ,~such~ texts as Cedarblom and Paul sen's Critical Reasoning,
or Monroe Beardsley's JHInklng Straight), the answers to So WhatrTSn~5irf5TrT̂  '
eut-and*dr1ed and ''objecfTvF»'r ~EuT~ obviously » if logic Ts mSOeTng" explicitly
taught, then answers to So What- will be more personal',, Some student-critics will
talk to the student -writer as a tough editor of a big-city daily would,, Others
will gitft Ideological responses to the thesis* Others will talk to the student -
writer «$ surrogate loving jaother, "trying to help, trying to let you know ! care,"
and so on. Opinions will vary. Subjective aesthetic response can well rale.

consider the simple paragraph. Here, we Jiave supposedly possess
some norms » and those norms >s.re regularly taught in school; but all good teachers
of writing know — although they are sometimes loath to say to their students—
the norms of the paragraph are so very flexible that they are almost more trot;/.
than they are worth to teachers and student $» The usual norms taught are; (3
Unity; (b0) Coherence; iej Adequate Development — plus the first and forsitiost
one wnleh states that a paragraph should contain a so-called "topic sentence."
the way tt is supposed to work is as follows: ifte paragraph should contain a sen-
tence — usually Us first sentence — which says what it is about; then9 all the
other sentences ^n that paragraph should support the topic sentence(and certainly
shoy'Ia not stray from it), and this is Unity; moreover, all the other sentences In
the paragraph should flow easily ana naturally from each other and into each other,
and this is Coherence (because the sentences should literally cohere, should "stick
together"); moreover, there should be Just the right amount of other sentences —
not too many and riot too few — to develop the topic talked about by the topic sen-
tence » and this is ,Y«̂ ?;r?<*ie Development. „

paragraph norm were of course made up by a writing teacher ~ Alexander
Sain by name — who got s"»ek end tired of trying to teach his students paragraphing
by the old "model" method of showing than paragraphs by Bacon, Montaigne, Hobbes,
and so ons expecting tnero to pick up the tacit "rules" by Induction . His students
couldn't do it — almost no students before Bain could do it, apparently — and so
he just made yp the norms «nti stuck a nomenclature on them,. The paragraph chapter
in almost all present grammar/rhetoric texts is the result, (Bain's in the public
domain» as the saying goes 0 I

But a nomenclature does not a set of real norms make., and so the so-called
norms of the paragraph are admittedly, necessarily, and desirably open to subjective
compositional application ami critical response,

You should openly tell you students all of this* Help them to understand what
things, in the real world of Standard English, are cut- arid-dried,, and which things
are open to subjective interpretation (including those which are supposedly, for
pedagogical purposes » normative). TEH them, too, that if all the excellent writes
of English essays decid-- -;w Bainrs paragraph rules completely
absolutely, the state of the English essay : sters would deer
markedly — but that if most of the s1
enabled tomorrow . ;se sanv .
the English essfiiy ; would i »y a qu<: them
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