The Winds of Change:

Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in

the Teaching of Writing
Maxine Hairston

In 1963, the University of Chicago Press published a book titled The S
ture of Scientific Revolutions, written by Thomas Kuhn, a University
California professor of the history of science. In the book Kuhn hypoth
about the process by which major changes come about in scientific field
conjectures that they probably do not evolve gradually from patient an
derly inquiry by established investigators in the field. Rather, he sug

revolutions in science come about as the result of breakdowns in intellectual

systems, breakdowns that occur when old methods won't solve new problems. He calls the change in theory that underlies this kind of revolution a
paradigm shift. I believe we are currently at the point of such a paradigm shift

in the teaching of writing, and that it has been brought about by a variety of
developments that have taken place in the last 25 years.
Briefly, Kuhn's thesis in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions is this.

When a scientific field is going through a stable period, most of the practitioners in the discipline hold a common body of beliefs and assumptions;
they agree on the problems that need to be solved, the rules that govern
research, and on the standards by which performance is to be measured.
They share a conceptual model that Kuhn calls a paradigm, and that paradigm
governs activity in their profession. Students who enter the discipline prepare for membership in its intellectual community by studying that paradigm.

But paradigms are not necessarily immutable. When several people working in a field begin to encounter anomalies or phenomena that cannot be
explained by the established model, the paradigm begins to show signs of
instability. For a while, those who subscribe to the paradigm try to ignore the
contradictions and inconsistencies that they find, or they make improvised,
ad hoc changes to cope with immediate crises. Eventually, however, when
enough anomalies accumulate to make a substantial number of scientists in
the field question whether the traditional paradigm can solve many of the
serious problems that face them, a few innovative thinkers will devise a new
model. And if enough scientists become convinced that the new paradigm
works better than the old one, they will accept it as the new norm.
Maxine Hairston is a member of the Department of English at the University of Texas at
Austin. Along with many essays on the teaching of writing, she has written several textbooks,
including the recently published Successful Writing.
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This replacement of one conceptual model by an

paradigm shift. He cites as classic examples the astr
the Copernican model of the solar system for the P
development of Newtonian physics. Such shifts are
often controversial, and the period in which they oc
by insecurity and conflict within the discipline.

Kuhn believes that because these shifts are so disr
only when the number of unsolved problems in a d
proportions and some major figures in the field begi
solved problems. But even with mounting evidence
model doesn't work, supporters of the traditional par
cause they have an intellectual and sometimes emoti

accepted view. They particularly resist abandonin

textbooks that set forth the precepts of their discip

ified terms. Those texts, as Richard Young points out in his essay,
"Paradigms and Problems: Needed Research in Rhetorical Theory," are usually so similar that one way to discover the traditional paradigm of a field is to
examine its textbooks.'

Finally, however, most of the resistance to the new paradigm will dissipate
when its advocates can demonstrate that it will solve problems that the tradi-

tional paradigm could not solve. Most of the new generation of scholars
working in the field will adopt the new model, and the older practitioners
will gradually come around to it. Those who cling to the old paradigm lose
their influence in the field because the leaders in the profession simply ignore their work. When that happens, the paradigm shift is complete, and the
theory that was revolutionary becomes conventional.
This summary of Kuhn's book is sketchy and too simple, but I think it
accurately reflects the key points in his theory. When he developed the
theory, he considered only the so-called hard sciences, particularly chemistry,
astronomy, and physics. He did not claim or even suggest that his model for

scientific revolution could or should apply to social sciences or the

humanities, where research is not done in laboratories and usually does not
involve measurements or formulas. Nevertheless, I believe that comnposition
theorists and writing teachers can learn from Thomas Kuhn if they see his
theory of scientific revolutions as an analogy that can illuminate developments that are taking place in our profession. Those developments, the most
prominent of which is the move to a process-centered theory of teaching
writing, indicates that our profession is probably in the first stages of a
paradigm shift.

The Current-Traditional Paradigm and Its Proponents
In order to understand the nature of that shift, we need to look at the
principal features of the paradigm that has been the basis of composition
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teaching for several decades. In "Paradigms and
describes it this way:

The overt features ... are obvious enough: the emph
posed product rather than the composing process; t
course into description, narration, exposition, and ar
concern with usage . .. and with style; the preoccupat
mal essay and research paper; and so on.2

Young adds that underlying the traditional paradig
talist" attitude toward composing: that is, the ass
really teach anyone else how to write because writi
activity that cannot be categorized or analyzed.
In an article in the Winter, 1980, Freshman Engli
Robert Inkster ascribe other features to the conv
their conclusions on an analysis of repeated pattern
commercially successful rhetoric texts, they add th
stresses expository writing to the virtual exclusion
posits an unchanging reality which is independent o
writers are expected to describe in the same way r

situation, that it neglects invention almost entirely, a
most important element in writing.3

I would make three other points about the tradit
adherents believe that competent writers know w
before they begin to write; thus their most impo
preparing to write is finding a form into which
They also believe that the composing process is lin
tematically from prewriting to writing to rewriting.
teaching editing is teaching writing.

It is important to note that the traditional parad
research or experimentation. It derives partly fro
model that organizes the production of discourse
ment, and style, but mostly it seems to be based
derly vision of what literature scholars, whose pr
written product, seem to imagine is an efficient
prescriptive and orderly view of the creative act, a
cessful writer as one who can systematically prod
five paragraphs, each with a topic sentence. Its pr
they have not tested it against the composing proce
At this point some of my readers may want to pr

a dead issue-that the admonition to "teach proc

conventional wisdom. I disagree. Although those in
fession have by and large adopted the process mod
tion and are now attentively watching the research
in order to extract some pedagogical principles fr
majority of college writing teachers in the United
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writing teachers. They do not do research or publish
tion, and they do not know the scholarship in the fi
professional journals and they do not attend profes
the annual Conference on College Communication an
not participate in faculty development workshops fo

are trained as literary critics first and as teachers of lit
of necessity most of them are doing half or more of

sition. And they teach it by the traditional paradigm
they were untrained teaching assistants ten or twen
Often they use a newer edition of the same book they
ants.

Out of necessity, apathy, and what I see as a benighted and patro
view of the essential nature of composition courses, English departm
ministrators encourage this unprofessional approach to the teaching

ing. In the first place, they may believe that they have so many writing

to staff that they could not possibly hire well-qualified professional

them; only a comparatively few such specialists exist. Second, m

partmental chairpersons don't believe that an English instructor nee
qualifications to teach writing. As one of my colleagues says, our dep
wouldn't think of letting her teach Chaucer courses because she is n
ified; yet the chairman is delighted for her to teach advanced com
for which she is far more unqualified. The assumption is that anyon
Ph.D. in English is an expert writing teacher.
I think, however, that the people who do most to promote a stat

unexamined approach to teaching writing are those who define

courses as service courses and skills courses; that group probably i
most administrators and teachers of writing. Such a view, which de
writing requires intellectual activity and ignores the importance of w
a basic method of learning, takes away any incentive for the writing
to grow professionally. People who teach skills and provide services a
tionally less respected and rewarded than those who teach theory, an
hordes of adjuncts and temporary instructors and assigning them to
tion courses reinforces this value system. Consequently there is no
pressure to find a better way to teach writing.
In spite of this often discouraging situation, many teachers who cling

traditional paradigm work very hard at teaching writing. They de

more time than they can professionally afford to working with their st

but because they haven't read Elbow or Bruffee they have no way of
that their students might benefit far more from small group meeti
each other than from the exhausting one-to-one conferences that the

hold. They both complain and brag about how much time the

meticulously marking each paper, but because they haven't read Die
Irmscher they don't know that an hour spent meticulously markin
error in a paper is probably doing more harm than good. They are e
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themselves trying to teach writing from an outmod
to despise the job more and more because many of t
little despite their time and effort.

But the writing teacher's frustration and disencha

portant than the fact that if they teach from the trad

frequently emphasizing techniques that the research
As Kuhn points out, the paradigm that a group of p
govern the kinds of problems they decide to work on
keeps them from recognizing important problems t
the terminology of their model. Thus teachers who
on teaching style, organization, and correctness ar

that their students need work in invention. And if the

ing and editing are the chief skills one uses to rev
realize that their students have no concept of what i
tive revisions in a paper. The traditional paradigm h
Textbooks complicate the problem further. As Ku

out, the standard texts in any discipline consti

paradigm shift because they represent accepted auth
tainly not all, of the standard textbooks in rhetoric
past two decades have been product-centered books
age, and argumentation; Sheridan Baker's The Pract
and Warren's Modern Rhetoric are typical example
made an analysis of rhetoric texts three years ago,
out of the thirty-four he examined showed any awar

in rhetoric. The others were, as he put it, "strictly cur

discussions of invention, arrangement, and style."4
slowly. Publishers want to keep what sells, and the
peals of their books to what they believe the avera
wants, not to what those in the vanguard of the p
have.

Signs of Change

Nevertheless, changes are under way, and I see in t
profession enough evidence of insecurity and instab
traditional prescriptive and product-centered paradig

instruction is beginning to crumble. I think that the fo

demise are both theoretical and concrete and com

outside of the profession. Changes in theory probab
1950's, from intellectual inquiry and speculation abo
learning that was going on in several fields, notably
and clinical and cognitive psychology. To identify an
developments would go far beyond the scope of th
current state of enlightenment. I can only touch on
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Probably one of the most important developments to a

was the publication of Noam Chomsky's Syntatic St

theory of transformational grammar, with its insisten
which language is generated, caused a new focus on th
language comes into being.* The publication of Franci
on the generative rhetoric of the sentence and the pa
1960's also stimulated new interest in the processes by w
texts. Certainly the tagmemicists also provoked a fres
writing when they urged writers to generate ideas by t
from a dynamic, three-faceted perspective. And when

chologist Carl Rogers began to criticize behaviorist

Chomsky had criticized behaviorist theories of langua
tened the shift away from product-response evaluation
A major event that encouraged the shift of attentio
writing was the famous Anglo-American Seminar on th
held at Dartmouth College in the summer of 1966. In th
gathering of eminent educators from Britain and the U

ticipants deimphasized the formal teaching of gramm
classroom and emphasized having children engage dire
process in a non-prescriptive atmosphere.
So the intellectual climate conducive to this change h
for more than two decades. Of course, if these shifts in
were the only forces that were putting pressure on th
to teaching writing, revolution in the profession would
coming. But other concrete and external forces have al
sure on writing teachers. These teachers are plagued by
about college graduates who can't pass teacher comp
angry complaints about employees who can't write rep
sors agree. Their students come to them writing badly
badly. Handbooks won't solve their problems, and havin
does no good.
Worse, just at this time when they are most disheartened about teaching
writing, large numbers of English professors are beginning to realize that
most of them are going to be teaching a lot of writing to a lot of students
from now on. The prospect is grim, so grim that the English departments at
Harvard and the University of Michigan have given up and turned the bulk
of their composition teaching over to specialists outside the departments. But
most professors can't do that, and instead they feel insecure and angry be-

cause they know they are teaching badly. In Kuhn's terminology, their
methods have become anomalous; the system that they have always de-

pended on no longer seems to work.
But why should the paradigm begin to break down just now? After all, as
*I am indebted to my colleague Stephen Witte for bringing this development to my attention.
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Richard Young points out, thousands of people hav
trial-and-error method of producing a text and h

shouldn't that slow, but often effective, method conti

time? Once more, I think, Kuhn has the answer. H
further than Copernicus and the calendar to discov
may help to transform a mere anomaly into a sour
lieve that the external conditions which have hastened the crisis in the teach-

ing of writing are open admissions policies, the return to school of veterans
and other groups of older students who are less docile and rule-bound than
traditional freshmen, the national decline in conventional verbal skills, and
the ever larger number of high school graduates going on to college as our
society demands more and more credentials for economic citizenship. Any
instructional system would come close to collapse under such a strain, and
our system for teaching writing has been particularly vulnerable because it
has been staffed largely by untrained teachers who have had little scholarly
interest in this kind of teaching.

Following the pattern that Kuhn describes in his book, our first response
to crisis has been to improvise ad hoc measures to try to patch the cracks and
keep the system running. Among the first responses were the writing labs
that sprang up about ten years ago to give first aid to students who seemed
unable to function within the traditional paradigm. Those labs are still with
us, but they're still giving only first aid and treating symptoms. They have not

solved the problem. Another ad hoc remedy took the form of individualized
instruction, but it has faded from the scene along with computer-assisted
instruction. The first was too costly and too isolated, the second one proved
too limited and impersonal. And the experiments with expressive writing also
turned out to be ad hoc measures, although for a while they seemed to have
enough strength to foreshadow a paradigm shift. Sentence combining, I predict, will prove to be another ad hoc measure that serves as only a temporary
palliative for serious writing problems.
All these remedies have proved temporarily or partially useful; none, however, has answered the crucial question: what is the basic flaw in the traditional paradigm for teaching writing? Why doesn't it work?
The Transition Period

Someone who cares has to ask that question before the revolution can sta
because, as Kuhn points out, "novelty ordinarily emerges only for the m
who, knowing with precision what he should expect, is able to recognize th
something has gone wrong."6 In the teaching of 'composition, the essen
person who asked that question may not have been a man, but a wom
Mina Shaughnessy. In her book Errors and Expectations, Shaughnessy de
scribes the educational experience that made her, a professor at a prestigi
university, stop to ask, "What went wrong?"
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In the spring of 1970, the City University of Ne
admissions policy that guaranteed to every city re
school diploma a place in one of its eighteen tuitionopening its doors not only to a larger population of
ever had before . .. but to a wider range of students
probably ever admitted or thought of admitting to

One of the first tasks these students faced when the

was to write a placement essay .... Judged by the re
the young men and women who were to be known
students fell into one of three groups: 1. Those who
requirements for college work, who appeared from
able to begin at the traditional starting points; 2. th
their secondary schooling . . . and whose writing ref
tence; 3. [those] who had been left so far behind the others in their
formal education that they appeared to have little chance of catching up,
students whose difficulties with the written language seemed of a different order from those of other groups, as if they had come, you might
say, from a different country.

... The third group contained true outsiders, ... strangers in

academia, unacquainted with the rules and rituals of college life, unprepared for the sorts of tasks their teachers were about to assign them ...
Not surprisingly, the essays these students wrote during their first
weeks of class stunned the teachers who read them. Nothing, it seemed,
short of a miracle was going to turn such students into writers. . . . To
make matters worse, there were no studies nor guides, nor even suitable
textbooks to turn to. Here were teachers trained to analyze the belletristic achievements of the ages marooned in basic writing classrooms with
adult student writers who appeared by college standards to be illiterate.7

Relying on their previous experience with selectively-admitted students at
the City University, Shaughnessy and her colleagues thought they knew what
to expect from "college writers." The shock of facing a kind of writing that fit

no familiar category, that met no traditional standards, forced Shaughnessy,
at least, to recognize an anomaly. If these students had come through schools
in which writing had been taught with standard textbooks and standard
methods, then one had to conclude that the method and the textbooks did
not work, at least not for a substantial and important group of students. The
question was, "Why?"
To find the answer, Shaughnessy analyzed the placement essays of 4000
students and over a period of five years worked at trying to get at the roots
of their problems and devise a way to overcome them. Eventually she became persuaded
... that basic writers write the way they do, not because they are slow or
non-verbal, indifferent to or incapable of academic excellence, but because they are beginners and must, like all beginners, learn by making
mistakes.... And the keys to their development as writers often lie in
the very features of their writing that English teachers have been trained

to brush aside with a marginal code letter or a scribbled injunction to
"Proofread!" Such strategies ram at the doors of their incompetence
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while the keys that would open them lie in view. ... T
ing these students to write] must be informed by an
only of what is missing or awry, but of why this is so.

Shaughnessy's insight is utterly simple and vitall
teach students to write by looking only at what the
also understand how that product came into being,
form that it did. We have to try to understand wh
internal act of writing and we have to intervene du
we want to affect its outcome. We have to do the
intangible process, rather than the easy thing, evalu
Although Shaughnessy was not the first investigato

students' written products and find out how th
being-Janet Emig and Charles Stallard had both

about the same time as Shaughnessy, and James Bri
Great Britain were working on a very ambitious stu
writing abilities-she was the first to undertake a la
whose goal was to find practical ways to teach the n
enties to write. Her example, her book, and her re
search in composition have undoubtedly been impor
the profession's search for a new paradigm.
Others in the profession have also given impetus
journalist and professor named Donald Murray pub

Writer Teaches Writing, in which he suggests that if w

to write, we have to initiate them into the process

not give them a set of rules. He insists that writers fin

through the act of writing. In fact, Murray may ha
tion, "Teach Writing as Process, Not Product" in a 19
A resurgence of interest in classical rhetoric in th
interest in a new approach to the teaching of writin

cians Richard Weaver and Edward P. J. Corbett p

foundations for the view that writing can not be se
that audience and intention should affect every stag
When this premise became widely accepted at majo
ple, the University of Iowa and the University of
strains on the old product-centered paradigm.
Another major influence on the teaching of writin
come from California's Bay Area Writing Project, in
nal principle of that project has been the revolutiona
teachers should write in order to understand the wr
When teachers began to do so, the traditional text
inevitably came into question. And as spin-offs of
Project have proliferated across the country, largely
donated by agencies and foundations alarmed about t
ing number of teachers are changing to process-cent
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The Emerging Paradigm

But the most promising indication that we are poised f
that for the first time in the history of teaching writin

are doing controlled and directed research on writer
Sondra Perl of Herbert Lehman College of the City U
and Linda Flower and John Hayes of Carnegie-Mello
recording students' oral reports of the thoughts that
write and of the choices they make. They call their
'protocol analysis," and they supplement it with inter
to put together composite pictures of the processes
writers. Sharon Pianko of Rutgers University has don
matched groups of traditional and remedial writers, m
and 18-year-old and adult writers and compared t
Nancy Sommers of New York University has done a
revising practices of college freshmen and experience
and Lester Faigley and Stephen Witte of the Universi
federal grant to do a more comprehensive study on re
on this study appeared in the December, 1981, issue
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and Dixie Goswami a

a federally-funded study of the practices of writers in b

From these and other studies we are beginning t

about how people's minds work as they write, to cha
writing, to find out what constraints they are aware
see what physical behaviors are involved in writing an
different groups of writers. So far only a small am
collected, and the inferences we can draw from the
tentative. As Linda Flower puts it, because we are try

an activity that goes on largely out of sight, the process
trace the path of a dolphin by catching glimpses of it w
water. We are seeing only a tiny part of the whole proce

infer much about what is going on beneath the surfac

What are we finding out? One point that is becoming c

an act of discovery for both skilled and unskilled wr
only a partial notion of what they want to say when
their ideas develop in the process of writing. They de
tively, not methodically. Another truth is that usuall

not linear, moving smoothly in one direction from start

recursive, convoluted, and uneven. Writers write, pla
review throughout the writing process, moving bac
different operations involved in writing without any
ticing writer will be surprised at these findings: neve
contradict the traditional paradigm that has dominate
years.
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But for me the most interesting data emerging from

that show us profound differences between the wr
and unskilled writers and the behaviors of student
Those differences involve the amount of time spen
of time preparing to write, the number of drafts

audience, the number of changes made and the

made, the frequency and length of pauses during w
those pauses are used, the amount of time spent rer
and the kind and number of constraints that the w
work. This kind of information enables us to const
the writing behaviors of effective writers; I have
another paper, not yet published.

From all this activity in the field, the new paradigm

emerging. Its principal features are these:

1. It focuses on the writing process; instructors
dents' writing during the process.
2. It teaches strategies for invention and disco
help students to generate content and discove
3. It is rhetorically based; audience, purpose, a

ure prominently in the assignment of writing t
4. Instructors evaluate the written product by h
the writer's intention and meets the audience's needs.

5. It views writing as a recursive rather than a linear process;
pre-writing, writing, and revision" are activities that overlap
and intertwine.

6. It is holistic, viewing writing as an activity that involves the
intuitive and non-rational as well as the rational faculties.

7. It emphasizes that writing is a way of learning and developing
as well as a communication skill.

8. It includes a variety of writing modes, expressive as well as
expository.
9. It is informed by other disciplines, especially cognitive psychology and linguistics.
10. It views writing as a disciplined creative activity that can be
analyzed and described; its practitioners believe that writing
can be taught.
11. It is based on linguistic research and research into the composing process.
12. It stresses the principle that writing teachers should be people
who write.

Portents for the Future

I believe that important events of the recent past are going to speed the
revolution and help to establish this new paradigm in the nation's classrooms.
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First, the University of Iowa's Writing Institute, w
grant from the National Endowment for the Human
composition directors, has this year completed its w

administrators for writing programs who will almost ce
grams on the new model. They are bound to have a prof
institutions.

Second, graduate programs in rhetoric are rapidly increasing across the
country. The last count in the Spring, 1980, Freshman English News showed
that fifty-three institutions have added graduate rhetoric courses since 1974,
and that was not a complete list. Enrollment in these programs is climbing
because students realize that English departments now offer more jobs in
rhetoric and composition than in any other specialization. Most of these programs are going to produce young professionals who have been taught by
scholars who know recent research and are committed to the new paradigm:

Richard Young, Ross Winterowd, Joseph Comprone, James Kinneavy,
Andrea Lunsford, Elizabeth Cowan, Linda Flower, to name just a few. When

these new graduates go into English departments where the traditional
paradigm prevails, they are certain to start working for change.
Third, in many schools, even graduate assistants who are in traditional literary programs rather than rhetoric programs are getting their in-service training

from the rhetoric and composition specialists in their departments. They are
being trained in process-centered approaches to the teaching of composition,
and when they enter the profession and begin teaching lower-division writing
courses along with their literary specialities, they are most likely to follow the

new paradigm. And, more and more, the methods courses for high-school
teachers are also being taught by the rhetoric specialists; that change will have

a profound effect on secondary school teaching.

Fourth, we now have process-based texts on the teaching of writing.
Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations is well known and widely used. It has
been joined by Irmscher's Teaching Expository Writing and Neman's Teaching
Students to Write. The authors of both these latter books incorporate research
findings and recent developments in the profession into their philosophies of
and methodologies for teaching writing.
Fifth, college composition textbooks are changing. Along with their tradi-

tional books, most publishers are now publishing at least one processoriented, rhetorically-based writing text. Several are now on the market and
more are forthcoming, most of them written by scholars and teachers who
are leaders in the profession. Moreover, many major publishing houses now
retain well-known composition specialists to advise them on manuscripts.
The publishers sense change in the wind and realize that the new crop of
well-informed and committed writing program directors who will be taking
over are going to insist on up-to-date textbooks. The change will even reach

into some high schools because one large company has hired one of the
country's leading rhetoricians to supervise and edit their high school composition series. Many others will probably follow their example.
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But no revolution brings the millenium nor a gu
we must remember that the new paradigm is sket
lems about the teaching or writing unresolved. A
paradigms are apt to be crude, and they seldom po
their predecessors. So it is important for us to pr
earlier methods for teaching writing: the concern f
tion of high standards for the written product. I
continue giving students models of excellence to im
Kuhn contends that "the transition between com
be made a step at a time, forced by logic .... Like t
occur all at once (though not necessarily in an ins

says, however, that, "if its supporters are competent,

paradigm], explore its possibilities, and show what
to the community guided by it."12 I see this last op
to today's community of composition and rhetoric
paradigm for teaching composition so that it prov
tive, and feasible way of teaching writing for the n
of the composition teaching in our colleges and un
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