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[Slide 1] 

 

Thanks to Dr. Crystal Sands, the Excelsior College Online Writing Lab, and Excelsior College itself for 

inviting me to speak today and making our technical arrangements. It’s truly a pleasure to be able to talk 

to you all on NCTE’s National Day on Writing, and I thank you for being here. 

 

Let me begin with this question: Why even is there a “national day on writing”? Because in an answer to 

that question lie the roots of my talk today. [Slide 2]  The National Council of Teachers of English 

originally created the National Day on Writing six years ago, in 2009, along with a National Gallery of 

Writing, a web archiving site to which anyone could submit any kind of writing, along with the story of 

its purpose and creation. [Slide 3]  The Day, and the Gallery, came with a congressional resolution which 

whereas-ed, among a long list of whereas-es, that “The National Day on Writing celebrates the 

foundational place of writing in the personal, professional, and civic lives of Americans.”  

 

So, why? NCTE’s purpose in establishing the National Day on Writing was not simply to create a time-

space in which writing could be showcased. [Slide 4]  Rather, it was created with the explicit intent to 

challenge and change the stories about writing which have circulated in the United States for decades. 

[Slide 5]  By showing the wealth and range of writing and writers actually produced across the US every 

day, NDoW and NGoW would begin to tell a different story. Commentary at the time, from college 

professors and graduate students, suggested that the effort was seen as showing [Slide 6]  “that people 

from all walks of life, people of all ages, are writing and have an interest in writing” (Claytor, qtd in 

Chute) and [Slide 7]  that the writing across the National Gallery might “showcase the unacknowledged, 

ephemeral writing that pervades ordinary life” (Koupf, qtd in Chute)—what Rivers and Weber call the 

“mundane” texts of a writing ecology. NCTE itself described the Gallery as “a ‘living archive’ of 

contemporary American writing practices” (“National Day on Writing”).  

 

These statements of motivation tell us explicitly what stories NCTE wanted to tell about writing in 

creating the National Day on Writing [Slide 8]  —as does the congressional resolution affirming it—and 

in so doing, they paint in negative the opposing, dominant stories that the Council was trying to offset. 

Look at the opposite of the stories NCTE strives to tell with the National Day on Writing, and you can see 

a series of cultural tales about writing that, as writing researchers and instructors, we believe have been 

deleterious to the practice and teaching of writing in the US for decades.  

 

American cultures are replete with images, stories, and truisms about writers and writing. [Slide 9]  The 

story of the “grammar nazi” teacher and the students who cower beneath her bleeding-red pen. [Slide 10]  

The story of the college educated student who is still a failure in writing clear, concise workplace 

communication. [Slide 11]  The story of the talented and inspired genius novel writer for whom writing 

comes easy, or, with extreme pain, salvaged only by near-divine talent and fully Platonic communication 

with the muses. [Slide 12]  The story of the student who can’t write because he’s been corrupted by 

texting. [Slide 13]  The story of writing as mastery of language-driven print texts now being overwhelmed 

by an easier, lazier visual culture.  

 

But why do these stories not reflect the actual experiences of mature, professional writers in a variety of 

cultural writing scenes—the marketing copy-writer, the engineering designer, the office worker, the 

journalist, the public advocacy specialist, the civic activist? And how do the underlying metaphors and 

conceptions of writing shared by our cultural stories of writing fail to accurately reflect what research 

shows us about how writing and writers work?  In this talk, I re-tell some of these stories in order to un-



tell them: to question their premises and what they cost us, both culturally and as individual writers and 

learners-of-writing. I explore ways of using education and apprenticeship to create and tell a different set 

of stories about writing, stories that affirm the lived experiences of professional and student writers and 

offer us a bright future for writing and writing instruction. 

 

What Culture Tells Us About Writing 

Of course, I only have, now, about 25 minutes, so I have to be selective. The stories that interest me most 

are ones that paint writing as the opposite of what NCTE and the National Gallery of Writing wanted to 

show it:  

 

 [Slide 14]  Writing as a basic, fundamental skill of following straightforward, grammatical rules 

in a linguistic modality, creating a universal “conduit” which can clearly transmit any content 

unaltered from writer to reader. 

 

 [Slide 15]  Writing as a romanticized art form, the mastery of which requires talent and a kind of 

solitary genius, and the point of which is authentic expression in complete freedom from rules, 

structure, and judgment. 

 

Let me unpack these two overarching narratives one by one, seeing in what ways the tales I tell will sound 

and look familiar to you as denizens of many American cultures, and teasing out the underlying values 

and assumptions about the nature of writing, writers, and language that must be taken as true if the 

narratives themselves are to make any sense.  

 

 

Writing as a Universal, Formal Skill 

[Slide 16]  Any college writing instructor can tell you that most students’ most fundamental ideas about 

writing have to do with grammar and rules. Writing for most students is a Hunger Games of avoiding the 

breaking of rules almost entirely revolving around format, order, and grammar. In fact, for most students, 

writing equals grammar. Ask students entering a college writing class, “what do you expect here? What 

do you assume this class will be about? What do you want from this class?” And they will talk about rules 

and grammar and skills. The really brave ones will talk about wishing they could do some creative writing 

too. 

 

I’m fond of saying that the US has one of the most effective education systems in the world: students 

learn exactly what they’re taught, and they learn it so well that decades later they cannot be convinced 

that any other way of looking at the world could be true. Why do I think this? Because I listen to my new 

college students talk about what counts as writing, and it looks and sounds exactly like what they were 

taught in high school, taught by studying for the SAT, taught by the everyday metaphors and language for 

writing in the world around them, perpetuated by previous generations of students-now-teachers.  

 

The research on what students actually encounter in school literacy instruction is miles deep and I don’t 

want to bore you by repeating it all, but let me grab a few: 

 [Slide 17]  Richard Haswell, for his book Gaining Ground, extensively studied teacher 

expectations of what counted as more and less “mature” writing. He found that “[complexity of] 

syntax or logic account for little, while length, error, vocabulary, and concreteness account for 

nearly all” (41).  

 [Slide 18]  Bob Broad, for his book What We Really Value, assessed teacher assessments of 

writing. He concluded that mechanics came to count as good writing “above all other criteria 

(thinking, significance, sentences, authority, voice, style, focus, and organization, just to name a 

few)” (63). He observed teachers so keyed to understand writing as grammar and to look for 



grammatical problems in writing, that even when a problem in writing wasn’t grammar-based—

for example, a poor leap of logic or a poorly understood idea hampering clarity—if there was a 

grammar error near the unclarity, teachers tended to conclude that the problem in the writing was 

grammatical rather than conceptual.  

 [Slide 19]  Mike Rose, in an early-80s study of students’ composing habits, found stark 

differentiation between students who conceived writing as rule-based and students who 

understood rules more as principles or guidelines. The rules he discovered among students? 

Sentences which aren’t grammatically correct aren’t useful; “grab your reader’s attention 

immediately”; five-paragraph format; don’t use I. What’s interesting is that the study remains 

fresh and useful for understanding college students’ writing challenges, because the attitudes they 

bring into class haven’t changed in 30 years.  

 [Slide 20]  Numerous studies of feedback on students’ writing—for instance, by Lunsford and 

Connors or Lunsford and Lunsford—show that overwhelmingly, what students hear the most 

about in their writing is error, mechanical correctness, formal concerns, and not much at all about 

the quality of their thinking.  

 

And in non-school discourses of writing, the equation of writing with basic, universal skills of managing 

English syntax is overwhelming: we hear of nothing but the writing skills which will allow future 

professionals to write clear communication in the workplace. [Slide 21]  So, in this story, What is 

writing? Following a set of grammar and formal rules thought to be universal and learned to perfection in 

high school.  

 

There are an interesting set of implications here. [Slide 22]  The first is our cultural story that content can 

be split from form and that writing is form rather than content. At least once a semester, I’m consulted by 

teachers in various fields who are interested in bringing tutors into their classes who might help students 

on their writing. “How will my tutors know if it’s good writing?” I demur. They say, “Your tutors only 

need to grade the writing; we’ll take care of the content.” That’s a form/content split, and it taps the deep 

cultural idea that the writing is separate from what is written about. You can’t have that idea unless you’re 

reducing writing to formal, grammatical concerns alone, and excluding content concerns from 

consideration—like quality of argument, value of reasoning, and work the writing accomplishes.  

 

In this cultural story, “bad writing”—which is to say mangled syntax—is the result only of lack of 

knowledge of rules and basic grammatical skills. In this story, it would never occur to complainants to ask 

whether there could be any connection between mechanical correctness and understanding of subject 

matter; having split form and content, the story is that the two operate entirely independently. [Slide 23]  

What research shows, however, is that syntactic fluency tracks pretty neatly with subject-matter authority: 

the better a writer knows their subject, the more fluent their prose. (And if you’re curious about a 

mechanism for that, look to theories of cognitive attention and overload, which posit that the brain works 

with a finite amount of attention, so that the harder it attends to one problem—for example, understanding 

what to say—the less attention is available for concerns which, even when automated—for example, 

knowing that sentences end with periods or that introductory clauses are set off from main clauses with 

commas—even when automated, this knowledge can be temporarily forgotten or not attended to.) 

Writers’ syntactical abilities actually appear to regress when they encounter unfamiliar subject matter. 

[Slide 24]  So what such research shows—and again, Haswell’s Gaining Ground is a good example—is 

that the notion of a stably “good” or “bad” writer is excrement. Yet interestingly, this is our culture’s 

dominant story for explaining writing quality.  

 

Following on the form/content split is another fascinating implication with its own resplendent cultural 

storyline: [Slide 25]  that writing is a universal form, or container, into which any content can be 

“poured,” and that the best containers are the ones that don’t affect the content. Why do we talk about the 

importance of clear writing? Because what we mean is that the best, grammatically correct writing will 



not come between, or color, or interfere with, the reader’s experience of the written content. The container 

will not change the taste of the drink. (Many of you will hear George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s work on 

conceptual metaphors—especially container and conduit metaphors—in my talk at this point.)  

 

Go one step farther: [Slide 26]  if your container were in fact a conduit, that is, a container which is a tube 

open at both ends through which a given content can be sent, then you arrive at another cultural story 

about writing: that writing is a conduit for the transmission of meaning from a sender to a receiver. What 

makes a good conduit? What’s put in on one end is exactly what comes out on the other end. The conduit 

doesn’t change what’s sent through it, and nothing leaks out. A good conduit gives you a one-to-one 

exchange.  

 

Now, what do you have to believe in order to understand that story as reasonable, sensible, true? [Slide 

27]  You have to believe that ideas are independent of language, not shaped or colored by it. (Alternately, 

you have to believe that better language is language that colors ideas less than other language, which you 

might state as a matter of precision or “loadedness.”) You also have to believe that ideas precede writing. 

The conduit metaphor necessitates an assumption that the stuff to be transmitted pre-exists and is 

completely separate from the stuff doing the transmitting. [Slide 28]  So in this cultural story, we can find 

a conceptual coherence between the idea that form and content are separable—with writing as the form 

and ideas as the content—and the idea that writing transmits content and that good writing is transparent.  

 

[Slide 29]  A perhaps more modern metaphor for this story of writing might be that writing is computer 

hardware—a device—and content is the apps one runs on their device. The form of the device is stable 

and universal, able to run any app; the work the device does depends on which apps it’s running. To teach 

writing, according to this cultural story, is to teacher writers to build the universal device. And so students 

are assigned to create apps—a literary analysis or book report, a lab report, an office memo, a research 

paper—but taught with the assumption that what they need to know, or learn, is actually how to make a 

good device, with most feedback evaluating not their app, not the work their writing does, but their 

device, the form that it takes.  

 

While I’m not going to worry about telling alternative stories until later in my talk, I’ll jump in here long 

enough to note that one of the most notable problems this story creates is in failing to account for the 

epistemic, or knowledge-making, function of writing. Ever tried exactly transcribing a piece of writing 

without changing it in some way? It’s incredibly difficult. The act of writing is literally an act of 

discovery: something in doing it gives us new ideas. If we are locked into an idea that precedes the 

writing, we’ll struggle when writing that idea leads to new ideas—particularly if our writing process 

doesn’t include time to revise to account for the new ideas. That’s just one of a number of places this 

story of writing really lets us down. More on that later. 

 

 

Writing as Authentic Expression 

Our first big cultural story about writing, then, obviously has to do with the nature of writing itself—what 

is this thing? [Slide 30]  The second dominant cultural story I have to tell focuses more on the people 

doing the writing—the Writers. In my talk, that’s written with a capital W because part of our cultural 

story about writers is the collective they represent. Most people do not believe they’re writers (little w) 

because they are very clear that they are not Writers (big w). But what’s a big-w Writer? Well, it’s 

someone who does “creative” writing, or literature, which is writing which is imaginative, not 

informative, free from rules, structure, judgment, and, ultimately, other readers. [Slide 31]  The more 

factual that writing is, as my Science Writing class informed me last week, the less interesting it is likely 

to be. This is not writing that Writers write. Writers are artists, with a talent or sensibility, a kind of 

giftedness, for self-expression which embodies an authenticity simply not possible with “structured” 



writing, which is (apparently) any kind of writing which a reader can place demands or constraints on, or 

judge, or evaluate.  

 

I assume most people in the audience are familiar with this story—have told it themselves as a student, 

have heard it as a teacher, or presently live in it as a writer (little w). It’s a story I encountered repeatedly 

in reading the reflective writing of fifty first-year composition students in a semester-long study I 

conducted about their conceptions of writing, since repeatedly affirmed and rarely contradicted by 

students in other classes. Question is, how does that story actually emerge, culturally speaking?  

 

Again, the answer begins in school. Consider the irony: In most English Language Arts curricula, which 

students encounter (in most school systems) in every single year of school, students study big-W Writers 

and their literary masterpieces but write about them in the extremely rule-bound genres we’ve been 

discussing so far. [Slide 32 – mouse click title for floater]  Students are, in other words, valorizing some 

of the writing least responsive to the rules they’ve been taught and to reader constraints in the user-world, 

while being pummeled about the necessity of following rules. When the braver ones dare to note this 

irony, what are they told? You know what they’re told. We’ve all heard it and some of us have said it: 

You have to know the rules before you can break them. Implication? These famous writers got famous by 

following the rules, and then once it was “okay” to break the rules because they were famous, they did. 

Excrement. If most famous writers weren’t breaking The Rules (captital T capital R) to begin with, they’d 

have never gotten famous. (I give you Faulkner.)  

 

But this is how we teach our students about the relationship of “expressive” or “free” writing to school 

writing: big-W Writers can do whatever they want, and the rest of us have rules. But there is, then, a kind 

of writing that doesn’t have to follow rules, and students understand—because of the literary texts they 

encounter—that this is the kind of writing that isn’t responsible to readers and isn’t subject to judgment. 

[Slide 33]  This writing represents freedom from rules and structure, the ability to write without judgment, 

and furthermore, no responsibility to factuality or learned information. Beyond that, this writing nearly 

always appears in editorial near-perfection: professionally typeset and proofread, with very few errors or 

readability difficulties (excepting those texts which extremely break syntactic conventions).  

 

[Slide 34]  Because, I would argue, school writing instruction pummels the imagination out of writers 

with its formal emphasis, students—and therefore writers—come to associate imaginative writing only 

with a rarefied experience that must be either completely private (for the masses—writing lyrics in our 

bedrooms, almost never to be shared) or completely artistic, for the lucky gifted few.  

 

[Slide 35]  And so we get Palmquist and Young’s research, from the mid-90s, on the relationship between 

beliefs that good writing requires giftedness. The more you believe that good writing demands a special 

gift, the more likely you are to believe that if writing isn’t easy for you, that means you’re a bad writer—

instead of believing that what it means is that writing is simply a difficult activity in itself. They also 

found that the stronger a writer’s belief in the necessity of giftedness, the more writing was likely to be 

understood as purely an act of self-expression. Or to connect more succinctly: if you think writing well 

requires a gift, you’re more likely to understand writing a-rhetorically, apart from readers and their needs; 

and you’re more likely to understand it as artistic.  

 

[Slide 36]  We also get virtually every Hollywood image of a writer ever: as quirky, irrepressible (though 

sometimes suicidal), free spirits not responsive to societal strictures and thus often culturally punished for 

their will-to-nonconformity.  

 

As with our first story, this one has some pretty powerful implications. [Slide 37]  The most notable, 

probably, is that audience-responsive writing can’t be creative. Culture offers us two choices: [Slide 38]  

creative writing which is powerfully expressive and imaginative but cannot be judged, evaluated, or 



constrained by readers, or (this term is from first-year students I’ve interviewed) “structured” writing 

where the writer has virtually no control of the piece and can only be responsive to rules imposed by 

judging readers. [Slide 39]   

 

By extension, most of the students entering college writing courses carry a powerful story about the 

nature of informative and/or researched writing: Facts, and the research which develops them, preclude 

creativity. Period.  

 

[Slide 40]  What this cultural story of writing offers us, then, is a kind of binary which opposes 

authenticity and structure. In many, many writer’s experiences and therefore imaginations, resonant with 

the vast majority of cultural stories in which successful big-W Writers are cast as rebels, nonconformists, 

and gifted geniuses—good work if you can get it—structure or rules, always provided by readers-who-

judge, preclude authenticity, acts of writing agency on the part of writers.  

 

 

Stories we ought to tell 

[Slide 41]  I’m reduced now to quoting the Great Muppet Caper, specifically the scene where Peter Falk, 

in the character we’re to recognize as Columbo, tells Kermit the Frog Kermit’s “whole story,” ending 

with, “That’s your story, my friend. Not a happy one, is it?” And Kermit says, “It’s amazing: you are one 

hundred percent wrong. I mean nothing you’ve said has been right.” This is how I feel when I recount 

these dominant cultural stories of writing: not one thing about them accurately reflects the actual nature of 

writing, accounts for expert research and theory on how writing works, or tells a usable story about 

writing as professionals tend to encounter it. [Slide 42]  Earlier I said I wanted to un-tell these stories, to 

think about how to tell better stories that work in the spirit of the National Day on Writing, opening 

writing to more writers as a meaningful and rewarding experience that creates agentive, powerfully 

imaginative writing, writing that  helps readers solve problems and accomplish tasks the writing was 

structured to assist to begin with. So, for the final portion of my talk, here are few stories to celebrate and 

take with you in making every day a day of writing. 

 

People use writing to make things, or, writing gets things done 

[Slide 43]  One story that writing research tells is that in the world beyond school, writing is less often 

judged and more often used. It is indeed structured, because there is no unstructured writing, but the 

structures typically take the form of guidelines or conventions rather than rules, and these guidelines and 

conventions emerge from functional needs for the document rather than from arbitrary declarations by 

judging readers. So the game changes.  

 

(And if you’re curious, there’s all kinds of fascinating research on what happens outside schools when 

writing has errors. The research shows two basic things: First, people are annoyed by violations of rules 

that are important to them and unannoyed by violations of rules that aren’t important to them, and there’s 

very limited agreement on which rules are the important ones. Second, readers are less likely to notice 

errors when they believe the writing is professional, rather than created by a student, to begin with.)  

 

[Slide 44]  And why are we writing to begin with? Outside of school, we’re writing because writing lets 

us solve problems, build things, and get things done. What are “things”? Oh, you know, little things like 

going to the moon, ending wars, preventing disease. Big things, too—wooing lovers, telling history, 

building support for social causes.  

 

When do we make movies of that writing, in our culture? When do we show students that kind of 

writing? When do we assign that kind of writing?  

 

Content and form are inseparable 



[Slide 45]  Writing is arranged material: if you change the arrangement, you change the material, and if 

you change the material, you’ve changed the arrangement. Content cannot be split from form. That’s a 

simple and demonstrable reality of writing. But so what? How does the world of writing change if the 

form/content split is healed? 

 

Foremost, the resulting story is that good writing demands subject expertise. [Slide 46]  You can’t 

actually make good writing if you don’t know what you’re talking about. Try it, and someone, somewhere 

will be able to demonstrate that your writing is ridiculous. (They may not, of course, be listened to—

witness current American politics, including the ebola scare. But the point is there to be made.) The only 

way we usually hear this story is, “Write what you know.” But we need to hear it another way: “If you 

don’t know what you’re talking about, your writing will suck.” That’s a cultural story that needs a wider 

telling. 

 

All writing is creative  

[Slide 47]  In contrast to the cultural story that informative writing can’t be creative, the story of 

professional experience is that outside of filling out forms, there isn’t any writing that doesn’t demand, 

and reward, stuff that looks like creativity. [Slide 48]  When Watson and Crick close their 1953 world-

reordering scientific report on the double-helical shape of DNA with understatement—“It has not escaped 

our notice that the specific pairing we have postulated immediately suggests a possible copying 

mechanism for the genetic material”—that’s creative writing.  

 

But I do not mean that all writing is in some fashion literary, or mean to perpetuate the misconception that 

creativity is primarily aesthetic. The story that needs telling is that, with the content/form split healed, it is 

not merely form—poetry, novel, short fiction, creative nonfiction, memoir—that allow us to classify 

writing as creative. [Slide 49]  Content is a creative category, too. So when NASA engineer John Houbolt 

spent two years writing report after report, talk after talk, and letter after letter to shift NASA from the 

ludicrous but overwhelmingly popular idea of sending a single massive ship to land directly on the 

moon—because, Werner von Braun liked big rockets—to the now-obvious idea of sending a 

comparatively tiny lander down to the moon like a rowboat going to shore from its mothership, that was 

all creative writing, even though my students would call it “dry.” [Slide 50]  Science, research, these are 

creative activities that demand and reward inspiration, divergent thinking, metaphor, and most crucially, 

storytelling.  

 

And this is the new cultural story we need to spread: all writing is storytelling, and storytelling is 

fundamentally creative. It is no coincidence that the methods section of a chemistry report is often called 

its narrative, as it narrates—tells the story of—actions taken in the lab. To recognize informational 

writing as nonetheless narrative reminds us, constantly, that there is no non-interpretive statement, 

language, or writing. The “information” is only ever an interpretation of data which was itself 

interpretively collected to begin with.  

 

[Slide 51]  Or, in short, when my writing students want to distinguish “creative” writing from the kinds of 

writing I’m asking them for, I ask them quite simply, “which is the uncreative writing?” We need that 

cultural story. 

 

Writing is not perfectible 

[Slide 52]  How often do our cultures tell a story of writing as a kind of sport or performance art, an 

activity in which competence—the total of one’s abilities—is distinct from performance—what one 

actually creates in any single outting; an activity which is in the category of things which cannot be 

perfect, only differently good with each iteration?  [Slide 53]  Because that’s what students should be 

learning: There is no perfect essay. There is no perfect grammar. There is no “final level” of writing 

because writing, like language, is an infinitely iterable activity with no ultimate.  



 

What difference would it make to tell this story? We would move from a mistaken belief in grammar as a 

fixed and rigid set of rules to a set conventions, principles, and guidelines which are applied rhetorically 

(dependent upon situation, motivation, context, and users). We would grow writers who knew not to 

expect the perfect, or to imagine themselves as weak writers for not achieving perfection, and instead 

understood the notion of many good ways to accomplish a writing task. A vastly more accurate and thus 

wildly more valuable cultural story.  

 

 

The End 

There are many more stories. [Slide 54]  Writing is fundamentally collaborative and inevitably 

interactive. Writing is as much visual as verbal. Writing is inevitably technological. Writing is 

rhetorical—situated, motivated, contingent, interactional, and epistemic. (A paper in itself!) But I’m out 

of time, and it’s your turn. [Slide 55]  I invite your questions and discussion—about either of the 

dominant cultural stories I’ve recounted, about the new stories, about ways of telling them and teaching 

them. Thanks for listening. 
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