A Chip Off the Writer’s Block:

A Strategic Self-portrait by Jon Samuels

Introduction


I would like to introduce the reader to a writer whose work is very special to me; that writer is myself. As a writer, I encounter choices about writing and the processes I will choose to make writing effective. Some of these choices are intentional and voluntary, but many of them seem rooted in assumptions I make and ingrained habits from the past. Using theory to supplement my own observations, I will examine my own process of writing, as I have tracked it through the experience of writing a final paper for a class in my final semester of college, which led to reflections on my past writing strategies. This study was both informative and, if a little incriminating, instructive, both for myself and for those who may find themselves in similar situations. 

First Things First



The first order of business is to describe my situation, in order to enter the correct frame of reference for viewing my writing process. I might trace my history as a writer all the way back to my first book, self-published with only one copy ever made, when I was in preschool, but for present purposes
 I think it would be best to speak only about my more recent writings, in the genre of the essay/research paper. As a senior at Carnegie Mellon University, I have been writing papers for at least a decade now; I have been writing college-type papers for maybe the past five of those years. This is not to say I have been a tireless essayist, writing furiously and with great passion and frequency; as with most students, I write essays as they are assigned to me. It is probably most often the case that essays are assignments, rather than independently undertaken works, for those in my position. However, it is no stretch to say that I am more than familiar with the essay form.

Now, because my primary major is Creative Writing, I am inclined to view my writing as a creative process, rather than mindless information spewing. My mindset is this: I take from within myself and pour out onto the page, in an organized form, the thoughts and ideas I have internalized. 


All that sounds horribly romantic, of course, and every time I express something like that, I feel a mental tapping on my shoulder, as if someone’s reminding me that I’m supposed to be talking about the real world, not the world I would like to believe I inhabit. So I took on this project in hopes that, through examining concrete examples of my writing, I would find a clearer and more thorough analysis of my own methods and strategies. The task seemed easy enough at the time: I was already going to be writing a paper for one of my classes, Language and Culture, which seemed like a good candidate, since the time schedule was fairly long-range. Much of the data analyzed in compiling this Strategic Self-portrait is in relation to that paper; it soon became obvious to me, however, that tracking my writing over a longer period of time would be more informative, which led to my reviewing my writing history all the way back to elementary school.
So, what is my writing process?

One of the first bits of data collection I did for this study was a think-aloud activity, related to the paper for my Language and Culture class. For the record, my paper topic was the history of International Auxiliary Languages, and why they failed.
 My instructions were to pull out my topic, which I had written down on a scrap of paper and hidden away intentionally, so that I could start fresh, and keep talking into a tape recorder and typing out my thoughts for about twenty minutes. All this was designed to give me as much data as possible to analyze the way I think when planning for a paper.


In analyzing my think-aloud, I adopted a standard coding procedure, marking all the places where my thoughts were focused on text content (TC), text structure (TS), rhetorical purpose (RP), or self-direction (SD), as described below:


Text Content: These were all instances where my only goal was expressing some facts relevant to the topic. This is always a useful part of writing, as a paper is generally incomplete without content. 


Text Structure: At various points, I talked about how I was going to structure the content of my paper, in terms of what would follow what in my argument. An example of this would be where I decided that I would make the first part of my paper a “survey of auxiliary languages, types thereof…”
 Comments on text structure often overlapped with those on text content, simply because of similar function.


Rhetorical Purpose: Throughout my college career, I have been trying to get myself to write in a more rhetorically driven, purpose-directed way. Whenever my comments drifted onto the purpose of writing something a particular way, the reason for including something, or a rhetorical device I would use, I marked it as a Rhetorical Purpose comment. For example, early on I discussed why I would want to use a particular text to support my thesis – “easy to get through, the rest of the class read it, I’ve read it” – which showed a rhetorical move I was using. These comments also overlapped with Text Content and Text Structure comments at points. 


Self-Direction: As a writer, I often make mental notes to myself on what I still need to do before writing, where I should look for more data, what I need to reconsider, etc. These are really meta-comments about the process of writing itself, but they may also be described as directions to the self. 


By looking at the way I used all four of these types of comments, I was able to examine the way I plan for writing a paper. By a clear majority, the analysis shows, I was planning via textual information, as most of my comments were marked “TC,” at least in part
, with “TS” being the second most common coding. Rhetorical planning was surely in play, however, as I saw plenty of “RP” codings throughout. However, I noted in my analysis
 that “I do have a lot of rhetorical points to make, but almost all of them were only marked that way because they were text-related comments that also spoke toward my goal.” My focus was clearly on what to say, not why I was saying it. The thinking behind this is easy to imagine: I know why I am writing this paper – it is an assignment for a class – so I leave my reasoning at that, letting the content of the paper and the argument I want to make dictate my rhetorical moves. This cuts out the audience, of course, which is part of the problem. I was not completely satisfied with this analysis, to be sure, but this was not the end of my self-study.

What next?


Another of the methods I used in order to examine my own writing strategies was a self-interview, focused on a critical incident, or a specific, crucial point in my life where I encountered a writing situation in which I failed to meet the mark. In typical interview fashion, I subjected myself to a series of scrutinizing questions about the situation, to which I answered as best as memory would serve me.


The situation was one I will never let fade from my memory as a lesson.
 I was in the twelfth grade, in the AP English class, and, as far as I knew, more than ready for college writing. The summer before that year, I had spent six weeks in a pre-college program at Carnegie Mellon University, taking courses in writing. I felt confident, and justifiably so, as I had earned As in my classes from the pre-college program. I had written essays and more essays during that time, so I felt ready for whatever AP English had in store for me. 


One of those things in store for me, however, was the essay test, something with which I had little experience, at least not on the level presented to me during the course. My critical incident focused on one of these, one for which I had done little studying and less preparation. In an attempt to cover up the fact that I had very little knowledge of the topic, to fill up space on the page, and perhaps to impress the teacher, I copied down verbatim a poem I had memorized during study hall, earlier that day, which I felt applicable to the final question. It was a risky move, and it failed to pay off in the end. I received a grade much lower than satisfactory on the exam and a lesson in expectations. Recalling this experience led me to examine my own writing history, through the use of a few key theories and concepts. Before giving “the rest of the story,” I’d like to take a bit to talk about those theories and concepts which have helped me understand the way I came to write the way I do.

A Bit about the Theories


I did mention that this Self-Portrait has a basis in theory, in any case, which I think gives it a firm foundation and a level of confidence that my own ramblings might not have. So, to create that foundation, there are three main theories/concepts involved in my self-analysis as a writer: schemas, writer-based vs. reader-based writing, and planning strategies.

Schemas


The first of these, as mentioned is the notion of schemas, which has been elaborated upon by numerous writers, among them Richard C. Anderson and Donald A. Norman.
 The theory can become quite involved, but it really is simple to understand and useful for explaining just about any element of interaction or activity.


Anderson in particular discusses the many features of schemas. Schemas are like sets of guidelines for doing things. They provide for us ready-made representations of situations that we can use to aid our understanding and reacting to them. For example, the typical person in America with a driver’s license knows that, when he or she sees an intersection with a set of lights, red, yellow, and green, and only the red one is lit, that the situation calls for him or her to stop the vehicle upon approaching it, until the green one lights up, signaling that it is the time to continue through the intersection. That person’s schema for understanding intersections with stoplights lets him or her interpret the situation without much thought. The schema can be thought of as having slots that must be filled in with values; for example, in filling out a form at the doctor’s office, the schema dictates that you interpret the words before the blank lines as the name of the information requested. Fill in those slots with those words, and you know how to fill out the blanks.


Another element of schema theory is the idea of default values. If I were to write a story for an audience of children, I would not even have to think about how to begin it. Almost invariably, my schema for writing children’s stories has the default value for the opening as “Once upon a time.” Similarly, the default value for the ending to most fairy tales is “And they lived happily ever after.” Once you know the schema, it is possible to predict how any given Cinderella story will begin and end. 

These default values do not have to be set strings of characters, of course. They can be defaults in a more general sense, like literary or text conventions. An example is found in essay writing; by default, most essays begin with an introduction and end with a conclusion.
 Or, even more abstract, a person’s schema for a writing situation or assignment might call for a default style of prose.
 These kinds of defaults allow for less thinking about what needs to be there for structure and more about the actual focus of writing. The important thing to remember about schemas is, as Anderson puts it, that “abstract schemata program individuals to generate concrete scenarios.”
 These general frameworks allow (or perhaps force) writers to generate any number of texts, based on the instantiation of the relevant schemas, as well as allowing readers a ready-made frame of reference for understanding a text.

With the introduction of schema, of course, one must ask about their origins. How did I learn these schemas? Donald A. Norman answers this question with the concept of prototype learning, which I consider a subset of schema theory. According to Norman, students “tend to learn by analogy.”
 That is, they adopt a prototype for adapting and assimilating new information into their individual knowledge bases. These prototypes can be seen as schemas for understanding concepts, and it is in this same way that schemas are adopted by learners as they are taught to read, write, and tie their shoes.

Writer-based vs. Reader-based prose


The distinction between writer-based and reader-based prose was set out by Linda Flower; it is an easy, yet multifaceted concept which provides a theoretical frame of reference for examining texts. The essential distinction is deducible from the name. In writer-based prose, the writer elaborates concepts as they come to mind, without bothering about how the audience will understand the text. It is “a verbal expression written by a writer to himself and for himself…the record and working of his own verbal thought.” 
 This kind of prose may be easily accessible to its writer, but it may also be opaque to the reader, since connections made in the writer’s own mind may not be expressed, leaving the reader to grasp for meaning. By contrast, in reader-based prose, the writer manages to “transform [the text] in certain complex but describable ways for the needs of a reader.” An experienced writer will transform the knowledge he or she has in such a way that it is more accessible to the reader.

Planning strategies


Flower has also written extensively about planning strategies, as part of a study exploring the difference between novice and expert writing. She describes three different strategies in her book The Construction of Negotiated Meaning: schema-driven planning, knowledge-driven planning, and constructive planning.
 The first two are self-explanatory: schema-driven planning involves filling in the slots of a given schema, and knowledge-driven planning revolves around spitting out information. Constructive planning, however, requires rhetorical work and transformation of knowledge, as opposed to spitting it out or putting the right words in the right slots. It involves an awareness of audience, consideration of the conventions of style and formality, and in so doing it will “transform knowledge and adapt schemas to meet the writer’s goals.”
 This, of course, is the kind of planning which characterizes expert strategies. 

And now, the rest of the story…


Recalling the critical incident described before, it is now possible to see the situation with a theory-based understanding of the situation. It is clear from my AP English experience that I was still relying on knowledge-driven planning to a large extent, and that my schema for an essay test was deficient – I was working with a bad schema of expectations. In terms of writer-based vs. reader-based prose, I put out on the page what made sense to me, without first thinking about how the reader would make sense of it. With this in mind, I reflected on my past writing experiences to find the source of this errant strategy.

In elementary school, I did not have to write rhetorically. These were the years of book reports and fill-in-the-blank tests, providing me with models both for knowledge-driven planning and schema-driven planning. First and foremost, knowledge was all I had to give the teacher to earn an A; the right answers were the important factors. Secondly, even when writing research papers, all students were figuratively held by the hand as they wrote out note cards which corresponded to an outline – a schema – from which they typed out their papers. Looking at my think-aloud, I can see how I still structure my writing like an outline, with answers plugged into the slots.

Further reflection brought me back to a time, some years later, when I was forced to compete in Speech Meets, where students had to give speeches. Most of the events were pre-memorized pieces, but my English teacher had prompted me to enter into the Impromptu Speaking event, where competitors were given a slip of paper with a topic and the five seconds walking up to the podium to compose a speech on that topic. This experience with churning out information at the drop of the hat, while it helped me overcome my fear of public speaking, also impressed in me a default strategy of knowledge-driven writing with a purpose. In this I see a transition from simple knowledge-driven writing to what I call “point-driven” writing, where all the knowledge must still drive toward a rhetorical goal, the support of a thesis. 

This strategy surfaced again later, in my first year or so of college, when I developed an ingenious text-generation method
, which I term “the paper mill:”

1) Determine the required number of pages.

2) Find that many key points, all of which support your thesis

3) Write about one page for each of those points. 

This has a rhetorical element to it, but it is still focused on writer-based, knowledge-driven writing, born out of necessity and a lack of time. From the insight brought to me through the critical incident exercise and the analysis of my think-aloud, I was able to construct this picture of my writing process, as it had developed through the schemas I had adopted.

Conclusions, or “Epilogue”


What remains? My goal is to move toward constructive planning in my writing and reader-based prose, now that I have come to terms with my writing process as it has developed up to this point. As I learn to transform knowledge and adapt schemas, my writing will take the shape of an expert writer, finally. 
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� And for the sake of my personal pride, as well. 


� There are a number of works which touch on the creation of auxiliary languages, but to list them all here would take up far too much room.


� Typically, I do most of this work via internal dialogue, but for the purposes of this study I wanted something I could examine concretely, so whatever I thought, I wrote.


� See Data On Tape – Analysis of Process Tracing Experiment, attached.


� Most of my comments were double- or triple-coded, because of overlap in purpose within a given context.


� See Comparative Analysis of Thinking Aloud vs. Retrospective Interview, attached.


� I hope you find the stories of my life as entertaining to read as they are to tell; I find them more than a little instructive, and so present them in their full context.


� Authors of  “The Notion of Schemata and the Educational Enterprise: General Discussion of the Conference” and “What Goes on in the Mind of the Learner,” respectively.  I will use their ideas throughout, referencing when applicable. 


� Some even use the default “In conclusion” at the beginning of the last paragraph of an essay. 


� Perhaps you can tell by now that one of my defaults for relating a concept is through narrative, only natural for a creative writer.


� “The Notion of Schemata,” p. 423. Anderson uses the plural “schemata,” but I shall continue to use the friendlier “schemas.” 


� “What Goes on in the Mind of the Learner,” p. 44. 


� Compare shoelaces to “bunny ears,” and you have a useful prototype for understanding how to tie shoes. 


� This, and the next quote, from Flower, “Writer-Based Prose,” p. 19. 


� pp. 132-141.


� p. 136.


� Also a schema!
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