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ABSTRACT 

Over the past decade, the theoretical basis for composi-

tion research and pedagogy has expanded. A social perspec-

tive on wri~ing has been added to the cognitive view which 

dominated composition studies throughout the 1970s and eùrly 

80s. This social persppct~ve has radically altered conce~-

tians of the writing process. Whereas cognitive theory 
• 

placed a creative and isolated individual at the centre of 

the writing act, social theory locates the writer in commu-

nit y, and shifts much of the control of discourse from the 

individual to the group. 

This research takes the form of a case study of social 

workers attached ta Quebec's Youth Court system. The spe-

cific focus within that setting is the preparation of 

reports about adolescents in trouble with the law. Data were 

collected through "think-aloud" protocols and interviews, 

including discourse-based interviews. The study otters a 

detailed description of the complex and dynamic relationship 

between the individual writer and the community, and pro-

vides a new perspective on the concept of "audience" and the 

notion of genre as social action. 
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Au cours de la derniere décennie la base théorique de la 

recherche et de la pédagogie dans le domaine de la composi

tion ecrlte s'est élargie. Un point de vue social sur 

l'écriture s'est ajoute au point de vue cognitif qui a 

prevalu au cours des années 70 et au début des années 80. 

Cette dimension sociale a radi~alement modifié l'approche 

theorique relative au travail d'écriture. Alors que la 

theorie cognitive isolait l'individu en le plaçant au centre 

de l'acte cl~ateur, la théorie sociale le situe dans la 

communaute et transfère de beaucoup le contrôle du discours 

de l'individu au groupe. 

Cette recherche se présente sous la forme d'une étude de 

cas réalisée auprés de travailleurs sociaux rat~achés au 

Tribunal québecois de la Jeunesse. Un interêt particulier a 

été porté à la rédaction des rapports sur les adolescents 

ayant des problèmes avec la loi. Les données ont eté 

recueillies à l'aide de protocoles "penser à haute voix" et 

d'entrevues, y compris des entrevues axées sur le discours. 

L'etude comporte une description détaillée de la dynamique 

complexe régissant la relation entre l'auteur et la collec

tivite et jette une lumière nouvelle sur la notion de "pub

lic" ("audience") et celle de genre en tant que résultât 

d'activités sociales répétées. 
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CHAPTER ONE: An Overvlew 

Introductiol1 

One person puts words on a page; another person reads 

them. It seems an unremarkable activity. For thousands ot 

years, human beings have been writing and reading, and now, 

in the late 20th century, we have develop~d the most litcr

ate society in history. In North America, most people lcarn 

to read and write ln elementary school. In fact, literacy ls 

the basis of our educatlonal system, and a key to our eco

nomic, political, and social lives. Texts surround us, ~t 

home, at work, and in between. Those who cannot read and 

write are disenfranchised like never before. And yet, 

despite the centrality of written language, we are no closer 

to agreeing on the nature and function of writing than we 

were when the first disagreements and controversies about 

rhetoric were recorded, approximately twenty-five hundred 

years ago. 

On superficial observation, written communication seems 

straightferward enough. The writer, wishing te convey a mes

sage, makes marks on a surface. The marks are standard and 

correspond to the sounds of the spoken language. A speaker 

of the language, trained to recognize the marks, reads them 

and receives the writer's message. On reflection and closer 

observation, however, this apparently simple act becomes 

increasingly complexe 



First, dS anyone who has tried to write anything more 

complicated than a shopping list will attest, there is no 

direct transfer from the message-in-the-head to the blank 

page. Saying what you want to say is no mean feat. Even for 

apparently direct statements of descrlption or explanation, 

the writer must harness considerable cognitive, linguistic, 

rhetorical, and social resources. As t0pics become more 

abstract and intricate, as the writer's intentions become 

more subtle, each act of writing becomes, in T. S. Eliot's 

memorable phr.::tse, lia raid on the inarticulate." 

Second, the marks on the page, like the sounds they rep-

resent, are arbitrary and have rneaning only by mutual agree-

ment. The sound made by the word "lake" and the four charac-

ters used to inscribe the sound bear no direct relationship 

to the phenomenon they syrnbolize and have no specifie, uni-

versal referent. rhough a picture is said ta be worth a 

thousand words, a single word can conjure a different pic-

ture for every writer and reader, as each interprets the 

syrnbol "lake" to mean something different. In other words, 

the text itself bears no meaning, except as a potential that 

is realized in each reading. 

Third, reading is not merely the passive absorption of 

the writer's message, like the sponging of clear water. 

Readers come to the text wjth their own histories, knowl-

edge, reasons for reading, preconceptions, and so on. They 

cannot simply receive the writer's meaning, they must recre

atc it. Even someone else's carefully written shopping list 

can be difficult to interpret. White or brown sugar? What 
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sort of cereal? How many apples? Beyond its printed words, 

the text is mute. The reader must make sense, because the 

meaning is never aIl on the page. 

Finally, setting, or context, can influence rneaning. The 

simple written message, "Protect yourself," means something 

quite different in a gun shop, on the side of a box of con

doms, or in an insurance policy. similarly, the warninqs on 

a toxic product, perhaps skimmed when first noticed, take on 

critical meaning when the poison has been accidentally sw~l

lowed. Location, circurnstance, time, and other contextual 

factors affect meaning. 

These four elernents of the writing act -- the writer, the 

text, the reader, and the context -- are indivldually com

plex and multifaceted; in combination, they create an intri

cate human phenomenon of limitless variability. Our fascina

tion with writing also appears to be limitles5. philoso

phers, rhetoricians, p3ychologists, linguists, literary 

critics, educators, historians, even sociologists and 

anthropologists, are intrigued by the activity of writing. 

How does writing create meaning? What i5 the relationship 

between writing and knowledge? What does the activity of 

writing tell us abo~t ourselves? Why do we do it? When did 

it start? How can we best teach it? writing is the grist for 

many mills, and each discipline poses different questions, 

different problems. 

This study began as an inquiry into the link between two 

elements in the act of writing: the writer and the reader. 

The questions it set out to consider originated in the dis-
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c1pline of composition studies, a recently established and 

rapidly changing field. Initially, the study sought to 

determine how the writer conceived of the reader and the 

influence of that conception on the composing process: as 

such, it was concerned with what is usually called the 

writer's "audience." 

However, fundamental shifts in composition theory and 

research have altered the focus of the discipline and, 

therefore, the study. For much of the past two decades, 

writing has been considered from a cognitive perspective, 

and the central issue of concern has been the individual 

writer's intellectual processes. More recently, a social 

perspective has emerçed and broadened the definition of 

writing by reconceiving it as a social activity. Though the 

two perspectives are not mutually exclusive, the social view 

challenges the possibility of isolating for examination any 

single element of the act of writing. Consequently, the 

study which follows examines the writers, texts, and readers 

in a particular context: rather than focusing on individual 

elements, the emphasis here is on the interactions among aIl 

the aspects of writing. 

The writing described in the study takes place in a unit 

of Ville Marie Social services, a Montreal-based agency 

responsible for a wide variety of social services, including 

adoption, youth protection, and the treatment of young 

offenders. The specifie unit represented in the study is the 

Youth Court Services, which is responsible for adolescents 

who have committed crimes. 

4 



There are seven chapters in the study. The first chapter 

examines sorne of the differences between the cognitive and 

social perspectives on writing, and presents the issues and 

questions that now occupy the discipline and that support 

this research. The second chapter reviews previous writing 

research, with an emphasis on those studies which focus on 

the writer's awareness of and relationship to readers and 

contexts. The third chapter explains and justifies the meth

odology used in the study. The fourth chapter de scribes the 

Cou~t Services unit, including its goals, activities, proce

dures, and texts. The fifth chapter focuses on the unit's 

writers and readers and their relationships. The sixth chap

ter joins the elements introduced in the two preceding chap

ters in order to describe patterns in the unit's writing 

activity. The final chapter explores sorne of the implica

tions of the study for writing theory, research, and pedag

ogy. 

From Text to Context: The Expanding Focus of Composition 

A major preoccupation of composition studies has been its 

status as a discipline; more specifically, the question of 

whether it is a viable enterprise in its own right, or 

merely the handmaiden of rhetoric, English studies, psychol

ogy, or sorne other field of inquiry. composition theory is a 

precarious and jerry-built structure, a patchwork of issues 

and concepts begged, borrowed, and stol en from a dozen dif

ferent sources. Composition research has a limi~ed tradition 

5 



and relies, instead, on questions and methods adopted from 

elsewhere and adapted to its own concerns. Composition 

pedagogy has a history and identity, but much of it is 

atheoretical and uninfcrrned by researchi as a result, recent 

composition instruction has been shaped mostly by reaction 

against the pasto The older disciplines, defined by academic 

faculties and departments, have not yet recognized composi-

tion as a reputable area of intellectual inquiry. 

Consequently, within North American universities, composi-

tion instruction is perceived as a service course, a poor 

relative of literature, and composition teachers are often 

relegated to the lower reaches of the English department. 

In response to this hodgepodge of theory, research, and 

practice, and in an effort to define a discipline, scholars 

have begun to sketch the broad historical forces that have 

shaped contemporary composition. One of the most ambitious 

of these projects is Stephen North's The Making of Knowledge 

in Composition: Portrait of an Emerging Field. North's book 

attempts to capture the big picture, the full range of his

torical, philosophical, pedagogical, and research trends 

that led, as he puts it, to "the birth of Composition, capi-

tal C" (15). A similar effort, though more narrowly 

restricted to theory, is made by Louise Wetherbee Phelps in 

Composition as a Human Science. other wide ranging attempts 

to codify the tradition and activity of composition have 

taken bibliographical form, such as Lindemann's 1987 and 

1988 Longman bibliographies and the two editions of Gary 

Tate's collection of bibliographical essays. A variety of 
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books have systematically documented the rapidly increasing 

body of composition research (e.g., Beach and Bridwell: Hil

locks; Mosenthal, Tamor, and walmsley), and there are a num

ber of historical accounts of the evolution of writing 

instruction (e.g., Berlin Rhetoric and Reality; Conners, 

Ede, and Lunsford; Knoblauch and Brannon). The cumulative 

effect of these and similar commentaries is convincing: com

position clearly has a respectable genealogy, with roots 

deep in rhetorical, literary, and humanist traditions: more

over, since its recent inception, it has generated a lively 

discussion of theory, an impressive, if erratic, corpus of 

research, and a variety of innovative approaches to writing 

instruction. 

Although it is impossible ta fix with any precision the 

beginning of contemporary composition studies, most commen

tatars refer to the late 1950s and early 1960s. Reasons for 

identifying this period range from the 1aunch of Sputnik 

(1957), which led to a series of reforms in American English 

education, to the publication of Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and 

Schoer's Research in Written composition (1963), which set 

out a challenge and an agenda for composition research (see 

Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality, 120-138, and North, 9-17, for 

descriptions of this period). It is possible, however, to 

identify three broad stages in the development of composi

tion studies in the thirty years since 1960, although a more 

detailed analysis would reveal variations with1n each stage. 

The three stages can be thought of as a series of concentric 

circles representing the expanding focus of composition. In 
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the first circle, the text; in the second, the writer; in 

the third circle, the context of writing -- including the 

text, the writer, the reader, and the scenes of writing and 

reading. Ross winterowd describes it this way: 

It is defensible (though hardly neat and incisive) 
to say that composition theories and practices can 
be classed as text-centered, author-centered, or 
transactional. The images are clear: that of pages 
in an open book; that of a lone writer producing 
text; and that of a writer on one side, a text in 
the rniddle, and a reader on the other side. 
(xi) 

The Text: The Product Approach 

The text in the first circle of emphasis indicates the 

concern with the formal features of writing that character-

ized composition three decades ago. This formal approach, or 

"current-traditional rhetoric," as it is often called, 

"emphasized structure: sentence structure, paragraph struc-

ture, essay structure, even the proper structures for term 

papers, business letters, resumes" (Coe 14). Young ("para-

digms") expands on this definition: 

The overt features [of current-traditional rhe
toric] are obvious enough: the emphasis on the com
posed product rather than the composing process; 
the analysis of discourse into words, sentences, 
and paragraphs; the classification of discourse 
into description, narration, exposition, and argu
ment; the strong concern with usage (syntax, spell
ing, punctuation) and with style (economy, clarity, 
emphasis); the preoccupation with the informal 
essay and the research paper: and so on. (31) 

This is the composition that many of us grew up with, the 

composition of topic sentences, five-paragraph essays, and 

what we did on our summer vacations. It i5 an approach which 

stre5sed correctness and compliance to rules and convention. 

8 



Of the five parts of discourse handed down from classical 

rhetoric -- inventio, dispositio, elocutio, rnemoria, and 

pronuntiatio -- the current-traditional approach limited its 

concern almost entirely to cramped definitions of disposi

tio, or arrangement, and elocutio, or style. 

Under the assumptions of a "current-traditional" 

approach, reality exists prior to and separate from human 

consciousness. An important precedent for this conception is 

obviously Plato, but other traditions in Western thought 

support it as weIl (for a discussion of these ideas as they 

relate to composition see Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality, and 

LeFevre). The writer's responsibility is to discern that 

external reality and to describe it in language. The best 

language is that which most accurately encodes reality, or 

meaning, in the text; the reader's responsibility is to 

decode that meaning. If the writer has thought clearly about 

what she wishes to say, and if she expresses that thought 

within the restrictions of correct forro, the reader need 

only take the meaning that is there. 

At the same time as this approach held sway in writing 

pedagogy, the New Critical movement dominated the study of 

literature. Brooks and Warren's Understanding Poetr1 is 

representative of the New Critical approach, which demanded 

"close reading" of the text with little consideration for 

the personal, historical, or social contexts in which the 

literary text was produced. As Brooks and Warren warned, "We 

must not confuse information about the life of the poet, or 

his time, or his materials, with the poem itself" (515). And 

9 



Wirnsatt, whose book The Verbal Icon also influenced literary 

reading in this period, described two pitfalls: the "inten

tional fallacy" and the "affective fallacy." A reader com

mitted the "intentional fallacy" by speculating about the 

writer's intentions, which could not be ascertained from the 

texte The "affective fallacy," to quote its inventor, "is a 

confusion between the poern and its results (what it is and 

what it does)" (21). In other words, at the same time as the 

current-traditional approach determined composition instruc

tion, New Critical methods influenced the study of litera

ture. Both approaches valued the text over, even to the 

exclusion of, the writer and the reader. 

The current-traditional stage of contemporary composition 

studies is of interest primarily because of the reaction 

against it, for this is the "product" approach, and dissat

isfaction with it caused composition to expand its focus to 

include the process of writing. 

The writer: The Process Approach 

As composition broadened its perspective, a second focus 

or circle of emphasis was created and attention shifted from 

the text to the individual writer and the writing process. 

To fully appreciate the import of this change, it helps to 

consider what went before. The product approach paid atten

tion almost entirely to the text, with little regard to the 

writer or the process of writing. Composition instruction 

was a peculiar blend of rhetorical prescription, grammar, 

linguistics, and stylistics. There was little mystery and 

10 



less reason for debate. Language was a logical and analyz

able system: once the basic rules were learned, students 

needed only to study the elements, read the masters, and 

practice in order to become proficient. Through a process of 

memorization, imitation, and osmosis, the best students 

would learn to write weIl. 

However, with the writer and his process at the centre of 

inquiry, a whole new perspective emerged, one with a primary 

emphasis on inventio, or discovery. This larger concern with 

both text and writer marks the beginning of composition's 

claim to disciplinary status. Indeed, following Kuhn, a num

ber of commentators referred to this switch in focus as a 

"paradigm shift" (e.g., Young, "Paradigms": Hairston) a 

term Kuhn used to describe major changes in the orientation 

of scientific disciplines. suddenly writing was more than 

words correctly and pleasantly arranged on the page: 

instead, it could be seen as a creative and cognitive act, 

one involving internaI and invisible processes. Conceived as 

a process, writing became exploration and invention, and 

composition became more than mere rote learning and imita

tion. A landmark of the process approach is Rohman's 1965 

article, "Pre-Writing: The stage of Discovery in the Writ

ing Process," and the seminal research supporting this per

spective is Janet Emig's 1971 study The composing Processes 

of Twelfth Graders. 

Under the assumptions of a process approach, reality and 

meaning reside in the writer, and their discovery entails a 

search within. The text, through the ever closer approxima-

11 



tions inspired by "conferencing," peer feedback, revision, 

and other techniques, eventually contains the writer's mean

ing in a form accessible to the reader. This movement from 

the inside out is at the heart of the process approach. 

Variations on it can be found in the work of such key theo

rists of the period as Linda Flower (e.g., "writer-based 

prose"), Donald Murray (e.g., "How Writing Finds") JaI'1.eS 

Moffett (e.g., Teaching), and James Britton (e.g., The 

Development of Writing Abilities, 11-18). 

The inside-out rnovement is used by Flower to describe the 

evolution of a single piece of writing from writer-based to 

reader-based; similarly, Britton calls personal ("expres

sive") writing the "seedbed" from which more public ("tran

sactional") writing grows. Supporting many discussions of 

this transformative, outward movement is piaget's concept of 

"egocentrism," which he explains as a characteristic inabil

ity of young children to appreciate an other's perspective. 

By "decentering," the child is able to move from reflection, 

or "Intrapersonal communication between two parts of one 

nervous system," to publication, or "Impersonal communica

tion to a large anonymous group extended over space and/or 

time" (Moffett 33). 

A number of commentators have divided proponents of a 

process approach into two camps, though overlap clearly 

exists. Perhaps the earliest such division was made by 

Richard Young ("Arts"), who distinguished between "the new 

romantics" and "the new classicists," a distinction he made 

on the basis of their differing conceptions of art: 

12 
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For the new romantics, art contrasts with craft; 
the craft of writing refers to skill in tech-
nique ... a skill which can be taught. Art, on the 
other hand, is associated with more mysterious pow
ers which may be enhanced but which are, finally, 
unteachable. Art as mag1c, as glamour. For the new 
classicists, art means something quite different: 
it means the knowledge necessary for producing pre
conceived results by conscious, directed action. As 
such, it contrasts not with craft but with knack, 
i.e., a hab1t acquired through repeated experience. 
An art, for the new classicists, lS the result of 
an effort to isolate and generalize what those who 
have kna~ks do when they are successful. (56) 

since Young, others have made a similar dist1nction, 

although the two perspectives have generally been re-

labelled as the expressive, rather than romantic, and the 

cognitive, rather than the classical (see, for examplc, 

Faiglcy, "Competing Theories"; Berlin, "Rhetoric and 

Ideology") . 

The expressive view 

One of the charter texts of the expressive view of writ-

ing is Peter Elbow's Writing Without Teachers, in which he 

gives the following advice to students: 

think of writing as an organic, developmental pro
cess in which vou start thinking at the very begin
ning -- before you know your meaning at all -- and 
encourage your words gradually ta change and 
evolve. Only at the end will you know what you want 
to say or the words you want to say it with. (15) 

Another influential adherent of an expressive view of 

writing is Donald Murray. In articles, books, and conference 

presentations, Murray, a writer as well as teacher, has 

offered his own and his students' experience as evidence of 

this particular perspective. Like Elbow, Murray believes in 

the generative ability of writing that is, in the ten-

dency for meaning to emerge from the act of writing : 

13 
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l do not like writing when l come to my desk, but 
then language begins to move under my pen. It is 
alive, and l can not help but watch it be~ause it 
is the piece of writing which instructs me. The 
sound of the writing, its shape, its pace, its 
direction, its emerging form tells me what its 
meaning may be. ("The Feel" 69) 

Other notable proponents of an expressive view of writ-

ing, according to Berlin ("Ideology"), are Ken Macrorie, 

Walker Gibson, and William Coles. 

It may be unfair to excerpt these particular quotes from 

Elbow and Murray, since they do make writing sound like 

magic, as Young suggests above. It is too easy to criticize 

ideas out of their historical contexts, and both Elbow and 

Murray have offered many ideas. At the time of their great-

est influence, the words of Elbow, Murray, and the others 

were a refreshing and welcome reaction against the dry and 

rule-bound current-traditional approach. Perhaps their most 

important contribution was to return inventio, or discovery, 

to the act of writing. Whereas, previously, writing was con-

sidered the expression of thought, now it was recognized for 

its ability to initiate, extend, and complement thought. 

with its new status as a cognitive and creative process, 

writing could be approached differently, both as a subject 

for instruction and as the object of research. 

Along with other reformers in English education, such as 

James Moffett and James Britton, these theorists were 

rejecting "skills-based" and "cultural heritage" models of 

instruction, to use the terms John Oixon reports from the 

Dartmouth Conference. They were making the student the 

centre of English, rather than the handbook of grammar and 
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punctuation or the canon of "great" literature. These 

changes in emphasis were revolutionary; they shifted the 

central focus from the product to the process and they 

wrestled authority away from tradition and gave it to the 

writer. Their influence continues to be felt. 

The cognitive view 

However, aside from freewriting and various forms of 

"conferencing," the expressive approach did not lend itself 

easily to deliberate or systematic methods of instruction or 

research. That was left to the cognitive view of writing 

which, in its classicist garb, saw the art of wrlting as 

"the knowledge necessary for producing preconceived results 

by conscious, directed action" (Young, "Arts," 56). Everyone 

associated with writing theory, research, and pedagogy in 

the 1970s and 80s was deeply influenced by a cognitive per

spective, so it is not as 8asy to pigeonhole the rnernbers of 

this camp as it is the expressivists. Neverthe1ess, certain 

names do stand out: Flower and Hayes, Graves, Bereiter and 

Scardamalia, de Beaugrande, Kroll, Pich, Rubin, Lunsford, 

Bracewell, Frederikson, for exarnple. 

As mentioned above, Jean Piaget's studies in developrnen

tal psychology were instrumental in 1aying the groundwork 

for a cognitive theory of writing. They supplied theoretical 

and methodological bases for rnuch cf the early work in 

social cognition (e.g., Flavell, et al.) and provided a 

starting point for ernpirical research in composition. Ernig's 

study owes an obvious debt to Piaget, as does The Develop

ment of Writing Abilities (11-18), the extremely influential 
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text by BrittQP and his colleagues, and James Moffett's 

Teachinq the Universe of Discourse. Vygotsky (e.g., Thought) 

also had an early impact, one that has grown with the years. 

Indeed, one is more likely now to find references to 

Vygotsky than to Piaget in discussions of composition. 

Ancthec source of theory and method for composition carne 

from the problem-solving work done by cognitive psycholo-

gists, particularly Allen Newell and Herbert Simon. This 

influence, as it was manifested in the work of Linda Flower 

and John Hayes, became the dominant conceptual framework in 

composition from the late 70s through most of the 80s. 

Michael Carter explains this significance: "At the tirne when 

we began to conceive of writing as a process, problern sol-

ving, especially as it was interpreted by Flower and Hayes, 

showed us how to understand the writing process --how to 

observe it, talk about it, and teach it" (551). In a sense, 

cognitive psychology was in the right place at the right 

tirne. Composition studies was a discipline looking for a 

meaning and a method; cognitive psychology offered both. 

Andrea Lunsfard put it this way: "As the field with the most 

clearly defined and rnost generally accepted interdiscipli-

nary base, cognitive studies offers those of us in the field 

of composition studies a COIll'llUni ty of scholars wi th whom to 

collabo't'ate" (160). 

Early descriptions of the writing process, like those 

offered by Elbow and Murray, were usually murky, almost mys

tical. Many of them came from published writers of poetry 

and prose fiction. Though they made writing sound interest-
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ing and complex, they were difficult to grasp; the creative 

process they suggested did not seem susceptib~e to specula

tion, observation, or instruction. But cognitive psyr::holngy, 

a discipline that "tolerates the assumption of complex men

tal processes" (Bracewell 401), seemed made-ta-order for the 

questions and issues being raised by people interested in 

writing. An overview of this period of composition studies 

can be gained by reference to the following texts: Barritt 

and Kroll; Bracewell; Bereiter and Scardamalia ("Levels"): 

de Beaugrande; Flower and Hayes ("A Cognitive Process 

Theory"); and Lunsfard. 

In the long run, cognitive psychology's greatest contri

bution to composition studies will probably be in the area 

of research (see Chapter Two for a review of the cognitive

based research relevant ta this study). The theory describ

ing writing as a cognitive process has come under increasing 

attack and is no longer as influential as it once was (for 

sample critiques of cognitive writing theory, see 8izze1l, 

"Cognition, Convention, and Certainty"; Carter; Cooper and 

Holzman, "Talking"; Berlin, "Rhetoric"; Clifford). Even sorne 

of its staunchest supporters have conceded that the cogni

tive theory that dominated composition studies is in need ot 

expansion and reinterpretation (e.g., Flower, "Cognition"; 

Freedman, Dyson, Flower, and Chafe). However, that early 

theory raised questions that remain relevant, and the 

research program that responded to those questions gave the 

discipline sorne solid footing on which ta advance. 

Briefly, that theory posited a writing process consisting 
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of a variety of sUb-processes. In initial accounts, there 

were only three sUb-processes, and they described a linear 

activity: pre-writing, writing, re-writing. As research pro

ceeded and cognitive writing theory grew, composing was por-

trayed as a process of far greater complexity than the 

three-stage model suggested. Re-writing, for instance, was 

seen as an ongoing activity of revision, rather than as a 

clean-up procedure tacked on to the end of writing. In addi-

tion, theorists believed that revision was only one of a 

number of mental acts performed by the writer: 

Writing consists of several main processes -- plan
ning, transcribing text, reviewing -- which do not 
occur in any fixed order; rather, thought in writ
ing is not linear but jumps from process to process 
in an organized way which is largely determined by 
the i~dividual writer's goals. (Freedman et al. 16) 

According to cognitive theory, the writer's goals are set 

in response to his or her sense ~f a rhetorical problem. 

That "problem repre'3entation," tu use Flower and Hayes' term 

("The cognition"), is developed from two sources. First, the 

writer attends to the variables in the "task environment," 

or rhetorical situation, which include the writing assign-

ment, or "exigency," and the audience. Once words are put on 

the page (or screen), a new factor enters the environment: 

the texte Second, the writer relies on "long term memory" --

that is, past experience and knowledge; specifieally, knowl

edge of the topie, audience, and writing plans developed 

from previous but similar writing task~. 

From a cognitive perspective, development in writing 

ability results from, first, obtaining sufficient experienee 

18 



with a wide variety of rhetorical situations and, second, 

employing the various sub-processes effective1y. A1though 

every situation has sorne similarity to other situations, 

each rhetorical act requires a "unique representation." That 

representation, or mental image, guides the sub-processes of 

writing. Differences in ability can be attributed either to 

varying degrees of previous writing experience or variations 

in the effective enactment of the sub-processes. 50, for 

example, a person who finds himself writing in unfamiliar 

circumstances may not know about the convent.ions, rules, or 

readers in that setting; or, the writer may have plenty of 

experience but not plan or review the writing carefu11y 

enough. 

The cognitive theory of writing was a qodsend for compo

sition teachers. It described a systematic and logical pro

cess and identified sorne of the intellectual activities that 

resulted in better writing. cognitive-based research 

appeared to confirm the theory's prediction that experienced 

writers had greater control of the sub-processes of writing 

than novice or basic writers did. Thanks to such methods as 

protocol ana1ysis, by which writers were tape-recorded while 

composing aloud, researchers were able to demonstrate how 

effective writers planned, generated ideas, considered read

ers, set goals, translated goals into words and sentences, 

reviewed and revised texts, and so on. This was, in Richard 

Young's words, "the knowledge necessary for producing pre

conceived results by conscious, directed action" ("Arts" 

56). By transforming those intellectual routines into teach-
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able strategies, teachers were able to help students expand 

and control their writing processes. In effect, writing 

instruction inspired by cognitive the ory was designed to 

help students think like experts without the long appren

ticeship that expertise normally requires. 

However, even as it grew in influence, the cognitive 

account of writing was subject to criticism. In particular, 

cognitive process theory seemed to ignore or downplay the 

importance of the writer's social context. At the centre of 

the cognitive writing act was an autonomous writer: she ana-

lyzed and defined the rhetorical situation, set goals, 

planned, and produced a text she believed was appropriate to 

her intentions and audience. But as early as 1979 a differ-

ent explanation began to emerge: 

Even prier te forming the site for the writing's 
purpose and reception, the social context has 
helped shape the writer's consciousness and even 
sense of self. The writer's social history will 
influence perceptions of reality, knowledge 
accepted as given, the designation of situations 
considered appropriate for written comment, the 
topics and approaches of interest, the writer's 
stance and purposes with respect to the audience, 
and the linguistic and rhetorical tools at the 
writer's disposaI. (Bazerman, "written Language 
Communi ties," 9) 

By wresting much of the control of writing out of the 

hands of the individual writer and placing it in the social 

context, Bazerman was foreshadowing the current social view 

of writing. That view represents the third circle of focus 

in composition's expanding perspective. CA full discussion 

of that perspective follows in the section titled The Con

text: The Social Approach.) However, before leaving this 
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discussion of cognition, it is worth examining an article by 

Linda Flower, in which she proposes a "more integrated theo-

retical vision" ("Cognition" 282), one which explains the 

relationship between cognition and contexte If a cognitive 

perspective on writing is to continue its influence, its 

proponents will have to clarify the nature and function of 

that relationship. 

cognition and context 

As a social constructionist view of writing gains ground, 

cognitive theory is criticized more and more frequently for 

its focus on the individual writer, often to the exclusion 

of important factors external to the writer. Even Linda 

Flower is critical of this tendencYi as an example, she 

points to her own early work with John Hayes on the develop

ment of a cognitive process model of writing: 

Although this model suggests key places where 
social and contextual knowledge operate within a 
cognitive framework ... early research did little 
more than specify that the "task environment" was 
an important elernent in the process; it failed to 
account for how the situation in which the writer 
operates might shape composing, and it had little 
to say about the specifie conventions, schemata, or 
commonplaces that might inform the writer' s "long 
term memory." ("Cognition" 283) 

Although no one would disagree with Flower that sorne sort 

of rapprochement between the cognitive and social perspec-

tives is important, there are a number of comments in her 

essay that point out the gulf between the two positions. 

Perhaps the most contentious aspect of Flower's argument is 

her continued separation of cognition and context, despite 

her apparent effort to present a unified theory. When Flower 
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says that "context cues cognition" ("Cognition" 282), she 

implies a distinction which social theorists find hard to 

accepte That distinction, captured by the metaphor of 

cueing, suggests that cognition is a potentiality, a human 

behaviour-in-waiting. However, from a social perspective, 

cognition, or the way we think, cannot be separated from 

where and when and what we think. In other words, cognition 

is not a latent human response waiting for a stimulus; nor 

is it a universal process, the sub-processes of which are 

"swi tched-on" by part.icular features of various contexts, as 

Flower suggests when she says that "Context selectively taps 

knowledge and triggers specifie processes" (IICognition" 

288). Rather, from a social perspective, individual human 

cognition is the intellectual enactment of the values, 

beliefs, and ideas of the contexts within which it was 

formed. John Trimbur speaks for many social theorists when 

he says that "consciousness is the extension of social expe

rience inward ll (604). The question for social construction

ists, then, is not how context "eues" cognition, but how it 

çreates cognition. 

Underlying these different conceptions of the cognition

context relationship is a fundamental distinction between 

what Richard Rorty calls "foundationalism" and "anti

foundationalism." These philosophical positions are elabor

ated below, in the next section, but they may be briefly 

defined as follows: "foundationalism" refers to a world view 

which subscribes to the belief that reality and truth trans

cend human experience. Such a belief holds that certain 
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knowledge is fixed and immutable, the result of discovering 

"facts" or "truths" which are external to us and accessible 

through observation. "Anti-foundatienalism" describes a 

belief that reality and truth are human constructs, that 

knowledge is a ternporary phenomenon shaped by social and 

historical forces and subject to constant change. 

Flower and others concerned prirnarily with the cognitive 

process of writing are, to use Patricia Bizzell's terrn, 

"inner-directed": "Inner-directed theorists seek to discover 

writing processes that are so fundamental as to be univer

saI" ("Cognition, Convention, and Certainty" 215): in ether 

words, they take a foundationalist approach to the writing 

process, searching for intellectual activities which remain 

constant, though variable, across writers and writing sitIJa

tions. The Flc·wer and Hay~s 1 model, for example, was meant 

to describe 1:~le writing process. The "task environrnent" 

might change from one writing occasion to another, but the 

knowledge and activity inside the writer's head -- that is, 

the long term memory and the sub-processes -- did not change 

substantially. Writing and life experience increased the 

store of knowledge in memory and the effectiveness of the 

sub-processes, but the basic structure and sequence of 

thought was presented as relatively stable. That is not to 

say that cognitive theorists deny individual creativitYi on 

the contrary, human cognition is portrayed as something 

inherent to the individual, with no apparent source or for

mative process. Although social experience produces knowl

edge, in the form of information about topies, audiences, 
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and writing plans, that knowledge only determines what 

people think about, not how they think. Knowledge can expand 

and change, but knowing cannot. 

The cognitive model, especially as presented by Flower 

and Hayes, raises two related questions for social theo

rists. Crudely stated, they concern locale and priority: 

Where do thinking and knowing happen? And does cognition 

preexist context? Clifford Geertz, an anthropologist whose 

work has had an important impact on the theory and research 

practices associated with the social view of writing, artic-

ulates the f irst question thus: "I distinguished between two 

reasonably different approaches to the study of human 

'thought' currently in vogue: a unifie one, which conceives 

of it as a psychological process, person-bounded and law 

governed, and a pluralistic one, which conceives of it as a 

collective product, culturally coded and historically con-

structed -- thought in the head, thought in the world" 

(Local Knowledge 14). Although no one would deny that 

writers think as the y compose, social theorists would argue 

that the mental activity enacts the social consciousness. 

When Flower speaks above of "social and contextual knowl-

edge" operatinq "within a cognitive framework," she locates 

knowledge in the head. 

The second question, concerning priority, is a version of 

the chicken and egg question: which cornes first, the context 

or the cognition? Bazerman gives primacy to the former when 

he says that "social context has helped shape the writer's 

consciousness and even sense of self" ("Written Language 
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cOInmunities" 9). Flower appears ta say the opposite: "Con-

text in its many forms is mediated --at aIl levels of aW3re-

ness by the cognition of the individual writer." 

("Cognition" 289). If by "mediated" Flower means inter-

preted or, to use another of her terms, "represented," then 

cognition exists before and separate from context and must 

"explain" or represent context to the individual. 

But the question remains, what is the origin and nature 

of that individual cognition, how can it interpret context? 

The answer, from a social constructionist perspective, is 

that context determines individual cognition. AlI contexts 

are already mediated. We do not experience contexts first-

hand, the way our heads might experience a low doorway. 

Instead, through our ln-context interaction with others, we 

gradually come to understand, that is, to represent to our-

selves, an already mediated contexte We interpret interpre-

tations. This is how Geertz explains i t: "Human thought is 

consummately social: social in its origins, social in its 

functions, social in its forms, social in its applications" 

(Interpretation, 360). It is this pervasive influence of 

context on cognition that leads Faigley to argue that a 

social view of writing 

rejects the assumption that writing is the act of a 
private consciousness and that everything else 
readers, subjects, and texts -- is "out there" in 
the world. The focus of a social view of writing, 
therefore, is not on how the social situation 
influences the individual, but on how the individ
ual is a constituent of a culture. ("Competing," 
535) 

In other words, as Bizzell puts it, "we as individuals 
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are constituted by our discourse" ("Foundationalism" 47) . 

Such a view turns the cognitive picture of writing inside-

out. Instead of focussing on the internal, mental processes 

of writing that occur inside the writer, the emphasis moves 

ta the external, social processes that sur round the writer. 

This shift does not negate the value of cognitive theory or 

the findings of research, but it does put them in a differ-

ent perspective and, as a result, under a critical light. 

The following example serves to illustrate how that new per

spective challenges cognitive theory. 

Much cognitive theory and research has been concerned 

with the nature and function of planning during writing. In 

the Flower and Hayes' model, planning is the most complex 

mental process, consisting of a number of sub-processes: 

generating ideas, goal setting, and organizing. FOllowing 

planning in the model is translating, or "the process of 

putting ideas into visible language" (!fA Cognitive Process 

Theory" 373). Bizzell has criticized the model for separat-

ing planning from translating, ideas from words: "Language 

itself is not seen as having a generative force in the plan-

ning process.... What' s missing here is the connection to 

social context afforded by recognition of the dialectical 

relationship between thought and language" ("Cognition, Con

vention, and certainty" 223). Again, the social or contex

tual phenomenon -- language -- is seen as separate from and 

secondary to the cognitive activity. Of greater concern is 

what Flower and Hayes say about goal setting: 

The most important thing about writing goals is the 
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fact that they are created by the writer. Although 
somè well-learned plans and goals may be drawn 
intact from long-term memory, most of the writer's 
goals are generated, developed, and revised by the 
same processes that generate and organize new 
ideas. (" A Cognitive Process Theory" 3 7 3) 

By "processes," Flower and Hayes mean intellectual ilct i-

vit y, but a social theory sees ideas and goals originating 

from social processes. Indeed, many writers must follow 

writing goals that are either explicitly or implicitly set 

by features of their writing context: genres, readers, 

guidelines, standardized documents, and so on. Although the 

individual must interpret, the goals themselves are often 

created, even dictated, by the context. Indeed, much of the 

process and product some writers experience is predeter-

mined. As charles Bazerman points out, liA political scien-

tist or a medical researcher writes as part of an evolving 

discussion, with its own goals, issues, terms, arguments, 

and dialect" (Shaping 5; see stotsky for a thorough cri

tique of Flower and Hayes' discussion of planning) . 

Because cognitive theory ignored or downplayed such 

social phenomena, it portrayed writing as a closed system. 

In many ways, a social theory of writing is an attempt to 

correct, not replace, cognitive theory; quite literally, it 

tries ta put cognition in context. As mentioned above in 

relation to the work of the so-called expressivists, it is 

easy to criticize ideas out of their historical context. It 

is no exaggeration to say that Flower and Hayes created a 

tradition of research in composition studies. However, 

although Flower's recent efforts to build a bridge between 
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cognition and context do redress some of the more glaring 

problems with early cognitive writing theory, a substantial 

gap still exists between her present position and that taken 

by social theorists. To examine that position, we expand the 

focus of composition outward to include the contexte 

The Context: The Social Approach 

By the mid-80s, "social" had replaced "process" a~; the 

major buzzword of composition studies. Like the process 

movement before it, the social perspective was, initially, 

less of a theory than a reaction against what came before. 

Unlike the process view, which was influenced almost 

entirely by the single discipline of cognitive psychology, 

the social perspective has had a great variety of influen

ces. Faigley identifies four: "poststructuralist theories of 

language, the sociology of science, ethnography, and Mar

xism" ("Competing" 535). Bazerman cites three: "the practi

cal imperatives of writing across the curriculum, the intel

lectual enticements of modern literary theory, and the 

research consequences of adopting the investigative tool of 

ethnography" ("Difficulties" 2). To those lists should be 

added feminist theory, especially as it relates to literary 

criticism. Contemporary discussions of composition draw on 

an international and multi-disciplinary group of theorists: 

vygotsky, Bakhtin, Foucault, Derrida, Kristeva, Cixous, 

Kuhn, Geertz, Showalter, Fish, Moi, Rorty, and others. 

Partly because of these multiple influences, the social view 

of writing "is less codified and less constituted at present 
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than the expressive and cognitive views" (Faigley, "Compet

ing," 534; see also Petraglia). However, the term "social 

constructionist" has been used with increasing frequency to 

describe the social view (e.g., Bruffee, "Social Construc

tion"; petraglia; Clark). 

A social constructionist theory of composition is con

cerned with the context for writing and its effect on the 

writer and the text. However, it is important to note that 

"context" does not refer only to the office, institution, or 

discipline within which a writer composes; the term suggests 

location but should point, as weIl, to time and circum

stances. The context for writing includes the broad sweep of 

history, the ever changing culture, and the ongoing "conver

sation" of humanity, as weIl as the specifie time, individu

aIs, locations, and activities related ta a particular text. 

Ironically, many of the activities or processes considered 

important by social theorists are identical ta the processes 

studied by cognitive theorists: generating ideas, setting 

goals, organizing texts, considering readers, reading and 

revising. The difference is the arena for those activities. 

Whereas cognitive writing theorists look to the individual, 

social constructionists look to the world. 

To get a fuller picture of the writing context, some of 

the intellectual antecedents of a social theory are examined 

in the next section. Although those antecedents are varied, 

a number of individual commentators and concepts have corne 

to the fore. 
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Writing as Social Action 

Richard Rorty, a philosopher who has had a major influ-

ence on contemporary composition theory, says this: "It is 

pictures rather than propositions, metaphors rather than 

statements, which determine most of our philosophical con-

victions" (12). The metaphor which best captures the central 

philosophical conviction of the emerging social theory of 

writing is the image of discourse as conversation. The fol-

lowing quotes are eloquent elaborations of that metaphor. 

As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors, 
neither oi an inquiry about ourselves and the 
world, nor of an accumulating body of information, 
but of a conversation, begun in the primeval for
ests anù E:~xtended and made more articulate in the 
course of centuries. It is a ccnversatjon which 
goes on both in public and within each of our
selves .... It is ~he ability to participate in this 
conversation, and not the ability to reason 
cogently, to make discoveries about the world, or 
to contrive a better ,.,orld, which distinguishes the 
human being from the animal and the civilized man 
from the barbarian •.•. Education, properly speak
ing, is an initiation into the skill and partner
ship of this conversation in which we learn to rec
ognize the voices, to distinguish the proper occa
sions of utterance, and in which we acquire the 
intellectual and moral habits appropriate to con
versation ...• the final measure of intellectual 
achievement is in terms of its contribution to the 
conversation in which aIl universes of discourse 
meet. (Oakeshott 199) 

Imagine you enter a parlor. You come late. When you 
arriv9, others have long preceded you, and they are 
engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too 
heated for them to pause and tell you exactly what 
it is about. In fact, the discussion had already 
begun long before any of them had got there, so 
that no one present is qualified to retrace for you 
all the steps that had gone before. You listen for 
a while, until you decide that you have caught the 
tenor of the argument: th en you put in your oar. 
Someone answers, you answer him: another comes to 
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your defense; another aligns himself against 
you .••• However, the discussion is interminable. 
The hour grows late, you must depart. And you do 
depart, with the discussion still vigorously in 
progress. (Burke 110-11) 

The pictures painted by Oakeshott and Burke display sorne 

of the broad lines of thought which define contemporary dis-

cussions of composition. They point to knowledge as a social 

construct, with language as its medium of creation. Th~y 

describe the intensely interactive, dialogic nature of dis-

course. They group all manner of language, inc'~ding writ-

ing, under a single, unifying image -- that of people speak-

ing to people. And they suggest the forces of history and 

time within which aIl discourse exists. According to Gregory 

Clark, whose study explores the origins of such concepts as 

conversation, dialogue, and dialectic, "This conversational 

perspective on writing designates the exchange of texts as 

the way people discover and validate the common beliefs and 

values that allow them to live and work together -- the 

shared knowledge that provides the foundation upon which 

they construct community" (xvi-xvii). In the following 

pages, the image of written language as conversation is 

examined in more detail. And, in the final section of the 

chapter, those details are collected together in a discus-

sion of the concept of "discourse community," the unit of 

study (more accurately, the site of activity) which most 

clearly demonstrates writing as social action. 

Writinq as Knowledge-Makinq 

Language is, without question, a social artifact, the 
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result of social action and interaction. The grunts and 

gasps we make when we speak, and their corresponding written 

symbols, have no intrinsic meaning except by mutual agree

ment. We grow up to speak English (or French or German, 

etc.) because the people around us speak English (or French 

or German, etc.). oialects and other language variations are 

regional: they are shaped by social ci~cumstances. We may 

have innate capabilities which allow us to speak; certainly 

the vocal chords, tongue, and lips are marvelously adept at 

producing sound. Beyond that we might wish to speculate 

about genetic programming or inherent cogni~ive potential 

for language, but aIl we can say for sure is that language 

acquisition and development are profoundly social. 

However, a social perspective on writing takes this rela

tionshjp between language and context one step further. Lan

guage is not simply the symbol system we use to discuss, 

explain, and exchange ideas; rather, it is the way we create 

ideas, and the discussing, explaining, and exchanging are 

the social processes which cause knowledge to grow and 

change. In other words, language is not the expression of 

thought, it is its crucible; it not only conveys knowledge, 

it creates knowledge. This view of language as epistemic 

that is, as knowledge-making is a radical reversaI of the 

usual conception, which sees reality as something "out 

there," a phenomenon independent of human experience that 

can be known and, once known, expressed in language. 

By turning the tables and viewing knowledge as the prod

uct of social interaction, we can see it, not as the 
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description of a transcendent reality, but as "the soc1111 

justification of belief," to use Rorty's phrase (170). In 

explaining this conceptual shift, Rorty also invokes the 

image of conversation: 

If ..• we think of "rational certainty" as a matter 
of victory in argument rather than of relation to 
an object known, we shall look toward our interlo
cutors rather than to our faculties for the expla
nation of the phenomenon. If we think of our cer
tainty about the Pythagorean Theorem as our confi
dence, based on experience with arguments on such 
matters, that nobody will find an objection ta the 
premises from which we in fer it, then we shall not 
seek to explain it by the relation of reason to 
triangularity. Our certainty will be a matter of 
conversation between persons, rather than a matter 
of interaction with nonhuman reality. (157) 

The relationship between language and knowledge that 

Rorty describes is at the heart of his distinction between 

foundationalist and non-foundationalist views of the world. 

As John Trimbur explains, "For Rorty, the term conversation 

cffers a useful way to talk about the production of knowl-

edge as a social process without reference to metaphysical 

foundations" (606). 

According to Rorty, foundationalism seeks "a ... way of 

formulating an ultimate context for thought" (5). There is 

not one foundationalism, of course; rather, in any field of 

human thought there is a tendency to believe "that an abso-

lute standard for the judgment of truth can be found, and 

that employment of this standard in evaluating knowledge 

enables the individual mind to transcend personal emotions, 

social circumstances, and larger historical conditions, and 

to reflect critically on them" (39), which is how Bizzell 

(ItFoundationalism lt ) explains Rorty's term. As should be 
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clear by now, the social perspective on writing is an 

attempt to reject foundationalism, based on the belief, 

again in Bizzell's words, that "the individual mind can 

never transcend personal emotions, social circumstances, and 

historical conditions" ("Foundationalism" 40). In fact, 

social constructionists would argue that these are the very 

forces which, through the medium of language and other sym

bol systems, forro the individual mind. 

The distinctions made between foundational and anti

foundational views of the world recall the old (and probably 

unresolvable) debate about whether nature or nurture is the 

more influential force in forming human behaviour. The pre

vailing tradition of inquiry in Many disciplines within the 

humanities and social sciences has been, until recently, the 

search for a unified or universal theory. Such a theory 

would identify the fixed or repeated patterns in aIl areas 

of human endeavor; in other words, it would establish human 

common denominators: intrinsic -- that is, natural -- human 

qualities shared by aIl. However, there is now a tendency to 

look for multiple explanations and changing circumstances. 

This "pluralistic" approach, to use Geertz's word, while not 

denying the possibility that certain human universals exist, 

looks instead for variation and variety in human conduct. 

The difference between the two positions is not so much a 

question of right and wrong as a shift in focus and a leap 

of faith. The major issues being pondered from either per

spective are, for the most part, not resolvable in any final 

sense, so adherence to one view or the other is based on 
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belief, not fact, and conviction is won by argument, not 

proof. 

• However, if one accepts the relationship between language 

and knowledge posited by proponents of a social theory of 

writing, the next step in the argument seems less controver-

sial: knowledge, like language, is shaped by regional, or 

contextual, forces. We speak and think the way we do because 

of where, when, and with whom we speak and think. As Clif-

fard Geertz has put it, knowledge is "local": "thinking ... is 

a matter of trafficking in the symbolic forros available in 

one or another community (language, art, myth, theory, rit-

ual, technology, law, and that conglomerate of maxims, reci-

pes, prejudices, and plausible stories the smug calI common 

sense)" (Local Knowledge 153). Berlin makes a similar point: 

Knowledge ••• is a matter of mutual agreement appear
ing as a product of the rhetorical activity, the 
discussion, of a given discourse community. (Rhe
toric 166) 

A number of approaches to language and learning are based 

on this dual recognition: first, that language creates 

knowledge; and, second, that knowledge is contextual -- like 

language, it is shaped and defined by its circumstances. 

Consider, for example, the different ways an ichthyologist, 

a cook, an artist, a taxidermist, or a fisherman would taik 

about and "know" a fish. The language-across-the-curriculum 

movement is a response to this duality; it is an attempt to 

locate knowledge in the language of the various academic 

communities. In addition, the social constructionist argu-

ment has been used extensively by Kenneth Bruffee to justify 

35 



( 

( 

his collaborative approach to learning. He explains: liA 

social constructionist position in any discipline assumes 

that entities we normally calI reality, knowledge, thought, 

facts, texts, selves, and 50 on are constructs generated by 

communities of like-minded peers" ("Social Construction" 

774). In other words, a social constructionist position is 

anti-foundational: "It assumes that there is no su ch thing 

as a universal foundation, ground, framework, or structure 

of knowledge" (776-77). As a result, Bruffee argues for a 

social construction of kno~ledge in the classroom through 

constant interaction among students: "Collaborative learning 

is related to social construction in that it assumes learn

ing occurs among pers ons rather than between a person and 

things" (787). 

In the following sections, we will look at some of the 

ways in which writing and knowledge occur as social actions. 

To do that, l have made an artificial division of writing 

into three parts: the writer, the text, and the reader. This 

split falsifies because it suggests static entities in what 

is essentially a dynamic process. My purpose, to quote James 

Moffett in similar circumstances, "is to trade a loss of 

reality for a gain in control" (23). In the chapter's final 

section, on discourse communities, the parts are returned to 

the whole. 

The Writer in Context 

The writer has always held an exalted position in the 

study of literature. The romantic image of the muse-inspired 
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poet in his (always "his") garret, overflowing with powerful 

emotions, still captures the public imagination. But in con-

temporary literary theory the writer's star has dirnmed: 

indeed, Barthes has proclaimed the death of the author. Sim-

ilarly, after a brief and brilliant time at the centre of 

composition studies, the image of the indi~idual writer has 

fragmented. Most composition textbooks continue to treat the 

writer as if he or she created text in cognitive isolation, 

but the picture of the lone writer struggling to bring forth 

unique ideas has come under increasing attack. One of the 

most comprehensive critiques of this image is offered by 

Karen Burke LeFevre in her book, Invention as a Social Act. 

Towards the end of her book, LeFevre sums up her argument: 

... a view of [rhetorical] invention as the act of 
an atomistic individual producing a discrete text 
is severely limited •.. it misleadingly divorces the 
individual from the social realm and fails to 
account for much of what happens when writers 
invente Invention should be reconceived ... as a 
social act: one in which individuals interact with 
society and culture in a distinctive way to create 
something. With this view, invention may be seen as 
an act encompassing symbol-using activities such as 
speaking and writing, often involving more than one 
person, and extending over time through a series of 
social transactions and texts. The generation of 
what one comes to know and say is brought to com
pletion by others who receive and execute the 
action. (121) 

LeFevre marshalls an impressive array of arguments in 

defence of her position, from explanations of the essen-

tially social nature of language to descriptions of the 

often intense collaboration behind the creation of sup-

posedly single-authored texts. She also traces the roots of 

individualism in composition and literary studies, and iden-
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tifies its unfortunate implications for theory, research, 

and practice. 

The work of Ede and Lunsford (sometimes Lunsford and Ede) 

has also been influential in changing the image of the 

wrlter. Relying on their own experiences as co-authors, as 

weIl as on an extensive study of writing practices in a 

variety of disciplines, Ede and Lunsford attack the myth of 

individual authors. In its place, they offer a picture of 

writers whose "scenes of writing are peopled, busy -- full 

of the give-and-take of conversation and debate" (Singular 

Texts 42). Their explanation of how the concept of author

ship has been "constructed" over the centuries, and their 

discussion of contemporary challenges to that concept, con

tributes to the social perspective on writing (see Singular 

72-102) . 

Sorne of the many practices that challenge the image of 

the author as autonomous -- including peer review, document 

cycling, and collaborative writing are only now being 

understood and appreciated, mostly as a result of research 

into nonacademic writing. These practices, as they are 

described in research, are slowly changing the concept of 

the writer in composition theory. How can one speak of the 

author when a text may cycle through a whole variety of 

readers and readings, writers and re-writings before final 

drafting? What about the many documents that are patched 

together from separate reports and made public, sometimes 

without indication of authorship? In articles and books, we 

rarely acknowledge, except by footnote, the assistance of 
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editors and reviewers. And in certain fields, such as medi

cine, it is not uncommon to find articles authored by up to 

ten people. The image of the individual writer has begun to 

dissolve. 

Also influential in this regard have been the writings of 

such poststructuralists as Derrida, Barthes, and Foucault. 

As Sharon Crowley argues, "post-structural thought raises 

serious objections to the metaphysical fiction that would 

place a sovereign, self-aware consciousness at the center of 

any composing act" (32). Literary critics such as Stanley 

Fish have challenged the romantic conception that individual 

genius lies at the heart of great literablre, or any other 

type of text, for that matter. That traditional notion con

strained readers and limited the possible readings provided 

by any single texte After aIl, if the writer had meant one 

thing, what right did the reader have to read something dif

ferent? The writer's intention was valued over the reader's 

interpretation. Foucault explains it this way: "since the 

eighteenth century, the author has played the role of the 

regulator of the fictive, a role quite characteristic of our 

era of industrial and bourgeois society, of individualism 

and private property" ("What 1s an Author?" 119). Foucault 

argues that "we must entirely reverse the traditional idea 

of the author," because "the author does not precede the 

works; he is a certain functional principle by which, in our 

culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by 

which one impedes the free circulation, the free manipula

tion, the free composition, decomposition, and recomposition 
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of fiction" (118-19). 

No one is attempting to deny the fact that individuals 

sit down to create texts by themselves. However, theory and 

research have seriously challenged the traditional image of 

the atomistic author. The language authors use is a social 

construct: it precedes the writer and is learned through 

interaction with others. Social-epistemic theory suggests 

that the very ideas we work with originate in our historical 

and social contexts. And a considerable amount of recent 

research into writing has shown us that writing is often a 

collaborative activity, even when a single name appears as 

author. To quote Faigley paraphrasing Bakhtin, "our werds 

carry wi th them the places where they have been" ("Compet-

ing" 535). 

The Text in Context 

At the same time as the notion of the individual author 

has come under attack, the idea of an autonomous, fixed, and 

meaning-full text has been questioned by poststructuralist 

literary theories, genre theory, and contemporary writing 

research. Although we may be able te point to the words on 

the page, we can no longer speak with any conviction about 

the meanings that reside there. Decenstructive criticism has 

pointed out that texts are unstable and open to multiple 

meanings. "On a deconstructive model of textuality, literary 

texts do not hold still and docilely submit themselves to 

repeated identical readings; they can be read and re-read, 

and each reading differs from the last" (Crowley 20). At one 
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extreme of deconstructive theory, there are no texts, only 

readings. 

For those who subscribe to a conversational model of dis

course, reader-response theory offers a far more acceptable 

version of the act of reading. As Louise Rosenblatt and 

those she has influenced have shown again and again, meaning 

occurs in the "transaction" between the text and the reader. 

The text speaks to the reader and the reader speaks to the 

texte Furthermore, both text and reader come with histories: 

that is, they are both shaped by their time and place. As a 

result, the transaction and subsequent meaning is shaped by 

context -- by the variations, expectations, locations, and 

occasions of any given reading and reader. Dias and Hayhoe 

put it this way: "The literary work is much more than an 

object that exists in and of itself, much more than the cre

ation of the literary artist: it is also the product of an 

act of reading and of readers" (15). 

We have come to understand textual meaning as variable 

and contextual mostly as a result of such perspectives on 

literature as deconstruction and reader-response theory. 

However, non-literary texts are also susceptible to multiple 

readings. Readers come to all sorts of texts -- essays, edi

torials, memos, contracts, reports -- with different expec

tations, knowledge, reasons for reading, and relationships 

to the writer(s). Moreover, even those texts we tradition

ally conceive of as least open to interpretation -- scien

tific, medical, or technical writing, for example -- have 

been shown to contain layer upon layer of embedded metaphors 
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and messages. No discourse escapes interpretation and, 

therefore, potential variations in meaning are possible. 

After an extensive study of scientific prose, Bazerman con-

cludes that "scientific formulations are a human construc-

tion and thus are heir to aIl the limitations of humanity" 

(Shaping 294). 

Another way of speaking about the multiple meaning of 

texts is to refer to "intertextuality," a concept from 

literary criticism which composition theorists (e.g., 

Porter) have used to help explain the social nature of writ

ing. Porter offers this explanation of the term: 

Not infrequently, and perhaps ever and always, 
texts refer to other texts and in fact rely on them 
for their meaning. AlI texts are interdependent: we 
understand a text only insofar as we understand its 
precursors. This is the principle we know as inter
textuality, the principle that aIl writing and 
speech -- indeed, aIl signs -- arise from a single 
network: what Vygotsky called "the web of mean
ing" .... The most mundane manifestation of inter
textuality is explicit citation, but intertextu
ality anjmates aIl discourse and goes beyond mere 
citation. For the intertextual critics, Intertext 
is Text -- a great seamless textual fabric. (34) 

Or, in the words of Mikhail Bakhtin, "Any utterance is a 

link in a very complexly organized chain of other utter-

ances" (69). Intertextuality offers a complementary notion 

to the metaphor of discourse as conversation. It suggests 

texts talking to and through other texts, and so points to 

their contribution to the social action of writing. As 

Porter indicates, citation is the most common form of inter-

textuality. When we refer to another's words, we bring that 

person's text into our own: that is, we include it in our 

conversation. Foucault explains that each book "is caught up 
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in a system of references to other books, other texts, other 

sentences: it is anode within a network" (Archaeology 23). 

There is more to intertextuality, however, than direct quo-

tation or the list of works cited. oblique, even uninten-

tional, references are possible through paraphrase and allu-

sion. stylistic similarities, grammatical parallelism, or 

repetitions in tone can all bind texts together. Bakhtin, 

for whom all language, according to Schuster "is a conversa-

tion where a great many people talk at once" ("Bakhtin" 

605), describes the interconnectedness of language thus: 

utterances are not indifferent ta one another, and 
are not self-sufficient: they are aware of and mut
ually reflect one another. These mutual reflections 
determine their character. Each utterance is filled 
with echoes and reverberations of other utterances 
to which it is related by the communality of the 
sphere of speech communication. Every utterance 
must be regarded primarily as a response to preced
ing utterances of the given sphere (we understand 
the word "response" here in the broadest sense) . 
Each utterance refutes, affirms, supplements, and 
relies on the others, presupposes them to be known, 
and somehow takes them into account. (91) 

Like other contemporary conceptions of text, the inter-

textual perspective challenges traditional notions of the 

location of meaning by linking the meaning of a given text 

ta other texts, thereby denying it autonomy. Ironically, 

further textual instability is created by recent discussions 

of genre, a concept normally associated with fixed patterns. 

Carolyn Miller has argued that "a rhetorically sound def-

inition of genre must be centered not on the substance or 

the form of discourse but on the action it is used ta accom-

plish" (151). By looking for patterns in the context rather 

than the text, Miller radically alters the idea of genre 
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from a set of textual features to a social act. Bazerman, 

following Miller, offers this definition of genre: 

A genre consists of something beyond simple simi
larity of formal characteristics among a number of 
texts. A genre is a socially recognized, repeated 
strategy for achieving sirnilar goals in situations 
socially perceived as being similar .... A genre is 
a social construct that regularizes communication, 
interaction, and relations. (Shaping 62) 

Based on this definition, the full implications of any 

genre are available only by reference to the situation in 

which it developed. In other words, the meaning of the 

genre, and therefore the text itself, are context-dependent. 

If genre is the repe~ition of social action, rather than 

the mere modelling of textual features, a further dimension 

is added to the text-context relationship. Rather than con-

sidering genre as the response to situations, a "repeated 

strategy," as Bazerman calls it, we might also think of 

genre as the creator of certain situations. For, by initiat-

ing or enacting a genre, the writer affects the context: 

"Institutionalized patterns of representation [i.e., genres] 

not only shape the form of the utterance, but all the acti

vit Y leading up to, surrounding, and following after the 

utterance" (Bazerman Shaping 316). Such a view complicates 

enormously the creation and location of meaning by high

lighting the reciprocal nature of the text-context relation-

ship: the meaning of the text is defined by the situation; 

the situation is defined by the text. Just as challenges to 

the autonomy of the writer do not negate the individual act 

of writing, doubts about textual independence do not deny 

the existence of separate poems, novels, essays, articles, 
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or books. However, the nature of those texts and the influ

ence of their historical and social contexts is being ques

tioned. The relationships created and sustained by texts do 

not exist only between writers and readers: texts a1so 

create relationships with, against, for, and among writers 

and readers. In other words, most texts do not form a simple 

"channel" of communication, with writer at one end and 

reader at the other. Rather, they weave an intricate pattern 

of relationships: sorne are between writers and readers, but 

others are between writers and other writers, or between 

readers and other readers. A social theory of writing places 

the writer, the text, and the meaning in the midst of 

dynamic and intricate settings. An essentia1 aspect of those 

settings is the reader, without whom there is no text, and 

with '-Thom writing becomes a truly social act. 

The Reader in Context 

Perhaps the most significant change in our conception of 

readers has been the increased responsibility for the cre

ation of meaning now ascribed to them. No longer is reading 

portrayed as a passive act of reception or a mechanical task 

of decoding. Readers are recognized as active participants 

in the making of meaning. In fact, at the extremes of decon

structive criticism, "readers of any discourse become its 

writers as they re-construct a 'meaning' for it" (Crowley 

36). Moreover, readers are seen to be active within a con

text; in other words, just as writers compose collabora

tively, even when writing alone, 50 too do readers read as 

part of collectives: groups defined by languRge, activity, 
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age, taste, class, school, economics, and ether social and 

cultural factors. 

"The influence of contexts is apparent in the first place 

in the intentions readers bring to literary text" (Dias and 

Hayhoe 38), and other. texts as weIl. Rosenblatt has distin

guished between two broad types of reading, based on the 

reader's intentions and contexte One type she calls "effer-

ent": "in which the primary concern of the reader is with 

what he will carry away from the reading." The second type 

Rosenblatt calls "aesthetic": "the reader's attention is 

centered directly on what he is living through during his 

relatienship with that particular text" (24-25). In regard 

to efferent reading, it is certainly possible to make finer 

distinctions, since why and where readers read will 

obviously determine what they "carry away" from the text and 

how they carry it. For example, reading a textbook the night 

before an examination and reading a recipe while cooking 

dinner, though both are instances of efferent reading, are 

aiso clearly different occasions and readings. The point is 

that, like writing, reading is essentially a contextual 

activity; it i5 not possible to read in a social vacuum, and 

the circumstances of the reading help shape the reader's 

intentions and, inevitably, the text's meaning. 

The influence of intertextuality and genre extends as 

weIl to the reader. The reader of Rosencrantz and Guilden-

stern Are Dead is better off for having read Hamlet and 

Waiting for Godot. And familiarity with the genres of drama 

allows the reader to experience the play more fully. An 
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important consequence of familiarity with preceding and suc-

ceeding texts, factors of genre, and other features of con-

text, such as life experience and prior knowledge, is the 

expectations the reader brings to the reading. An exper-

ienced reader expects value judgments in a movie review, and 

may well be able to anticipate the nature of those judgments 

during the reading, even before they are explicitly stated. 

Indeed, the context for reading may carry enormous meaning-

potential before a single word is read, simply because 

expectations are raised by setting. As a result, readers, 

again like writers, often have their goals and even their 

meaning determined, in part, by the context or community 

within which they read. 

In addition to literary theory, some current thinking and 

research in composition has also put our traditional notions 

of the reader into a new light. Usually, we think of the 

reader as the end of the writing process, the factor that 

brings life to the text. However, along with the writer and 

the text, the reader has been thrown into the social whirl. 

Sharon crowley: "if all writing is collaborative and contex-

tuaI in its composition, its reception is multiple, public, 

as well" (38). For example, it is becoming clear that rnany 

texts have multiple readers, some of whom serve as surrogate 

readers in complex document cycles. Quite literally, such 

readers stand in for others, often people elsewhere or 

higher up in an organization. Similarly, editors and manu-

script reviewers read, in a sense, as representatives of 

their fields or disciplines. Finally, the multiple readers 
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of sorne texts attend to different parts of the text or 

attend differently to the sarne parts of the text. AlI in 

aIl, such variations on the traditional image of the reader 

alone with her text are cause enough to reconsider the 

nature and function of the reader in the act of wri ting. 

Although they have beer. presented separately, l hope it 

is clear that the writer, text, and reader are inextricably 

bound together within changing contexts. The relationships 

are reciprocal and symbiotic. In other words, each element 

in the act of writing creates, is created by, and cannot 

exist without the ether elernents. As a result, the relation-

ship among them is best understood when they are viewed 

together, in action. l believe that the concept of discourse 

cornmunity offers the best contemporary description of the 

scenes of writing activity, and we will move toward a defi

nition of the concept in the final section of this chapter. 

Discourse Cornmunity: Toward a Definition 

The social constructionist theory of writing that sup-

ports the notion of discourse conununity resists the reifica-

tion that tends to come with definition. Previously fixed 

concepts such as writer, text, and reader do not sit still: 

instead, as we have seen, they are dynamic and elusive, with 

no stable reality outside their relationships to each other. 

A social perspective places an emphasis on writing as social 

action, and any attempt to define apparently fixed entities, 

rather than activities, almost inevitably preduces instant 
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rigidity. For example, a description of discourse regula

tions, writers' and readers' roles and relationships, chan

nels of communication, and other contextual features -

without reference to their reciprocai influence -- puts the 

focus on the elements in the structure rather than on their 

interactions. As Marilyn Cooper explains, a discourse commu

nit y "can .•. be thought of as an accomplished tact, a social 

structure that exists separately from the individuais who 

are its members." The danger of this, says Cooper, is that 

"features such as shared values, conventions of language, 

and norms of behavior, which I think of as continually in 

flux, determined in an ongoing way by people who are in the 

discourse communi ty, instead become static standards" ("Why" 

204) • 

There is a certain comfort in resisting the precision of 

defini tion. As Bruce Herzberg notes, "discourse cornrnu-

nit y ••• is suggestive, the center of a set of ideas rather 

than the sign of a settled notion" (1). To a discipline wary 

of absolutes, a term with rich connotative power is welcome. 

However, a number of attempts have been made ta l irni t the 

term, to define criteria by which a discourse comrnunity 

might be recagnized and described. Perhaps the most cited of 

those attempts was made by John Swales. Swales' definition 

has been criticized (e.g., Cooper), but it has been influen

tial and serves as a good starting point on a journey toward 

a definition, especially since rnany of the criticisrns lev

elled against Swales were applicable to other early concep

tions of discourse community. Swales sets out six criteria: 
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a) The discourse community has a communality of 
interest: i.e., at sorne level the members share 
common public goals. 

b) The discourse community has mechanisms for 
intercommunication between members ... it will have 
"a forum". The participatory mechanisms may be var
ious: meetings, telecommunications, correspondence, 
bulletins and so forth. 

c) In consequence of a) and h) the discourse commu
nit y survives by providing information and feed
back. 

d) The discourse community has developed and con
tinues to develop discoursal expectations. These 
may involve appropriacy of topics, the forro, func
tion and positioning of discoursal elements, and 
the roles texts play in the operation of the dis
course community .... these discourzal expectations 
create the genres that articulate the operat1ons of 
the discourse community. 

e) As a result of aIl of the above, the discourse 
community possesses an inbuilt dynamic towards an 
increasingly shared and specialized terminology. 

f) The discourse community has a critical mass of 
members with a suitable degree of expertize. Dis
course communities have changing memberships: 
people enter as apprentices and leave, by death or 
in other less involuntary ways. (4-6 ) 

Swales' definition brings together writers, texts, and 

readers and places them in evolving contexts. However, 

subsequent to this and other early definitions of discourse 

community, commenta tors added to the complexity of the con-

cept by examining the problems and contradictions associated 

with it. One such commentator is Marilyn Cooper, whose ana-

lysis includes an extensive critique of Swales' definition. 

Cooper says Swales' attempt is "One of the most expl ici t 

foundationalist definitions of discourse community" ("Why" 

211-12). But is it Swales' definition that is foundational-

ist, or are discourse communities, te sorne extent, inher-
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ently foundationalist? That is, do communities set standards 

which are separate from and external to their own rnembers? 

Do they create and maintain a status quo which appears ta be 

beyond the control of historical and social forces? Althaugh 

Swales does imply a conservative tendency in discourse cam

munities, an ongoing attempt to stop change through the 

imposition of standards and rules, he does not condone this 

characteristic of communities, he merely describes it. 

Cooper's objections appear misdirected. For example, Cooper 

objects to Swales' criterion of "participatory mechanisms, n 

or "forums." She says that "participatory mechanisms keep 

sorne people from participating at the same time as they 

enable others to participate" ("Why" 214). And in response 

to Swales' fifth criterion, "the discourse community pos

sesses an inbuilt dynamic towards an increasingly shared and 

specialized terrninology," Cooper says that "specialized lan

guage can be used to withhold power from new group members 

or marginal group mernbers by effectively excluding them from 

the discourse" ("Why" 215). While both of Cooper's observa

tions are accurate, it hardly seems fair to blame Swales for 

the exclusionary practices of communities. Besides, Cooper 

apparently overlooks Swales' third cri terion, "the discourse 

cornrnunity survives by providing information and feedback"i 

it is this dialogic nature of discourse communities, this 

give and take of ideas and opinions, that can protect them 

from the very foundationalism that Cooper criticizes in 

Swales' definition. 

It may be that Cooper objects to what is missing from 
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Swales' definition: a critique of restrictive practices and 

a description of the place of conflict in communities. She 

is not alone in this particular concern. A number of commen-

tators (e. g., Harris; Faigley, "competing": Cooper herself) , 

citing Raymond Williams, have pointed out that "community" 

has a warm and welcome sound. "UnI ike 'society,' communi ty 

is not usually thought of as being opposed to the needs of 

the individual" (Cooper, "Why," 203). Although his criterion 

of "discoursal expectations" hints at regulation and 

restriction, Swales does not directly address this darker 

side of community. By adding the social forces of regulation 

and conflict to Swales' definition, a more dynamic picture 

of writing emerges. 

Community Regulation of Oiscourse 

Although her own definition is not so radically different 

from Swales' as her critique might suggest, Cooper's discus-

sion does acknowledge the regulatory and exclusionary prac-

tices of discourse communities: 

The notion of discourse communi ties has been 
offered as a corrective to foundational notions. 
What it is possible to say and what language is 
appropriate to say it in is determined not by some 
set of universal truths but rather by conventions 
that serve the purposes of distinct communities of 
people who are drawn together by common interests 
and goals. A discourse community, like a speech 
community, a dialect, an interpretive community, 
or, in fact, like any social group that can develop 
into a discourse community, has compelling social 
functions. As it standardizes rules and expecta
tions and begins to establish traditions, it makes 
discourse both possible and necessary. But at the 
same time and in the same way it establishes a 
mechanism of exclusion: standards for the type of 
discourse that will be -- and will not be --
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accepted by the community. ("\'1hy" 210-11) 

Others have emphasized this dual nature of community. 

David Russel'l: "First community implies unit y , identity, 

shared responsibility. Second, it implies exclusion, 

restriction, admission or non-admission" (53). Harris 

believes that communities "bath instigate and constrain ... 

the sorts of things we can sa}" (12). Freed and Broadhead 

suggest that communities "legislate conduct and behavior, 

establishing the eminently kosher as weIl as che seemly and 

untoward" (156). And James Porter indicates a similar dis

tinction in his succinct definition: "A 'discourse commu

nit y' is a group of individuals bound by a common interest 

who communicate through approved channels and whose dis

course is regulated" (38). Finally, Piazza believes that a 

social perspective on writing highlights "the way in which 

social norms, roles and relationships, status, and other 

social factors place certain constraints on the functions 

and uses of writing in a particular setting" (113). 

This regulatory side of community has not been much 

explored. As Lester Faigley argues, "commentators on writing 

processes from a social viewpoint have neglected the issue 

of what cannot be discussed in a particular community" 

("Competing" 539). Just as discourse can be promoted and 

supported in community, so too can it be prohibited, and in 

Many different ways. Explicit and implicit taboos block com

munit y members from addressing certain issues, in certain 

ways, at certain times, in certain places, and with certain 

people. Foucault de scribes this phenomenon: 
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in every society the production of discourse is at 
once controlled, selected, organized and redistrib
uted according to a certain number of procedures, 
whose role is to avert its powers and its dangers, 
to cope with chance events, to evade its ponderous, 
awesome materiality. 

In a society such as our own we all know the 
rules of exclusion. The Most obvious and familiar 
of these concerns what is prohibited. We know 
perfectly well that we are not free to say just 
anything, that we cannot simply speak of anything, 
when we like or where we likei not just anyone, 
finally, may speak of just anything .... these pro
hibitions interrelate, reinforce and complement 
each other, forming a complex web, continually sub
ject to modification. (Archaeology 216) 

In commenting on Foucault's view, Shumway says this: 

"Discourse is no longer to be understood as the expression 

of the speaker, but rather the speaker is to be understood 

as part of a system of discourse practice" (102). Indeed, it 

can be argued that the relationship between the individual 

and the community is one of the central problems posed by 

the social constructionist perspective. As composition has 

adopted that perspective, expanding its focus outward from 

the text to the writer to the context, so too has it shifted 

the locus of responsibility and power in writing. Petraglia 

echoes Shumway in this explanation: 

Compared to current-traditional and cognitive rhe
tories which focus on the individual writer and how 
he or she can and/or should shape discourse to gain 
the audience's assent, one might say that construc
tionists focus on the ways in which the audience 
(that is, the community) shapes the discourse of 
its members. (40) 

This shift in emphasis is not superficial. It wrests con-

trol of writing from the individual, and locates impetus and 

motivation -- even invention itself -- in the community. 

Such a view, in the extreme, transforms the writer into a 
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type of scribe: an agent of the community, whose task is to 

produce the discourse and knowledge the community desires. 

Though Swales does suggest that communities have expecta

tions that determine the "appropr1acy of topics 1 the form, 

function and positioning of discoursal elements, and the 

roles texts play in the operation of the discourse commu

nit y" (5), his definition does not refer to what cannot be 

said and, therefore, it suggests only the positive or 

approving function of the group. More specifically, it lacks 

a reference to the power invested in the community and the 

exercise of that power through the application of discourse 

rules. 

No limitation to discourse is value-free; a community's 

regulations are based on beliefs about what constitutes 

appropriate or desirable discourse. Naturally, such precepts 

result in controversy and conflict, as sorne individuals and 

sorne topics are silenced and others are perrnitted. However, 

in adding a regulatory function to the definition of dis

course community, it is important to note that both positive 

and negative conflicts result. 

The Role of Conflict 

Where there are rules, there are those outside the law, 

those whose discourse is considered inappropriate or unde

sirable. As a result, one of the debates about conflict has 

.Eocused on what Trimbur calls "the conflicts inherent in an 

unequal social order and in the asyrnmetrical relations of 

power in every-:lay life" (609). This is the conflict between 
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the people in power and the voices of difference or dissent. 

It is the conflict that underlies current challenges to the 

literary "canon," challenges that call for inclusion of 

works by women, racial rninorities, Third World writers, and 

other marginalized groups. As Patricia Bizzell has warned, 

"we must acknowledge conflict as a frequent and perhaps 

inevitable concornmitant of discourse community interactions" 

("What" 14). 

Acknowledging conflict is an important first step, 

because it takes the rosy sheen off early descriptions of 

discourse community and points to the forces of repression 

that cause sorne people to be in conflict with mainstream 

discourse. As composition studies has evolved, it has become 

politicized (see Myers, "Reality"; Trimbur). That is, some 

of the links between discourse, control, and conflict have 

been clarified. However, though acknowledged, there is much 

more to discover about the political dynamics of community 

and the role of conflict in the hierarchy of power. 

Conflict within community occurs not only between the 

marginalized or repressed and those in power. Indeed, the 

agonistic nature of discourse -- the conflict inherent in 

human dialogue and conversation -- is so important to the 

life of the community that opportunities for dissent are 

sanctioned and organized. Debates, elections, panel discus

sions, editorials and letters to the editor, adversary and 

advocacy procedures in law and legislature, and dozens of 

other mechanisms invite and organize conflict. These oppor

tunities for statement and counter-statement animate a com-
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munit y by introducing conflicting arguments, cornpeting 

theories and, in truly democratic circumstances, the voices 
. 

of discontent and dissent. According to Joseph Harris, we 

need "to view a certain amount of change and struggle within 

a community not as threats to its coherence but as normal 

activity" (20). 

Another source of conflict is the variety of discourses 

within any given community. Although most theoretical and 

empirical accounts of discourse communities irnply a single 

"conversation," there are rnany concurrent discussions in 

progress: "A key problem with the metaphor of a discourse 

community is that within real communities many discourses 

are simultaneously operating, sorne of which we participate 

in, sorne of which we are aware of but relate to passively, 

and sorne which aperate behind our backs .•.. Those discourses 

we actively participate in often conflict with each other" 

(Faigley, personal communication). Moreover, Bizzell points 

out that we are likely to belong to more than one cornrnunity 

and, therefore, may find ourselves caught in the "value con-

tradictions that arise wh en discourse cornmunities overlap" 

("What" 3). In other words, we are engaged in many conversa-

tions, within and across communities. 

How, then, can any sense of direction be maintained in 

what Foucault calls the "incessant, disorderly buzzing of 

discourse" (Archaeology 229)? In order ta keep the conversa-

tien going, and te prevent the breakdown that acrimonious 

debate might cause, it is essential that a community have 

what Swales calls "common pUblic goals": this is what Biz-
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zell says is "the crucial function of a collective project 

in unifying the group" ("What" 1). In the face of inevita-

ble, even essential, conflict, there must be sorne reason to 

keep talking. That reason is a search for consensus. How-

ever, in an anti-foundationalist discipline, consensus is 

understood as a "utopian desire" (Trimbur 612), a perma-

nently deferred agreement. We keep talking because we are 

aIl working on the same project -- understanding writing so 

we can teach it better, for example. since knowledge is 

socially constructed, and the ideas and membership of dis-

course communities are in a constant state of flux, we can-

not know something once and for aIl time. In other words, we 

will never have the answers to our questions about composi-

tion. Ironically, i t is dissent that moves the community' s 

conversation toward consensus. This dynamic seems a neces-

sary paradox in discourse communities; where regulations or 

contexts for producing dissent do not exist, we create them. 

Berlin states it concisely: "Knowledge is dialectical, the 

result of a relationship involving the interaction of oppos-

ing elements" (Rhetoric 166). 

We can return now to Swales' definition and make sorne 

alterations. To his "common public goals" a warning must be 

added not to expect attainment. Because there are no final 

answers, and because communities constantly change, the dis-

course of a cornmunity moves toward agreement but never 

arrives. The "collective project" of the cornmunity is the 

on-going construction of knowledge through discourse. 

Swales' notion of "mechanisms for intercommunication," which 
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keep the community alive through "information and feedback," 

seems not only acceptable but absolutely essential. This is 

the conversation. However, it is not always a balanced dial

ogue: sorne voices are louder than others, sorne ways of 

speaking and sorne topics are restricted or forbidden. The 

discourse of those who dissent causes conflict within the 

community's forums. Further conflict arises from a cornmu

nity's "discoursal expectations," the fourth of Swales' 

criteria. These expectations often take the form of genres 

and occasions which welcorne and organize dissent. 

These alterations to Swales' definition of discourse corn

munit y enlarge the concept and bring it more into line with 

current discussions of community and discourse. AIso, an 

expanded definition increases the types of group that might 

be considered by those interested in written discourse. Both 

Bizzell and Cooper argue that Swales' definition is too 

restrictive. Finally, the new definition sets the stage for 

the present study. (The setting described in this research 

is compared to this revised definition in Chapter Five.) 

The Present Study 

The purpose of this study was to paint a detailed por

trait of a discourse community. Actually, "portrait" proved 

too static a metaphor and, instead, what emerged looks more 

like a film: a series of moving and interconnected images. 

The curiosity which mot~vated the study was central to the 

discipline of composition: How is writing social? That very 
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large question easily spawns a multitude of other, more spe

cifie questions having to do with writers, writing, and com

munit y: 

What is the structure of the community? 

How does it operate? 

Do members have set roles and relationships? 

Are there levels of power? 

What is the comrnunity's "goal" or "collective project"? 

What is its "business"? 

What knowledge does it create? 

What are the forums for discourse? 

When and where does written discourse appear? 

Are the "mechanisms for intercommunication" (Swales) 

set or are they spontaneous? 

Where does feedback fit into these mechanisms? 

Why are texts written? 

What purposes do they serve? 

How are these purposes determined? 

What are the implications, the consequences, of 

texts? 

What is the form of texts? 

What variety of text exists? Why? 

How are generic features of text (e.g., format) 

decided ? 

How is form related to context? 

Who writes texts? 

How are writers chosen? 

What is the role and status of the writer? 
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-- How do writers fit into the Iarger context? 

How does context affect the writing process? 

What activities surround and support texts? 

What activities precede and follow texts? 

When, where, and how do writers compose? 

Do writers know their readers? 

Who reads texts? 

What reasons are there for reading? 

When and where do people read? 

Are texts public? Can everyone read them? 

What rules of discourse are in effect? 

Who can speak? When? Where? Why? 

Who or what deterrni,es what can be said? 

What control do writ~rs have over their texts? 

How do writers learn the rules of discourse? 

What role does conflict play in the community? 

Does conflict result from unequal power relations? 

Is conflict sanctioned and organized by the cornmu

nit y? 

How does conflict help/hurt community members? 

Discourse communities are complex and dynamic; these 

questions are only sorne of the many that could be asked. For 

example, this study examines a legal context -- the Youth 

Court -- but does not make a close analysis of 1egal dis

course. Neither does it explore in any depth the roles or 

responsibilities of sorne members of the community, the 

judges and lawyers, for instance. Instead, the questions 

above focus primarily on the community's central texts and 
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the writers of those texts. This is largely a matter of my 

own curiosity and the genealogy of the study, which began as 

an inquiry into the writer's sense of audience and became an 

investigation of community. In the following chapter, the 

research literature supporting that evolution is reviewed. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

As the focus in contemporary composition theory has 

expanded to include the text, the writer, and the context, 

sa tao has the attention of composition researchers broad

ened. A study that was instrumental in this evolution was 

Janet Emig's 1971 monograph The composing Processes of 

Twelfth Graders. This seminal study was an important turninq 

point for a number of reasons: "Emig provided a new direc

tion for the field. Besides shifting the research emphasis 

from the written product to the writing process, she influ

enced research methods" (Freedman et al. 15). It is pos

sible, then, to describe composition research as either pre

or post-Emig. Although not everyone adopted her questions or 

her methods, it was not possible after 1971 to conduct writ

ing research without being influenced by Emig. 

In her own review of the literature, Emig reported that 

"Most pieces of empirical research on the adolescent writer 

focus upon the product(s) rather than upon the process(es) 

of their writing .•.. Of the 504 studies written before 1963 

that are cited in the bibliography of Research in written 

Composition [Braddock et al.], only two deal even indirectly 

with the process of writing among adolescents" (19). There 

was a similar paucity of research on the writing processes 

of adults, with the exception of the Paris Review interviews 
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(Cowley; Plirnpton), which are personal reflections on writ

ing by authors of fiction. Most of the literature on compo

sition at the time dealt with "dicta and directives about 

writing by authors and editors of rhetoric and composition 

texts and handbooks" (Emig, 7). 

Between 1963 and Emig's study, writing research was con

cerned mostly with structure and form in completed texts. 

Christensen's 1967 study, Notes Towards a New Rhetoric, 

exemplifies this period. This particular strand of research 

was not abandoned when Emig's study appeared, of course, but 

instead continued to develop into what is now commonly 

called discourse analysis. Likewise, studies of various 

pedagogical approaches to composition c~ntinue to the pre

sent, and there is no shortage of contemporary "dicta and 

directives" about writing. 

In the following review of research and related litera

ture, three areas will be emphasized. First, l will review 

some of the most influential studies of the development of 

audience awareness or, more broadly, social cognition. These 

studies focus on when and how sensitivity to the reader 

appears in writing. Second, l will review sorne studies of 

the writing process, beginning with Emig's research and a 

few others from the early stages of writing process 

research, and including much of the work do ne by Flower and 

Hayes. Special attention will be paid to the concept of 

audience in these process studies. This area of research is 

most heavily influenced by the theories and methods of cog

nitive psychology and, generally, the audience in these 
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studies is conceived of as the writer's ment.al construct or 

representation. The third and final part of the chapter will 

focus on the concept of audience in studies of the writer in 

context. These studies are affected by a variety of disci

plines -- most notably anthropology, sociology, and sociolin

guistics -- and the ethnographie research methods associated 

with them. Typically, such studies describe the writer's 

audience as part of the setting or environment within which 

the writer works. It is within this group of studies that 

the present research most cornfortably belongs. 

Audience in the Development of Writinq Abilities 

The studies reviewed in this section can be distinguished 

from general studies of the writing process by their spe

cifie attention to the development of audience awareness or 

social cognition. In the majority of these studies, the sub

jects are children, usually of varying ages. Generally, 

these studies have two goals: first, to determine at what 

age people become sensitive to the needs of ethers when they 

write and, second, to identify how that sensitivity is 

demonstrated in different types of text. 

An underlying assumption of these studies is that chil

dren are egecentric -- a phenomenon described by Jean Piaget. 

Wilkinson has pointed out that the term may have suffered in 

translation from Piaget's native French to English: "'Ego

centric' might seem to imply the child is a selfish little 

beast, whereas no such moral judgment is intended" (75). 
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Rather, Piaget was referring to the tendency for children to 

occasionally use language which is not, primarily, communi

cative. The child, says Piaget, "does not bother to know to 

whom he is speaking nor whether he is being listened to .... 

This talk is ego-centric, partly because he does not attempt 

to place hirnself at the point of view of his hearer" (9), 

and partly, it is assumed, because he cannot put himself in 

his hearer's place. Two of the most important incarnations 

of Piaget's work in early discussions of the development of 

writing ability were those found in Moffett and Britton et 

al. Both Moffett and Britton encouraged instructional 

approaches which challenged students with ever more distant 

or "general" audiences. (For a review of Piaget's influence 

on early writing process and writing development research, 

see Kroll, "Cognitive.") 

A further assumption is that degree of egocentrism is 

age-related: "the inclination and ability to delve beneath 

the surface attributes and actions of other individuals is a 

developmental productIf (Flavell et al. v). In other words, 

the older the child, the less egocentric he or she is likely 

to be. Research in language development has indicated that 

children's egocentism lasts longer in writing than it does 

in speech; that is, until a certain age children have more 

trouble decentering -- moving away from the self to see the 

concerns of others -- when writing than when talking. For 

example, Carl Bereiter suggests that, in speech, "toddlers 

appear capable of adapting messages to salient characteris

tics of intended receivers," but "under the difficult condi-
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tions of one-way communication to unobserved or unrevealing 

receivers [i.e., when writing], much oider subjects behave 

as if they could not take the receiver's point of view into 

account" (86). And Scardamalia, Bracewell, and Bereiter 

argue that "children as young as four years of age are able 

to adapt their speech in sophisticated ways depending on 

whom they are talking to" (2), but cannot or do not do 50 in 

writing. Barry Kroll ("Cognitive"), in his study of grade 

four students writing and speaking instructions for agame, 

found that "the evidence seems to warrant the general con

clusion that decentration in writing (tends] ta 1ag behind 

decentration in speaking for these fourth-grade children" 

(279). And, finaIly, the results of research by Crowhurst 

and Piché suggest that "variations in syntactic complexity 

for different audiences appear much later in writing than in 

speech" (106). 

The reason egocentrism remains in writing after it has 

disappeared in speech is not clear. Vygotsky suggests that 

writing and speaking are separate dialects, and require 

quite different cognitive processes. Bereiter, Scardamalia, 

and Bracewell speculate that "writers have ta develop in 

writing an executive function that is not learned from oral 

experience, a function that has the effect of keeping dis

course production going from segment to segment" (8). Such a 

function is required because "the interactive nature of con

versation makes it quite a different activity from the 501i

tary nature of writing text" (Bracewell 410). In one of the 

most often cited discussions of the relationship between 
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speaking and writing, Bereiter and Scardamalia ("From Con

versation") have proposed that writers must make up for the 

"sol i tary nature" of wri ting by creating a "conversational 

partner" during writing: "When people converse they help 

each other in numerous, mostly unintentional ways. They pro

vide each other with a continuaI source of cues -- cues to 

proceed, cues to stop, cues to elaborate, cues to shift 

topic, and a great variety of cues that stir memory .... In 

written composition, aIl these supports are removed" (1-2). 

Rubin draws this implication: "any kind of normal composi

tion requires an audience, and this audience must be con

structed abstractly in cognition, construed, imagined, fic

tionalized, represented" (215). 

Of course, there are other fact~rs besides the loss of a 

listener that make writing more difficult than speech. Young 

writers are struggling with a remarkable variety of new dis

course demands, from the physical difficulty of forming let

ters to the often arbi trary and "unnatural" conventions of 

written language. Bereiter: "it would seem that egocentric 

writing arises from an incapacity to take account of the 

reader and cope with aIl the other demands of writing at the 

same time" (86). 

When do people begin to show concern for their readers 

and how does it manifest itself? Scardamalia, Bracewell, and 

Bereiter (also reported in Bracewell, Scardamalia, and 

Bereiter) conducted studies with students in each of grades 

four, eight, twelve, and third-year university. students 

were asked to perform a variety of different tasks in the 
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studies, including describing geometric figures to students 

their own age as well as to general or undefined audiences; 

in addition, sorne tasks included the possibility of feedback 

from the audience while other tasks did not. There was evi-

dence in one study to suggest that the "ability to use con-

text-creating sentences was present in students as low as 

grade 4. Use of these aUdience-oriented devices increased 

markedly between grades 4 and 12, but not until grade 12 was 

their use clearly differentiated according to the needs of 

the audience" (16). 

A number of other studies have confirmed the approximate 

age at which children appear to have overcome their egocen-

trism in writing. Smith and Swan note a significant differ-

ence between the audience-related adaptations in the compo-

sitions of sixth graders and college freshmen. Rubin and 

piché found that twelfth graders and adults used more and 

more varied types of appeal in their persuasive writing than 

did students in grades four and eight. In a study of memo 

writing, Beach and Anson report that "college students and 

adults were more likely than younger participants to focus 

their memos on presenting their roles and establishing a 

relationship with their audience" (157n). Finally, Kroll 

("Rewriting") found that among students ranging from fifth 

graders to college freshmen there WdS an increasing ability 

to modify a text for children, with younger writers being 

"word-oriented," and older writers (grade nine and up) 

becoming increasingly more "meaning-oriented." 

These studies offer persuasive evidence that the ability 
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to modify texts increases with age, but are those modifica-

tions improvernents or simply alterations? Kantor and Rubin: 

"Communication is first of aIl a social act, one which 

involves sorne kind of intention to affect and be affected by 

others. In order to successfully realize this intent, indi-

viduals must infer information about their audiences: their 

beliefs and attitudes, their experience" (58). If a person 

is able to make those inferences about others, can they use 

this knowledge to improve their discourse and, if so, how? 

To answer the first part of the question, Rubin et ül. 

("Social Cognitive Ability") gave fourth graders four tests 

of "social cognitive ability" and compared their results to 

the scores given to the students' written work: "The results 

unambiguously sustain the view that social cognitive ability 

contributes substantially ta overall quality of written com-

position" (304). In a similar study with college freshmen, 

Rubin and Rafoth found that there was a significant correla

tion between indices of social cognition êild judged quality 

of persuasive discourse. Correlation between social cogni

tion and expository discourse was nat significant, possibly 

bec au se readers are not as strongly irnplied by exposition as 

by persuasion. Nonetheless, the researchers state that 

"results of the present study indicate that sensitivity to 

audience provides an additianal resaurce, beyond genre 

competency, upon which proficient writers draw even in writ-

ing tasks that are not manifestly persuasive" (19). Finally, 

piché and Roen compared the social cognition and persuasive 

writing of high and low ability grade 11 students and found 
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that test scores on the former were "poc;itively related to 

judgments of overall quality of the persuasive writinq" 

(79) • 

What is it that audience-aware writers are doing that 

makes their texts better? The answer to this question is 

complicated by a variety of factors, including type of dis

course, writer's relationship to readers, and writer's pur

pose in writing. However, it is apparent that sensitivity to 

the audience can influence a writer's lexical, syntactic, 

semantic, and rhetorical decisions. 

Smith and Swan had sixth graders, freshmen, and college 

seniors rewrite a passage for three different audiences: 

readers at the same level ("make this passage better"), new 

readers, and "superior" adult readers. To compare among the 

rewritten passages, smith and Swan used mean number of words 

per t-unit and words per clause for each level writing for 

each audience. They found that the college students reduced 

the complexity of the passage when they rewrote it for new 

readers by lowering the number of words per t-unit and 

clause (however, as one might expect, there was no signifi

cant difference between the passages the college students 

wrote for people at their own level and fer adults). The 

grade 6 students rewrote the passage showing no significant 

syntactic changes. Crowhurst and Piché found evidence to 

support these findings in a study of students in grades 6 

and 10 writing in three modes of discourse (narration, 

description, and argument) for two different audiences 

(friend, teacher). Th~ students' writing was scored for 
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average number of words per t-unit and clause as weIl as 

average number of clauses per t-unit. In general, their 

findings suggested an increase in syntactic complexity 

(i.e., increase in aIl means) at both grade levels when stu-

dents were writing argument and, for grade 10 students, when 

they were writing to their teacher. 

Kroll ("Rewriting") used other measures to gauge the 

effects of audience awareness on the writing of students in 

grades 5, 7, 9, Il, and first year university. He asked the 

students to make a lexically difficult story more appropri-

ate for children in grade 3. His general finding was that 

students at aIl levels were able to make the story more 

readable (as measured by Flesch's readability formula) by 

choosing either to retain, replace, or delete difficult 

words. Although the older students were, in Kroll's terms, 

"meaning-oriented" in their revisions while the younger stu-

dents were "word-oriented," Kroll found that "students at 

aIl levels tended to replace more words than they either 

retained or deleted" (131). This last finding indicates a 

high degree of sophistication in the attention paid to their 

audience by aIl the writers, since it suggests they were 

substituting lexical items for a particular audience while 

attempting to retain the story's original meaning. However, 

by their attempts to simplify the story's moral, the older 

students demonstrated greater attention to semantic modifi-

cations. 

Finally, sorne studies (Rafoth: Beach and Anson) indicate 

that reader-aware writers have more of what might be called 
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social or rhetorical strategies when dealing with audiences. 

Rafoth found that proficient freshman writers used more of 

the audience infolnation available to them than did nonpro

ficient freshman writers. For example, they acknowledged 

their reader's opinions and were sensitive to his concerns, 

eVE:n when they disagreed with him .. r.Jikewisc.', Beach and 

Anson, in a comparative study of stu,ients in ninth grade, 

twelfth grade, junior college, and graduate school, found 

that older students used "situational strategies": "rhetori

cal strategies which focus on the situation, self, audience, 

and self/audience relationships" (166). They aiso r-eport a 

developmental trend "toward the use of 'situational' strate

gies with a pr~dominating rhetorica1 focus on relationships" 

(174). According to Beach and Anson, "situational strate-

gies" are rhetorical strategies which focus lion the situa

tion, self, audience, and self/audience relationships" 

(166) . 

In conclusion, the developmental picture these studies 

paint looks like this: the young writer, already displaying 

audience awareness in speech, continues to appear egocentric 

in writing. That egocentrism is reflected in a failure to 

appropriately adapt text to different readers, and is prob-

ably caused by a number of factors including the physical 

difficulty of writing, a whole set of new discourse conven

tions, and the lack of a "cûnversational partner" in writ

ing. As writing is mastered, the writer becomes increas

ingly more sensitive to the audience. As the writer "decen

ters," or moves away from herself, she is more able to con-
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sider the knowledge, needs, and attitudes of her readers and 

to establish relationships with those readers. Eventually, 

that ability is demonstrated in aIl aspects of the act of 

writing, from simple word choice to complex rhetorical 

strategies. Studies of the writing process, the subject of 

the next two sections, have provided detailed explanations 

of the place of audience in the writing process. 

The Writing Process: Early Studies 

As mentioned, Janet Emig's study of the writing processes 

of twelfth graders represented a major shift in composition 

research. Her pioneering use of "tt..ink-aloud" protocol meth

odology introduced a radically new way of looking at writ

ing, and her description of the writing process set the 

research agenda for a decade. Within the "laminated and 

recursive" (33) writing process, ,""", saw ten "dimensions": 

1) context of composing; 2) nature ~timulus; 3) prewrit

ing; 4) planning: 5) starting: 6) composing aloud (draft

in9): 7) reformulation: 8) stopping: 9) contemplation of 

topic: 10) teacher influence on piece. within each dimen

sion, Emig identified a number of variables; sorne she bor

rowed and/or adapted from other researchers, sorne she def

ined herself after case study observations. Emjg's own con

tributions to the list of writing variables continues to 

occupy researchers. She identified features of the planning, 

drafting, and revising components of writing, and demon

strated how any of the multiple writing variables might 
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interact with others to affect both the process and product 

of writing. In fact, her 1971 depiction of writing processes 

is far more cornplex and sophisticated than many of the mod

els of process provided or inferred by subsequent research. 

For example, in her case studies, Emig set the individual 

writer's process in the larger contexts of community, fam

ily, and classroorn. 

This same awareness of the importance of surroundings led 

Emig to identify a range of possible readers for any text 

-- from the self-as-reader to the teacher to peers and farn

ily. Emig even distinguishes between different types of 

readers: intended readers ("audience"), teacher, family or 

peer readers (" interveners"), and teachers-as-examiners. In 

addition, Emig sees the various readers as influential at 

different times and in different ways throughout the process 

of writing. Ernig does not treat audience separately in her 

analysis, because she se3S readers as having a pervasive 

influence on the writer throughout the process -- sornetirnes 

as respondents, sometirnes as judges, and sornetirnes as 

audience. Pinally, aga in not directly, Ernig appears to 

include among those she considers "audience ll people who rnay 

or may not actually read a text but whose influence as a 

pctential reader is felt by the writer. Thus, the student in 

her central case study, "proceeds as if what she writes will 

find an audience and one wider than a single teacher or 

investigator" (64). Included in this possible audience are 

the people from the writer's context: farnily, triends, and 

teachers (past and present). Emig, cQmrnenting on a concern 
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that contiIiues to occupy wri ting teachers, suggests that 

teachers can have a strong influence, for good or ill, on 

their students' writing. She argues that an over-emphasis on 

correctness can inhibit student writers (93). 

Although not nearly so influential as Emig's, two other 

studies of the early 70s aiso had an impact on the direction 

and method of writing process studies. Stallard's study 

examined "certain aspects of behavior of a group of good 

senior high school student writers" (207). Like Emig, Stal

lard attempted to delineate some of the external and inter

nal activities of the writer. He observed the students while 

they wrote and interviewed them afterwards, but did not ask 

them to compose aloud. To help determine what distinguished 

the behaviour of good student writers, Stallard compared 

them to a group of randomly selected (i.e., average) stu

dents. He found that good writers spent significantly more 

pre-writing and total writing time than average students. No 

significant difference was found between the groups in terms 

of expressed concern for the audience. Mischel's research 

followed Emig closely. A single stUdent served as a case 

study by writing a variety of different types of texts and 

compesing aloud. Mischel used sorne of Emig' s "dimensions" as 

categories for the discussion of findings. He does not 

report the student's comments, if any, about readers, but 

does note that the student "seems to be very aware of the 

necessity to conforw his scheel writing to what is expected 

of him" (312). 

If frequency of citation is any indication, a nurnber of 
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other writing process studiès completed in the 1970s were 

more important than Stallard's and Mischel's. Matsuhashi 

video taped writers and reported on their behaviours during 

composing, especially their patterns of pausing and writinq. 

Matsuhashi's work has been praised as "thoughtfully designed 

and carefully executed" (Hillocks 19) and, althouqh she does 

not provide much speculation on the nature of the pauses, 

she does assume that they "reflect time for the wri ter to 

engage in cognitive planning and decision-making behavior" 

(270). In order to confirm that assumption, Matsuhashi used 

retrospective interviews with her subjects while they viewed 

videotapes of themselves composing. Matsuhashi acknowledqes 

the unreliability of such accounts, but believes "they nev

ertheless buttress the information available from the writ

ten compositions and fram the videotapes" (280). Although 

Matsuhashi reports no audience-related variation in pause 

time, she does report that average pause tirne was signifi

cantly greater when her subjects were generalizing than when 

they were persuading and greater when persuading than when 

reporting. In other words, amount or difficulty of cognitive 

activity seemed related to type of discourse, and one of the 

ways in which discourse types vary is in their implied writ

er-reader relationship . 

In a more direct effort ta uncover the writer's cognitive 

activity during pauses, Perl, following Emig, had her sub

jects compose aloud. Perlls contributions included a more 

detailed description of the writing process than had yet 

been provided, especially the recursive nature of that pro-
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cess: "students wrote by shutt1.ing from the sense of what 

the y wanted to say forward to the words on the page and back 

from the words on the page to their intended meaning. This 

'back and forth' movement appeared ta be a recursive fea

ture: at one moment students were writing, moving their 

ideas and their discourse forwardi at the next they were 

backtracking, rereading, and ~lgesting what had been writ

ten" (330). In terms of the audience, she reported that "The 

students in this study wrote from an egocentric point of 

view. While they occasionally indicated a concern for their 

readers, they more of~ên took the reader's understanding for 

granted" (332). On the other hand, Perl says th? t the stu

dents were "prematurely concerned wi th the 'look' of their 

papers" (333), an observation which appears to support 

Emig's and Mischel's comments about the influence of teach

ers' criticism. Once again, however, as with stallard's 

study, it is important to consider the audience identified 

by the writing task. Perl wri~qs that "in this study it was 

i'lssumed tha t the teacher was a 1. ways the audience" ( 318) • 

In another often cited study from this period, Pianko 

lists 22 variables used to describe the writing processes of 

collnge freshmen. Only one variable "Writer's concerns -

getting ideas across, mechanics (includes spelling) and 

usage, and the correct choice of words" (8) --rnight have 

captured a writer's sense of the audience. But here agai~ no 

audience is included in the writing tasks. Pianko suggests 

that the writing simulated school writing and "took place 

under fairly usual classroom conditions" (7). Under such 

78 



1 
1 

1 

l 

conditions, who is the audience? In indirect answer, Pianko 

refers to Emig's notion of the " context of composing": "If 

the writing i5 school-sponsored and must be written within 

limits set by the teacher, the composing process is inhi-

bited" (11). This suggests that, by defaul t, an audience is 

i~portant. Writing for no real reason or reader results in 

the bleak picture of college writing that Pianko describes. 

These earliest of the writing process studies contributed 

a number of important findings: 

Visible wrlting behaviour alternates between 
moments of pause and moments of "scrlbal activity," 
to use Matsuhashi's phrase. The ratio of pause time 
to activity, the pattern of pause and actlvity, and 
the duration of pauses and activity appear to be 
related to a number of variables, including the 
type of discourse and "location" w i thin the d 1S

course [e.g., longer pauses before paragraphs (Mat
suhashi, 1981)]. 

-- Visible and invisible writlng behaviours are com
plex, interactive, and recursive. The writing pro
cess actually consists of a variety of sub
processes -- including planning, drafting, review
ing, editing, and revising -- which occur in no pre
dictable or consistent order. As might be expected 
from Matsuhashi's findings about pause time, the 
frequency and intensity of these sub-processes 
appear related to types of discourse. 

-- In addition to discourse type, there are a range 
of other variables at work during the cornposing 
process. Emig, for example, identifies many factors 
which might impinge on the process, inc]udi~~ a 
variety of readers and reasons for reading. 

-- Given the same or similar tasks, writers behave 
differently. In Stallard' s study ("good" versus 
"average" writers) and in Pianko's study (lftradi
tional" versus "remedial" writers), there appeared 
to be some similarity within groups and sorne dif
ference between groups. 

-- Senior high school students and college freshmen 
appear to pay tao little attention ta intended 
readers and tao much attention to such local or 
surface features of text as spelling and punctua-
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tion. suggested reasons for this include egocen
trism and the overly critical audience provided by 
English teachers. 

In conclusion, these early studies suggested a complex 

and dynamic writing process, one in which a virtually limit

less number of variables might interact to influence a 

recursive set of sub-processes. Al though seant attention was 

paid to audience in the design of early process studies, a 

sense of audience and/or readers was considered an important 

variable in the Ernig study, and the lack of a real audience 

appeared to be as profound in the pianko study. However, i t 

took the next wave of process studies and a substantial cor-

pus of developmental studies to identify just how important 

the audience is in the composing process. 

The Audience in Later Process Studies 

In their 1963 review of composition research, Braddock, 

Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer listed 504 studies; while preparing 

his 1986 review of the literature, George Hillocks and his 

associates collected the titles of over 6,000 research 

studies (approxirnately 2,000 were eventually included in the 

bibliography). What follows, then, is a review of only a 

brief selection of the many studies on the writing process 

conducted in the past decade or so. Two methods of narrowing 

the review have been employed. First, only studies which 

shed some light on the role of the audience in the composing 

process are reviewed and, second, studies by Linda Flower 

and John Hayes predominate. Flower and Hayes are unquestion-
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ably the preeminent researchers in writing process studies 

and were the most prominent proponents of a cognItive model 

of composition. (The Center for the study of WritIng, which 

Flower and Hayes presently co-direct, now proposes a social-

cognitive theory of writing: see Freedman et al.) Their work 

may represent the best this area of research has to offer. 

In their first co-authored article ("Problem Sol v ing") , 

Flower and Hayes describe a series of cognitive skills, or 

"heuristics," sorne of which they clairn are "the underl y ing 

problem-solving stri:ltegies good writers use" (453). This 

initial article puts the reader front and centre in the suc-

cessful writer's mind. Planning and goal-setting 15 fac~ll-

tated by focussing 011 the reader: "you start to wr i te by 

trying to answer the blunt question readers always ask --

'so what?'" (453). The process of invention or ùiscovery is 

irnproved in a similar manner: "generate better ideas in 

words by simulating the res~onse of various readers or lis-

teners" (454). Flower and Hayes cffer a variety of "con-

structing heuristics" designed "to help you figure out ahead 

of time how ta structure your private version of a paper 50 

it fills the gaps and fits the needs of another mind, 

namely, your audience" (458). 

Revision of a "pri vate version of a paper" into a publ ic 

version acceptable and accessible to a reader involves 

changing "writer-based prose" into "reader-based prose." As 

Flower puts it in another early article ("Writer-based 

Prose") "effective v/riters do not simply express thought but 

transforrn it in certain complex but describable ways for the 
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needs of a reader" (19). Flower explains writer-based prose 

( by drawing parallels to piaget' s notion of "egocentric 

speech" and vygotsky's concept of "inner speech," which 

Flower explains share three features: both are "highly 

elliptical," both rely on language which is "saturated" with 

persona1 meaning, and both share an "absence of logical and 

causal relations" (21). Her point is that, without serious 

consideration of the reader, the writer cannet produce 

effective prose. 

As Flower and Hayes' research progressed, the writer's 

audience was subsumed by a more complex, interactive vari-

able: the rhetorical prob1em. Reporting on a comparative 

study of good and poor writers ("The Cognition"), theyargue 

that "Good writers respond to g11 aspects of the rhetorical 

problem. As they compose they build a unique representation 

not only of their audience and assignment, but also of their 

goals involving the audience, their own persona, and the 

text" (29). However, good writers do not build that "unique 

representation" from scratch: "We think that much of the 

information that people have about rhetorical problems 

exists in the form of stored problem representations. Writ-

ers do no doubt have many such representations for familiar 

or conventional problems, such dS writing a thank-you let-

ter. Such a representation would contain not only a conven-

tional definition of the situation, audience, and the 

writer's purpose, but might include quite detailed informa-

tion about solutions, even down to appropriate tone and 

1 .... phrases" (25). The writer struggles to define a unique rhe-
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torical problem from his stored representations of slmilar 

problems. Elsewhere, Flower and Hayes say that the rhetori

cal problem "should direct the entire process of generatinq 

knowledge and language Il ("The Dynamics Il 40). 

The dynamic activity of writing that Flower and Hayes 

describe has been depicted in the form of a model (see liA 

Cognitive Process Th~ory"), in which three major writing 

process companents are identified: the writing task environ

ment, the writer's long-term memory, and the actual writing 

processes. The task environment consists of the "rhetorical 

problem" (topic, audience, and "exigency"), as well as the 

emerging texte The writer's long-term memory contains knowl

edge af the tapie, audience, and writing plans. And the 

writing processes include aIl the sUb-processes of compos

ing: planning, generating, organizing, revising, and so on. 

It should be noted that the audience shows up in two 

places in the Flower and Hayes' model: in the writer's long

term memory as part of stored problem representations, and 

in the world external to the writer as part of the rhetori

cal problem or situation facing the writer. A writer is suc

cessful ~o the extent that she can make a fit between the 

actual audience and her mental representation of that 

audience. Hayes and Flower ("Identifying") "assume that 

writers have knowledge ... about many audiences, e.g., chil

dren and Catholics, stored in long-term memory" (12). 

The advantage of the Flower and Hayes' model was that it 

reflected the complexity of the writing process, as 

described by composition researchers af the time. In addi-
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tion, unlike earlier depictions of the process (e.g., the 

so-called "three-stage" mOdel), it captured the recursive-

ness of writing that other researchers, rnost notably Emig 

and Perl, had identified. Questions rernained, however, about 

the links among the components.of the writing process and 
• 

about the nature of the various sub-processes, 

One sUb-process to which Flower and Hayes paid particular 

attention was planning ("Plans that Guide"; "The Pregnant 

Pause"; "Images, Plans, and Prose"). The evidence from 

their "think-aloud" protocol research has led Flower and 

Hayes to speak with confidence: "much of the work of writing 

is the effort to consciously integrate one's knowledge, pur-

pose, and audience by doing relatively abstract rhetorical 

planning" ("The Pregnant Pause" 230). Flower and Hayes con-

ceive of planning as a hierarchical activity, with a number 

of sUb-processes. In addition, they suggest that there are 

at least two layers within planning itself: rhetorical 

plans, or plans "to do," and lingaistic plans, or plans "to 

say." To be successful, linguistic plans must be ernbedded 

within rhetorical plans: "Planning goes on at many levels. 

Sentence-level linguistic planning ... is only part of the 

process of the mature or experienced expository writer. 

writers spend time and conscious attention creating guiding 

rhetorical plans which represent not only the audience and 

the task, but the writer's own goals" ("The Pregnant Pause" 

242) • 

Elsewhere, Flower and Hayes refer to rhetorical plans as 

"reader-focused" plat:ls which "occur when writers spend a 
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great deal of time considering who their audience is and 

developing plans or strategies based o~ what the reader 

might assume, object to, or need to know" ("Plans that 

Guide" 48). Their conclusion, then, is that the audience 

affects aIl leveis of planning, from low-level declsions 

about word choice to high-level questions of rhetorical 

intention and strategy. Because of the lmportant and sensi-

tive role played by the audience, Flower and Hayes, 1 ike 

many others, argue that the essentially readerless, arhetor-

ical nature of most school writing, together with the teach-

ers' role as critic, inhibit mos~ young writers. 

When the wri ter' s attention turns from planning and pro-

ducing text to reviewing and revising it, writing process 

research indicates the continued presence and importance of 

the audience. In one of the first studies of revision, Nancy 

Sommers compared freshman students and experienced adult 

writers. She found that student writers were more concerned 

with "rewording" than revision (i. e., sentence-level rather 

than rhetorical concerns), while experienced writers revised 

for form -- "revising as fincting the forro or shape of their 

argument" -- and out of "a concern for their readership" 

(384). Likewise, Flower ("Revising") argues that there is a 

"level of revision above correction, that is, the kind of 

revision that reorganizes or restates one's ideas in recog-

nition of the needs of a reader" (62). Finally, Brian Mona-

han suggests that his study of basic and competent writers 

indicates "an interaction between audience, level of [writ-

ing] competence, and revision strategies" (300); his compe-
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tent writers were "more likely to return during the course 

of their writing to consider [the] audience than were the 

basic writers" (301). 

However, Faigley and witte believe that experience 

or competence are not the only influences on revision: 

The volume and types of revision changes are depen
dent upon a nurnber of variables besides the skill 
of the writer. These variables might be called 
situational variables for composing. Included among 
situational variables are probably the following: 
the reason why the text is being written, the for
mat, the medium, the genre, the writer's famil
iarity with the writing task, the writer's famil
iarity with the subject, the writer's familiarity 
with the audience, the projected level of formal
ity, and the length of the task and the projected 
text. (411) 

So, revision appears to change both developmentally and 

contextually; that is, capable writers revise at a higher or 

more rhetorical level than do basic writers, and the degree 

and type of revision is influenced by the n~ture of the 

writing task. However, in either case, the audience is a 

major factor in revision. 

An interesting perspective on audience and revision is 

provided by Roth, who studied three collage students' sense 

of audience during the composing of "an essay for publica-

tion on their campus" (48). Roth collected the students' 

notes, drafts, and revisions; in addition, he interviewed 

the studentc:; regularly during the "several weeks" it took 

them to complete the essay. He concluded that, "Just as the 

purposes and meanings of an essay grow and cL ange as compos-

ing continues, a writer's audience may evolve as well" (50). 

In other words, Roth is suggesting that the audience is not 
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just a static ~ental representation or external reality 

which allows the "reader-focused" writer to determine needed 

revisions, but part of the writer's creation -- a project~d 

reader who changes along with the writer's plans and pur-

poses. He claims that his students "dramatically modified 

their preliminary audience representations as they worked on 

their essays" (49) and "gradually revised their audience 
t 

representations until audience definitions more consistent 

with their own needs emerged" (50). The sort of dynamic 

interaction Roth describes does not seem accounted for in 

Flower and Hayes' discussions of the writing process. 

Before leaving this discussion, it is worth examining a 

few comparative studies of the writing process. One of the 

earliest, by Marshall Atlas ("Addressing an Audience") , 

examined the differences between expert and nOVice writers 

in terms of audience awareness. Concerned that the findings 

of expert-novice studies were often confounded by differ-
,. 

ences in sUbjects' prior knowledge, Atlas designed an intri-

cate study which he hoped would control that variable. All 

of his subjects were asked ta role-play the same person in 

the same rhetorical situation, provided the same background 

information (including information about the audience), and 

asked to write the same documents. His experts were "college 

graduates with extensive writing experience," and his 

novices were "first-semester freshmen whose Verbal SAT 

scores were no greater than 500" (17). His general conclu-

sion was that experts were "far more likely to go beyond the .. 
narrow constraints of the task, formulating plans in addi-

87 



tion to listing arguments, generating new ideas in addition 

ta re-organizing old ones ... focussing on the concerns 

expressed by the intended audience" (23-24). 

Flower and Hayes' own studies of expert-novice differ

ences support this finding: "one of the major differences 

between good and peor writers [is] how many aspects of (the) 

total rhetorical problem they actually consider" ("The Cog

nition" 25). Studies by Sommers and Monahan, discussed 

above, add further evidence that experienced writers are 

~ore cognizant of more of the variables that writing pre

sents, including the audience, and more likely to fashion 

texts which are sensitive to audience concerns. 

In support of Faigley and Witte's argument that profi

ciency alene does not deterTIline the nature ef an individ

ual's writing precess, Rafoth found that information about 

the audience and writing ability were significant variables 

in his study of freshmen writers. Both good and peor writers 

with information about their reader made more adaptations in 

their texts with respect to that audience than did good and 

poor writers with no information about the reader. 

Carol Berkenketter ("Understanding") argues that "the 

internaI representation or mental sketch a writer makes of 

the audience is an essential part of the writing process" 

(396), but sne also points out that ether factors besides 

ability or information cal. influence the writer' s attention 

to audience. Berkenkotter compared the "think-aloud" proto

cols of rhetoric and composition professors with protocols 

from professors in other disciplines, and found that "Wri t-
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ers who wrote to persuade thought aloud about their audience 

four times more often and ~n twice as many ways as those who 

narrated personal histories" (393). 

In a 1987 review of writing research, Freedman et al. 

state that wri ting process research has led to four "widely·· 

accepted generalizations about the writing process": 

1. Writing consists of several main processes -
planning, transcribillg text, reviewing -- which do 
not occur in any fixed order; rather, thought in 
writing is not linear but jumps from process to 
process in an organized way which is largely deter
mined by the individual writer's goals. 

2. The writing process is a hierarchically organ
ized, goal-directed, problem-solving process. 

3. Experts and novices solve the problem posed by 
the task of writing differently. 

4. The nature of the writing task chünges the 
writer's strategies. (16-18) 

To support these contentions, Freedman et al. are able to 

point to an impressive body of research on writing conducted 

between Emig's seminal work in 1971 and the mid-1980s, when 

writing theory and research began to expand its focus. 

In summary, studies of the writing process have provided 

abundant evidence to confirm what developmental studies have 

suggested: consideration of the audience is a crucial aspect 

of successful writing. From planning to revising, and from 

sentence-Ievel decisions to questions of overall rhetorical 

strategy, the effective writer keeps the intended readers in 

mind. Furthermore, the findings of process research have 

given some clues to the complexity of the rhetorical situa-

tion, to the interplay between cognitive and situational 

variables. However, except for the speculation that sorne 
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teachers cause student writers to imagine or invoke overly 

critical readers, process research has not looked to the 

origins of writers' representation of readers. In other 

words, we believe that the effective writer keeps the 

audience in mind, we also have sorne sense of sorne of the 

ways in which that mental representation of readers affects 

the writer's process and product, but we know very littie 

about how that representation cornes about. Ta learn more, we 

must observe the contexts fot' writing. 

Audience in Context 

As mentioned in Chapter One, dissatisfaction with a 

purely process approach to composition theory and research 

was being expressed as early as 1979: "The psychological 

approaches to writing which look into the weIl of the self 

as the source of aIl statements, have told us much about 

individual mental operations, but have excluded study of the 

social and cultural conte~ts in which writing takes place" 

(Bazerman, "Written Language Communities," 5). Even propo

nents of a cognitive theory of writing have suggested that 

the proces5 focus was too limited: "We have come to under

stand that the cognitive processes of writers do not exist 

in the abstract but are, in fact, influenced by the goal and 

structure of the task to be accomplished, the social roles, 

shared history, and ongoing interactions ùt the people 

involved, and the wider social and cul.tural milieu" (Freed

man et al. 3). 
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Most critiques of the cognitive process theoLy of writing 

have pointed to its lirnited focus on the individual writer, 

with little or ne consideration for the larger contexts 

within which ~riting occurs. Some have attacked psychologi-

cal approaches te writing (e.g., Clifford): others have 

questioned the designation of writing as a problem solving 

activity (e.g., Carter): still others have questioned the 

methods of prücess research (e.g., Cooper and Holzrnan, 

"Ta1king"; Dobrin: for a discussion cf process rnethodology, 

see Chapter 3 of this study): finally, the episternological 

basis of the approach has been challenged (e.g., Berlin, 

RhE'toric and Reality; Bizze11, "Cognition, Convention, and 

certainty"; Conners; LeFevre: Reither). However, thoughtfu1 

ana1ysis and criticism of the theory and its attendant 

research has admitted the importance and contribution of the 

cognitive perspective (e.g., Cooper, "Ecology"; LeFevre). 

In the dimension of writing most relevant to this study 

the writer's relationship to the reader -- the process 

approach created a somewhat rnisleading impression. The fol-

lowi~g belief was a central tenet of rnost writing process 

research: "the crucial factors in an investigation of 

audience awa~eness are net salient characterjstics of 

audiences, but the constructive processes operative in the 

mind of the writer. We need research efforts aimed at iden-

tifying the specifie cognitive correlates of audience aware-

ness" (Kro11, Cognitive," 279-280). Such a research agenda 

deve10ps naturally from a theory which views writing as pri-

mari1y a thinking process. Throughout the process research 
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of the late 1970s and early 1980s, the writer was said to 

"construct," "imagine," "invoke," or "represent" the 

audience. Moreover, that audience was often presented as a 

mass or genera1 readership, knowable (or representable) by 

such broad demographic variables as age, sex, and level of 

education. The assumption was that an understanding of the 

writer-reader relationship could be reached by careful 

examination of the writer's mental representation of the 

audience. In the research of the time, this seerned an 

entirely reasonable approach, especially considering the 

research tasks that writer-subjects were given. Faced with a 

request to write on a prescribed topic for a general or sim

ulated audience (and, in many cases, for no stated 

audience), the writer naturally had to create a mental 

representation, since no prior relationship existed. 

However, from a social or contextual perspective, Kroll's 

"constructive processes operative in the mind of the writer" 

are, to a large extent, determined by the "salient charac

teristics of audiences. 11 In other words, as Freedman et al. 

argue, cognition and context interact: "wr i ting, as product 

and process, is shaped by and shapes a social context, a 

context that includes the nature of the particular task, the 

roles and interactions of the people involved, and the wider 

social and organizational structure" (39). 

Contemporaneous with a growing critique of the cognitive 

theory of writing was an increasing interest in the writing 

done outside of schools and classroorns. The writing-across

the-Cl ~iculurn mevernent develeped in response te an irnpor-
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tant realization: in just about every possible aspect --

process, product, use, importance -- wri tten discourse 

varies fram one disc::'pline to the next. studying biology 

means mastering the discaurse of bialogy; it means learning 

when, where, why, and haw to speak the language of biology. 

This recognition sparked a new interest in scientific, tech-

nical, and nonacademic writing. As researchers began ta 

investigate, they discavered discrepancies between existing 

descriptions of the writing process and the actual camposing 

activities of writers. For example, Seltzer discovered that 

the engineer he was studying appeared ta have a linear 

rather than recursive -- writing pracess, a finding which 

contradicted previous process research (see a1so Braadhead 

and Freed). In addition, a number of studies indicated that 

writers on th- iob often collaborated and that the very 

notion of the individual writer was not a stable concept 

(see Winsor; Ede and Lunsford, "Let Them write" and Singular 

'rexts) . 

Further motivation for looking outward from the writer ta 

the larger context has been provided by the success of 

researchers such as Shirley Brice Heath, who has investi-

gated the social nature of litel.acy, and the influx into 

writing of methods from anthropology, socialogy, and other 

social sciences. Armed with reasons and methods to study 

writing from a social perspective, researchers have begun to 

take what might be ca1led an "ecological Il approach to writ-

ing. This approach looks at writing as part of interactive 

systems or environments. The language of groups, or dis-
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course communities, is examined to discover how thilt 103n-

guage shapes and, in turn, is shaped by the community. Har-

rison explains: 

It is important to recognize that the relationship 
between rhetoric and the community in which it 
occurs [is) reciprocal. Communities of thought 
render rhetoric comprehensible and meaningfu1. Con
versely, however, rhetorical activity builds commu
nities that subsequently give meaning to rhetorical 
action. (9) 

In such a closed system, texts serve as "dynamic mediat-

ing rnechanisms," ta use Bazerman' s term ("What \-Jri tten"), by 

which he means that the community qives meaning to texts ùnd 

texts help build communities of meaning. The goal of inquiry 

into these discourse communities requires a two-way gaze --

out to the community and its dynamics, and into the writer 

and his texte An initial stage in that approach has been 

taken by survey "t"esearch -- studies which have prov ided a 

broad picture of many different writing contexts. 

What Surveys Tell Us About the Context of Writing 

Surveys of the writing done in a variety of business, 

technical, and professional environments have begun to 

illustrate the similarities and differences among writing 

contexts. In addition, SUC!! surveys have helped sketch the 

broad outlines of writing activity in nonacademic settings 

and laid the groundwork for further research. (Anderson has 

provided a helpful synopsis of data from 50 surveys.) Based 

on the findings of these studies, sorne things seem certain: 

writing is ubiquitous, time-consuming, and important. 

Virtually every university graduate must spend an impor-
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tant part of her or his working time writing (Harrison). 

Anderson's survey of 841 graduates from seven different uni-

vprsity departments indicates that the time they spend writ-

ing on the job ranges from a low of 10% ta a high of more 

than 40%. Faigley and Miller report that the 200 people they 

surveyed in a wide range of occupations and types of employ-

ment wrote for an average of 23% of their total work time. 

within that sample, the people in professional or technical 

jobs spent as much as 29% of their time writing. (As Faigley 

and Miller point out, this represents more than one full day 

writing per work week.) Ede and Lunsford (Singular Text) 

sent surveys to 1400 members of seven ctifferent professional 

organizations, with a response rate of "just under 50 per-' 

cent" (46). Their respondents reported spending 44% of their 

working time writing. 

The engineers in Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller's study 

spent from 33% to 50% of their time writing: however, "writ-

ing was neither commonly discussed as a technique nor widely 

recognized as a key work activit.i" (286). Anderson aiso 

reports that many employers and employees, even those who 

write, look upon writing as a secondary aspect of work. Non-

etheless, 93% of his respondents said that writing was of 

"sorne importance," and 57% said it was of "great" or "criti-

cal" importance. In Bataille's sample of 600 graduates of 

six university departments, he found that every group rated 

writing as important: perhaps unexpectedIy, the mechanical 

engineers he surveyed rated writing as more important than 

( 
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did any other group -- giving it a score of 73 on a scaie of 
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0-99. Ede and Lunsford (Singular Text) report that q8~ ot 

their respondents indicated that effective writing is elthcr 

"very important" or "important" ta the successful executlon 

of t.heir jobs (48). Brown's survey of 120 manaqc-rs in [our 

Montreal area companies provides support for these flndings, 

bath in terrns of time spent writing and perceived importance 

of wri-cing. 

Most surveys report a remarkable array of document types, 

from simple memos and letters ta complicated, multi-authored 

reports. Occupation clearly influences the frequency and 

type of document an employee might produce. Faigley and Mil

ler, whose survey sample included people in a variety of 

jobs, state that "In a given week the median number of dif

ferent types of documents that each individual wrote was 

7.2" (561). Ede and Lunsford (Singular Text.) identify over 

13 different types of documents on their survey. 

Ede and Lunsford (Singular Text) also report that 81% of 

their respondents occasionally use "boilerplate" materials 

to produce documents. Boilerplating consists of lifting sec

tions of text from one or more documents for insertion into 

a new document. The engineer Selzer observed, "often borrows 

sentences, paragraphs, sections -- even graphies -- from 

past documents and incorporates them into new proposaIs, 

reports, and correspondence" (181; see also Spilka; Broad

heaù and Freed; winsor). This form of collaboration is just 

one of many; in fact, the variety and frequency of collabo

ration in on-the-job-writing is perhaps the most consistent 

and surprising finding of writing context r9search. 
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Without citing any figures, Anderson claims thé.,t "Many 

writers collaborate when they write" (50), and Faigley and 

Miller report that only 26.5% of the people they surveyed 

never write with others. A full 87% of Ede and Lunsford's 

(singular Text,) respondents reported "that they sometimes 

write as members of a team or a group" (60). Perhaps !Jecause 

writing is not often discussed or considered a central part 

of the business of work (Paradis et al.), many of the 

respondents were not able to articulate the ways and means 

of their collaboration in writing. As Ede and Lunsford (Sin-' 

gular Text) put it, "',ye lack a vocabulary to discuss what 

people do when they write collaboratively" (63). Neverthe

less, they were able to identify seven "organizational pat

terns," or group writing arrangements. 

If all the formal and informaI methods of writing colla

boratively were tallied r the number of organizational pat

terns would certainly exceed seven. For example, a number of 

studies have described variations on the process of "docu

ment-cycling" (e.g., Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller). In the 

typical version of this process, a document goes back and 

forth between people before going on to its intended reader. 

Although a single author may be listed on the text, many 

others may have made suggestions, contributed ideas, and 

even written or revised sections of the document. 

A further, less obvious method of collaboration consists 

of the formal and informal spoken language which surrounds 

texts in most settings. In her study of engineers writing 

for multiple audiences, spilka found that writers who spoke 
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often to their colleagues and intended readers before, dur

ing, and after writing were more successful than those who 

did not. In fact, she argues that orality is more important 

than Iiteracy in achieving writing success in organizations. 

Most writing in organizations cornes out of and lead3 back 

into a constant stream of talk: meetings, oral presenta

tions, telephone calls, chats at the water cooler or over 

coffee, a whole panoply of scheduled and spontaneous talk. 

Describing the writing process of an engineer he studied, 

Selzer says this: "he consults with colleagues. Either he 

speaks with advisors on the telephone ... or he engages his 

coworkers in formaI and infonnal conversation. The sessions 

amount to a sort of communal brainstorming activities" (180; 

see also DOheny-Farina; Winsor). Even single-authored docu

ments within organizations may be considered collaborative: 

they are part of an on-going organizational conversation. 

Finally, collaboration in workplace wri ting is more tha:1 

the incidents of co-authorship or conversat1on described 

here. All writing contexts are imbued with the values, 

beliefs, and aspirations af the people in them. Texts which 

emerge from those contexts may be put on paper by individu

aIs, but they are shaped by communal forces. The resul ts of 

surveys and other studies support the conclusion that "the 

concept of authorship as inherently single or solitary is 

bath theoretically naive and pedagogically flawed" (Ede and 

Lunsford, "Let Them Write," 120). 

The survey fipdings which are most relevant to the pre

sent study, and mast at odds with previous writing theory, 
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concern the audience or, more accurately, the writer-reader 

relationships found in most organizational settings. As the 

habit of collaboration descrJbed above makes clear, tradi

tional notions of audience are being challenged by current 

descriptions of how and by whom texts are read. Not all 

readers of institutional documents are the intended readers, 

or those for whom the :ext is wri tten. Like Emig' s .. inter

veners," sorne readers may comment on, even contribute to, 

texts bound for other readers. And, as Sp~lka's study makes 

clear, the intended readers of a single document may w~ll 

comprise a disparate and multifaceted group rather than a 

monolithic audience. Differences in knowledge, attitudes, 

power., reasons for reading, relationship to the author(s}, 

and even physical location May characterize the readership 

of a particular document. 

Anderson summarizes the findings of many surveys when he 

comments that the wri ting done by his respondents .. is read 

not by any single kind of reader, but by a variety of read

ers" (20; see also Faigley and Miller; Paradis et al.). 

Naturally, context and occupation are a major influence on 

the make-up of one's audience. Bataille's survey of gradu

ates from six different academic discipllnes found that 

"one's peers, whether within one's area of expertise (24%) 

or without (12%), constitute the Most frequently addressed 

audience for aIl groups .... The second largest audience, at 

17%, consists of superiors within the writer's own area"i 

however, .. fully 54% of all writing is directed at people 

beyond the writer's own field" (278). Also, Bataille found 
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that "aIl groups write weIl over 50% of the time for exter

nal audiences" (279). On the other hand, Brown reports that 

80% of the managers she surveyed wrote ta internal audiences 

"very" or "most" often. Faig1ey and Miller, linking genre 

and audience, and using the median as their measure, report 

that "the 200 pecple we surveyed wrote 2.9 letters and memos 

to persons inside their company or agency and 5.2 1etters ta 

persans outside in a gi ven week" (560) 1 but they "wrote 2.4 

reports a week to persans inside their company or agency, 

and 0.4 reports a week to persons outside" (561). 

It is abundantly clear, then, that the general or mass 

audience provided for many textbook and research writing 

tasks cannat easily be found in actua1 writing contexts. 

Instead, writers engage others through their texts in a 

variety of relationships, with a single text occasionally 

creating or sustaining multiple and quite different links to 

readers who differ one from another on any number of charac

teristics. 

A final note on survey findings captures the complex and 

unique nature of writing contexts. When asked, most survey 

respondents reported that they had learned to write on the 

job. Indeed, 83% of the managers Brown questioned said that 

work experience had taught them how to write and, in a com

plementary finding, Paradis et al. report that on1y 15% of 

their respcndents believed that university writing courses 

were useful preparation for writing at work. Bataille 

states that the resu1ts of his survey "showed about five 

important kinds of experiences that respondents feit helped 
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to improve their writing, the most important of which was 

practice, or simple job experience" (279). Finally, 71% of 

265 respondents in another survey identified on-the-job 

experience as the most useful method of learning to write 

(Paradis, Dobrin, and Bower, cited in Anderson). Anderson 

articulates the problem inherent in these findings: nIt 

remains unanswered whether on-the-job experience is so 

important because of deficiencies ~n college writing courses 

or because the writing done at work simply cannot be taught 

adequately in the classrooms" (68). It may always remain 

uné.\nswered, but these surveys and other research on writing 

in context suggests that better writing courses may not be 

enough. Although the writer may be taught sorne few univer

saIs of organizational writing, the roles and responsibili

ties of individual writers a~e shaped by the unique concerns 

and constraints of the discourse communities for whom and 

with whom they write. That is, writers may need what Geertz 

calls "local knowledge": knowledge that is specifie to each 

community and that governs the community's prOduction of 

discourse. 

Descriptions of those concerns and constraints culled 

fr~m a selection of research follows. First, case studies of 

academic and scientific writing are explored; second, 

studies of writing within nonacademlc organizations are 

reviewed. A primary concern in this review will be findings 

about the writer's aUdience; however, unlike much process 

research -- in which the audience was considered a separate, 

even discrete, variable -- research into wri'cing contexts 
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has treated the notion of audience somewhat more holisti-

cally, as an inextricable strand in the contextual web. 

Writing in Academie and Scientific Contexts 

As mentioned above, the writing-across-the-curriculum 

movement and current interest in the contexts of writing 

developed out of a realization that writing is not a univer-

saI skill, learned in English classroorns and easily trans

ferrable to aIl other subject areas. iimple observation 

shows that each discipline uses language differently. In 

other words, language is more than a set of discrete forms 

and structures which can be altered Qnd shaped to fit dif-

ferent topics or bodies of knowledge. It is not just the 

medium for the transfer or expression of knowledge; rather, 

language is the way in which knowledge is created. Dorothy 

Winsor: 

knowledge does not originate in an objective 
observable reality that is first understood and 
then described in numbers, words, or diagrams. 
Rather experience has to be encoded in symbols to 
be understood, and the symbols chosen affect 
subsequent perceptions. The selection of symbols 
and thus the understanding achieved are shaped by 
the social group the perceiver belongs to and in 
order to be accepted as knowledge must be validated 
by that group. (271) 

A growing recognition of this dynamic and symbiotic rela-

tionship between knowledge and language has led to greater 

interest in the social construction of knowledge. Winsor 

again: "knowledge equals text, if text is understood as the 

complex interweaving of socially accepted symbols" (284). 

Interest in this "complex interweaving" has resulted in new 
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research goals and methods: "we cannat limit our studies to 

written texts, or to the controlled observations of individ-

uals developed by cognitive researchers, but must.get out 

into the field and enter the flow of language and wcrk" 

(Myers, "Writing Research, Il 606). 

One strand of this type of research has investigated the 

development of writing ability in classroom contexts. Most 

such studies trace their theoretical and methodological 

roots back ta Donald Graves' work (e.g., "An Examination"; 

Writing). Over the years, Graves and his colleagues have 

provided a detailed picture of the classroom dynamics which 

sustain or subvert the development of writing abilities. 

Like Britton et al., Graves and others have discovered that 

many confusing and often contradictory writer-reader rela-

tionships can be found in the classroom. 

Graves: "At first children are sa delightfully self

centered that the audience has little effect" ("Blocking" 

15). But later, as the child begins ta learn about the con-

ventions of written discourse, things change. One of the 

first graders in a study by Calkins was initially uncon-

cerned by readers but, "By February, Sarah's audience was 

beginning to spoil her play. She wrote less •... Her increas-

ing sense of audience deadlocked her into writer's block" 

(209). Calkins argues that "Mastery of conventions and con

cern with audience and final product are part of the process 

of play becoming craft" (213); however, much research sug-

gests that the classroom context, especially the relation-

ship between young writers and their teachers, creates an 
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overanxious cancern for conventions and audience. The reason 

appears to be that school writing takes place in arhetorical 

contexts, settings in which a wedge js driver. between pur

pose and reader. In natural communication, it is not pos

sible to separate intention from audience, but in school the 

"teacher-as-examiner" (Britton et al.) has no authentic rea

son for reading and so the writer is left without a real 

communicative purpose. 

Although the relatlonship between the writer and the 

reader represented by the "teacher-as-examiner" is clearly 

stifling, other aspects of the classroorn context can support 

and nurture the student writer. Britton et al. have shown 

that a wide variety of possible audiences are available ir 

the classroom, though not often exploited by teachers. When 

the teacher acts as a "trusted adult" or a partner in a 

written dialogue, to cite two of Britton's suggested roles 

for teachers, the student writer places meaning above con

vention. Likewise, the student's peers rnay read written work 

in different roles, sometimes as intended readers, sometimes 

as co-authors, sornetimes as editors. Since the early work of 

Graves and Britton and their colleagues, rnany elementary and 

secondary classrooms have become more dynamic, social places 

in which to read and write. Examples of this transformation 

can be found in issue after issue of such journals as Lan

guage Arts and the English Journal. 

When researchers moved into university classrooms, they 

found conditions which often resernbled the elementary con

texts Graves and others had described. But, consistent with 
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the findings of the developmental studies reviewed above, 

they also discovered writers who were ready to be more sen-

sitive to readers' needs. Newkirk, for example,'says this 

about the freshman subject of a case study: "She was worried 

by the fact that background information was not supplied [in 

her text]. She worried that the emotions so vivid for her 

might not be vivid for the reader" (143). But this attention 

to meaning, to communication, results, Newkirk suggests, 

because this student and the others in his study were "in 

the context of a writing course where they could write on 

topics of personal importance to an interested audience" 

(144); that audience was the teacher who, quite consciously, 

avoided the role of evaluator when first responding to stu-

dent writing. 

Kantor's ethnographie case study provides ample evidence 

of the value of social interaction in the classroom. He 

acted as a participant-observer in a creative writing course 

in which students provided plenty of both official and unof-

ficial feedback to each other on works-in-progress; in addi

tion, their talk about unusual or shared experiences often 

led to writing. His three conclusions are worth noting: 

1 .... 1 perceived a relationship between roles that 
the teacher assumes and a development of a sense of 
audience .... [the teacher's] approach helped stu
dents move from a more limited view of the teacher 
as examiner or generalized other to a broader con
ception of teacher as trusted adult and one with 
whom they had a particular relationship. (90) 

2 .... students can experience growth, both cogni
tive and affective, from participating with others 
in a common social and intellectual enterprise. 
Audience awareness in particular is enhanced as 
students use their peer group as a transition from 
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writing for themselves or teachers to writing for 
wider audiences, as they build images internally of 
those audiences .... Again, l would calI attention 
to classroom talk as crucial to the development of 
the sense of community. (91) 

3 ...• we need to be alert to signs of growth in 
students' writing and intuitions about writing .... 
In particular, we can watch for hints of movement 
from egocentrism to audience awareness -- greater 
use of concrete detail, infusion of personal voice, 
or qualities of imagination and humor that sllddenly 
appear in students' writing and indicate that they 
are seeking to engage their readers. (91) 

Herrington reached similar conclusions in her stlldy of 

two university chemical engineering courses and the contexts 

they provided for writing. Herrington surveyed students and 

teachers, acted as a participant-observer in each class, and 

conducted open-ended and discourse-based interviews with 

students. She echoes Kantor's emphasis on the importance of 

the group: "learning to participate in a new forum means 

learning the ways of that forum: learning, for example, the 

kind of knowledge claims it is appropriate to make and what 

counts as good reasons to support those knowledge claims. It 

also means learning accepted writer and reader roles as well 

as the social purposes that are to be served by writing" 

(355). Furthermore, Herrington insists that teachers have an 

important contribution to make, not just as dispensers of 

knowledge, but as participants in the community's conversa-

tion: 

teachers have a good deal of influence over the 
nature of the community that is created in a given 
class. One of the ways they exercise this influence 
is through the role they assume and expectations 
they project as audience. In this study, the find
ings show that students' perceptions of their role 
as writers, the purposes for writing, and lines of 
reasoning they should use varied with their percep-
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tions of their audience's role and expectations. 
(356 ) 

In another study, Freedman recorded changes in the writ-

ing of six students in a university law course. The six stu-

dents were followed for a full academic year. The lectures 

they attended were observed and tape-recorded, they were 

interviewed weekly, and their essays were subjected to syn-

tactic and rhetorical analysis. A comparative analysis 

showed that the law essays these stude:1ts wrote were "more 

syntactically complex than the other academic essays written 

by these same students at the same time" (15). Moreover, 

their law essays began to display characteristics of legal 

discourse: a dialectical analysis, or what Freedman call~ a 

"contrapuntal" structure, with point followed by counter-

point. In other words, these students were producing a spe-

cific type of discourse as a result of their experience in 

the law course. In addition, they "began to look at and 

interpret reality in certain prescribed ways" (27-28). 

Freedman, like Herrington, believes that the instructor 

was active in the process of inducting these students into a 

particular way of thinking and writing. As she puts it, "in 

his lectures and in the readings he assigns, the professor 

models both the lexicon as well as the persuasive strategies 

or lines of reasoning that are conventionally accepted as 

valid in the discipline" (32). However, this is not simply a 

case of a teacher telling students how to write and think: 

"the instructor, the teaching assistant, and the students 

are aIl active agents in a complex collaboration which 
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results in the students' performance as mernbers of a new 

discollrse community" (33). 

McCarthy's study of an individual student in three dif-

ferent university courses offers further proof of the influ-

ence of context on writing, particularly certain aspects of 

the context: the writer-reader relationships, the place and 

importance of talk, and the function of texts in the social 

dynamic. McCarthy found that the student's success at writ-

ing in the three courses, his enjoyment of the courses, his 

perception of his own learning in the courses, and his 

development as a writer were aIl tied to social aspects of 

the writing contexts. She paid special attention to the stu-

dent's relationship to the teachers: "This is a particularly 

important role relationship in any classroorn because it 

tacitly shapes the writer-audience relation that students 

use as they atternpt to communicate appropriately" (256). In 

addition, she noted the importance of the formaI and in for-

mal opportunities to talk afforded by the three courses and 

the uses to which texts were put. 

In brief, and in paraphrase, MCCarthy's findings were 

these: in one class, writing was used ta test academic 

competence -- that is, the teacher read as examiner -- and 

there was very little social interaction between the student 

and his teacher or his peers. In two classes the teachers 

served various audience roles trusted adult, fellow 

writer, experienced member of the discourse community -- and 

provided many opportunities for talk with and among the stu-

dents. In these classrooms, writing was used for expression, 
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exploration, communication, and learning. McCarthy's conclu-

sion was that the social conditions of the classroom -- that 

is, the subtle interactions among writer, readers, reasons 

for wri ting and reading, and the formaI anll . nforrnal ùppor-

tunities for speech which sup~~rt written texts -- have an 

immense effect on the student's experience and development 

of writing. 

When the research focus moves from the classroom to the 

study of discourse in professional academic and scientific 

contexts, a number of interesting parallels can be drawn. 

Like the student essay, the academic or scientific article 

may seem like an asocial text: the product of the individual 

mind destined for a generalized, ev en anonymous, audience. 

To complete the popular image, the writer should be se en 

sitting alone, hunched over a library carrel or laboratory 

table. But the reality contradict~ the image. Just as the 

classroom context influences the writing product and pro-

cess, so too does the larger and less clearly defined con-

text within which professional academics and scientists 

write. The research in this area, though limited, illus-

trates the rich social interaction which precedes, accompa-

nies, and follows from publication. But context influences 

more than the process: even the most "objective" and appar-

ently impersonal scientific and academic articles show ample 

evidence of social dynamics, as the studies reviewed below 

indicate. 

Ironically, scholars in the area of English studies, 

ostensibly experts on the products and processes of writing, 
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are among the last to recognize the value of exploiting a 

basic social process for writing: collaboration. While 

people in other fields, especially medicine and science, 

have long taken advantage of the social interaction afforded 

by multiple authorship, theorists, researchers, and instruc

tors in such diaciplines as literature and composition have 

stressed the solitary author (for an extensive discussion of 

this phenomenon, see LeFevre; Ede and Lunsford, Singular 

Text). However, the emphasis on the Ione author has 

recent1y begun to change. 

Ede and Lunsford have written numerous articles together 

and, inspired by that experience, have conducted research 

into col1aborative writing in the workplace (see Singular 

Text for a full report on that research). Underlying their 

concern and curiosity was a "growing recognition of the 

dichotomy between current models of the composing process 

and rnethods of teaching writing, almost aIl of which assume 

single authorship, and the actual situations students will 

face upon graduation, rnany of which will require coauthor

ship or group authorship" (Lunsford and Ede 71-72). But they 

have also recognized that cooperation among a number of 

authors is not the only way collaboration occurs ln writing: 

"even in our sing1e-authored essays we are indebted, 

direct1y or indirectly, to a whole range of people in ways 

that we cou1d never fully acknowledge" (Ede and Lunsford, 

"Let Them Write," 122). 

In anecdotal reports on their own col1aborative process, 

Ede and Lunsford have stressed two re1ated aspects of social 
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interaction which they found of central importance: talk and 

a variety of audiences. "We wish especially to emphasize the 

frequency and proportion of talk in the process·· ("Why 

Write ... Together?" 152); this talk, of course was the actual 

conversation which went on between themselves in the act of 

co-cornposing, but there was more: IIAnother, and for us 

extremely potent, audience was the authors [cited] -- with 

whom we have seen ourse Ives in silent dialogu'3 11 (IIAudience 

Addressed,1I 168). Other audiences, including colleagues, 

editors, and the intended readership helped as weIl. A 

single pers on can provide different readings: 1I0ne person 

can take on the role of several different audiences: friend, 

colleague, and critic" (IIAudience Addressed,1I 168). And the 

intended readers constitute a group weIl known to Ede and 

Lunsford through conferences, years of discussion, and read

ing. In other words, they write for their own discourse com

munit y -- a group which, though disparate, shares many con

cerns, questions, issues, and ideas with Ede and Lunsford. 

Their conclusion following the case study of tr.emselves as 

writers is this: IIthe term audience refers not just to the 

intended, actual, or eventual readers of a discourse, but to 

aIl those whose image, or actions influence a writer during 

the process of composition ll ("Audience Addressed, Il 168). 

Berkenkotter ("Decisions") describes a similar multiplic

ity of audience in her study of Donald Murray·s writing pro

cess: "Much of [Murray's] planning activity as he revised 

his article for College Composition and Communication grew 

out of reading [colleagues' and friends'] responses to his 
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initial draft and incorporating his summary of their com

ments directly onto the text" (161-162). In addition, his 

concern for the eventual readers was an influence: "His most 

substantive changes, what he calls 'internal revision,' 

occurred as he turned his thoughts toward his audience" 

(166~ see Spilka for definitions distinguishing "a~dience" 

from "readers"). 

In a similar study, Reither and Vipond examlned the vari

ous types of collaboration that accompanied and assisted Lhe 

writing of a coauthored academic article (published in TEXT~ 

An Interdisciplinary Journal for the stud~of Discourse). 

Reither and Vipond traced the evolution of the article 

through aIl of its drafts. They interviewed the authors and 

collected information on all of the spoken and written feed

bdCk the authors had received. In their analysis, Reithpr 

and Vipond identify the writers and readers involved with 

the article as belonging to . .:me or more of three "realms" of 

collaboration: literaI coauthoring, "workshopping," and 

"knowledge making." 

In the first realm, the two authors, one from English 

studies and the other from psychology, "accomplish things 

together that neither could have accomplished alone" (858). 

They draft separately and together, revise each other's 

work, and talk frequently. In the second realm, a variety 

of people -- from friends and trusted colleagues, to editors 

and anonymous reviewers -- offer feedback and suggestions. 

In effect, these people participate in a workshop on the 

article. Finally, in the third realm, the authors "collabor-
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ated with others who had written and spoken before them as, 

collectively, they constructed and reconstructed the field 

of knowledge in WhlCh their project found a fit" (860). 

In a different field entirely, Myers ("Texts as Knowledge 

Claims") followed the revision of two biologists' grant pro

posals. He ç0llected aIl major drafts of each proposaI, as 

well as readers' comments on the proposals and writers' 

responses to the comments. In addition, he examined drafts 

of articles on the research proposed. Finally, he inter

viewed the writers. Like Reither and Vipond, Myers found an 

extraordinary varlet y of collaboration in the preparation of 

ostensibly single-authored proposaIs. The biologists were 

assisted by colleagues in and out of their labs and by mern

bers of their communities who sel~ed anonymously on various 

review panels. As Myers points out, the biologists tllearn 

the rhetoric of their disciplines in their training as grad

ua te students and post-docs, but they relearn it everytime 

they get the referees' reports on an article or the pink 

sheet [assessment] on a proposaI" (240). 

Beyond these immediate readers -- friends, colleagues, 

reviewers, editors -- there is a larger group of eventual or 

intended readers. The intended readers of a text, the sub

scribers to a journal or the mernbers of a discipline, for 

example, are also clearly involved in the collective con

struction of discourse and knowledge. Walzer exarnined three 

articles by the same authors about the same research data; 

the data concerned the experience of children of divorced 

couples. Two of the articles were published in what rnight be 
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called professional journals, with slightly different per

spectives on psychology, social issues, and family life. The 

third journal was a popular, though specialized, magazine 

(psychology Today). Walzer limited his analysis to the 

articles' introductions and was able to point to major dif

ferences, from word choice to topics covered to organization 

and style. He makes this interesting specuJation: "the ana

lysis suggests that [the authors] discovered the several 

significances of their data in reflecting on the data from 

the points of view of several 'interpretive communities,' 

the re>aderships of the different journals" (154-155). In 

other words, the writers did not merely create a different 

arrangement, emphasis, or level of difficulty for each 

article, they actually appeared to understand their own 

experience (data) or construct their own knowledge when they 

were able to see with the eyes of others. 

Walzer offers one more subtlety or dimension to the dis

cussion of audience. Because journals may draw the same 

readers but focus on different types of knowledge, "the 

audience changes even if the readers do not" (155); that i5, 

the individuals may remain the same, but their expectations 

and intentions when reading changes. This observation fits 

with current discussions in literary criticism, especially 

reader response theory, where the reader's contribution ta 

the creation of meaning is now recognized. Meanjng is not 

there on the page; rather, it exists in the negotiations 

among writers, readers, and texts. 

This "reciprocal shaping of shared knowledge and shared 

114 



( 

documents, each affecting and being affected by the other" 

(Winsor 284), is perhaps most striking when observed in 

scientific discourse, since this is a language often cons id

ered "objective" and unaffected by personal or social bias. 

Bazerrnan's reVl.ew ("Scientific Writingn) stands as a 

fair record of the work done in this field. A recent example 

of the study of writing in science is Bazerrnan's book-length 

report on the experimental article in science (Shaping). 

(For another recent example, see Latour.) Since much of this 

work is heavily influenced by the sociology of science, 

Myers' (nWriting Research: "Review of") discussions of a 

number of books in that field, and their implications for 

composition, oifer a valuable introduction ta the issues. In 

cornrnenting on those books, Myers says, "The idea that there 

could be a sociology of scientific knowledge implies that 

science, like other belief systems, can be explained in 

terrns of social and historical contingencies" ("Writing 

Research" 597). 

An example of a recent study in this strand of research 

is the analysis of biology articles conducted by Greg Myers 

(nThe Pragmatics"). The texts Myers examined come from a 

corpus of articles on the structure of the DNA molecule. By 

applying to writing the same methods used in the study of 

politeness in conversation (see Brown and Levinson), Myers 

was able ta show that "the baslc framework for the analysis 

of pOliteness can be extended to written texts, if one can 

analyze the relations of writers and readers instead of 

assuming a simple two-sided SpeakerjHearer relation" (30). 
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Myers makes this claim based on his close examination of 

those features of scientific texts which dernonstrated com

plex interrelations between and among writers and readers. 

But relations between writers and readers, as researchers 

from Emig (1971) to the present have shown, are not neces

sarily limited to the relationship between the single author 

and the intended readers; in other words, writing is also 

not a simple AuthorjAudience relation. 

Myers joins with Ede and Lunsford, Reither and Vipond, 

and others in confirming LeFevre's contention that invention 

is a social act when he describes the process of bringing a 

scientific article to press: "aIl the research articles in 

my corpus have multiple authors, and in each case there 

would be complex processes of comment by colleagues, review 

by referees and editors, and embedding of the writing of 

earlier articles" (4). In other words, even before the text 

is read by those for whom it was written, other readers 

intervene with a variety of different kinds of reading. And, 

although Myers does not address this aspect of politeness, 

there is a kind of etiquette or protocol in formaI and 

informaI review processes. Asking a colleague to read a 

draft may be collaboration, but it is also often polite and 

politic. 

within the texts, Myers found considerable evidence of 

sensitivity to readers. He makes an interesting distinction 

between the "exoteric audience," that is, "the wider scien

tific community, to whom a research report is supposed to be 

addressed," and the "esoteric audience," or "immediate 
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audience of individual researchers and particular groups of 

researchers doing similar work" (3). His suggestion is that 

the esoteric audience represents the intended readership, 

but that the conventions of scientific discourse require 

that texts be ostensibly addressed to the entire community. 

As he puts it, the esoteric audience "overhears" the 

article. It is this concept of overhearing that produces the 

need for politeness and the occurrence of what Myers, fol

lowing (Brown and Levinson), calls "Face Threatening Acts" 

(FTAs) . 

FTAs are defined by Myers as impositions on other members 

of the field. Such impositions include "requests, blamings, 

thanks, and invitations" (2), and their existence points to 

the complex interactions that underlie the supposedly imper

sonal transmission of knowledge in scientific texts. For 

example, one category of FTA consists of "politeness 

devices," and a sub-category of these devices, known as 

"negative politeness and hedging" includes "strategies 

assuring the readers that the writers do not intend to 

infringe on their wants, their freedom to act" (12). Myers 

explains: "Hedging is a politeness strategy when it makes a 

claim, or any other statement, as being provisional, pending 

acceptance in the literature, acceptance by the community -

in other words, acceptance by the readers" (12). Wri ters are 

hedging when they use conditionals (would or could), modifi

ers (probably), personal constructions (we believe ••. I would 

like to argue •.. ), and impersonal constructions (These find

ings indicate ••. The data imply ... ). These strategies, Myers 

117 



argues, "work by indicating the writer's deference before -

the scientific communi ty" (18). His analysis of the ON!\. 

articles reveals a variety of other techniques, aIl of which 

indicate a subtle interplay among writers and readers. 

Myers' conclusion is that, "while writing does not involve 

face to face contact, it is a form of interaction" (30). 

Writing in Nonacademic Contexts 

The image of the solitary writer composing for the mass 

audience may continue to prevail in sorne discussions of aca

demic writing but, as a result of research into nonacademic 

settings, that image has been shattered in discussions of 

organizational writing. Much of the research in this ared, 

and certainly some of the earliest, cornes from Lee Odell and 

Dixie Goswami. In fac~, a major method in the study of writ

ing in context is the discourse~based interview developed by 

Odell and Goswami to get at the tacit knowledge expert writ

ers clearly have but apparently cannot articulate (see 

Odell, Goswami, and Herrington for a description of and 

rationale for the discourse interview; also, a discussion of 

the interview can be found in the following chapter). 

In their first reports on their research, Odell and 

Goswami argued that current (i.e., cognitive) theory could 

not explain ongoing writing activities. The process research 

of the late 70s and 80s tended to focus on individual, con

textless writers who wrote, usualIy, for an hour or so. No 

documents preceded or followed these research tasks, as 

would be the case for documents in most nonacademic (and 
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academic) settings. Odell and Goswami set out to rectify 

that situation by devising a method of eliciting information 

about the choices writers made while engaged in writing on 

the job. Briefly, what they did was this: they began by 

identifying choices writers made when writing, including 

choices about forro of address, provision of context (back

ground), references to self, elaboration, level of abstrac

tion, and formulaic conclusions. Then, in ù given individ

ual's text, they substituted an alternative forro for an 

identified choice. The alternative forros were chosen from 

other documents the writer had produced. For example, if a 

writer had chosen to address "John Smith" as "Dear John," 

Odell and Goswami offered him "Dear Sir" or "Dear Mr. 

smith, Il forros of address the writer had used in other let

tersa The writer either accepted or rejected the alternative 

offered and explained why. Choices as explained by the 

writer were categorized as either audience-, writer-, or 

subj ect-based; sorne choices were labeled "arhetorical. Il 

When Odell and Goswami used the discourse-based interview 

with 5 administrators and 6 caseworkers in a social service 

agency, they discovered that the great majority of choices 

made by the writers had rhetorical, as opposed to conven

tional or rule-based, rationales. That is, the choices 

reflected "a concern for elements of the rhetorical context: 

speaker, subject, and audience" (244-45; this research is 

reported in two places; quotes here are from the 1984 

article, and quotes in Chapter Three are from the 1982 

article). For example, 66% of the choices made by the admin-
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istrators were categorized as audience-based. Perhaps the 

most interesting finding was that writers "never relied 

exclusively on one type of reason in justifying a given type 

of choice ll (256). In other words, wri ters make decisions 

based on the complex interplay of speaker, subject, and 

audience. For instance, choosing the level of abstraction 

might be related to any one element of the rhetorical situa

tion or, more likely, to a combination of elements: "a par

ticular type of choice would elicit numerous references to a 

reason other than the primary one cited" (245). Despite, this 

apparent recognition of the inseparability of rhetorical 

elements, Odell and Goswami suggest that "researchers might 

group writings according to their various purposes or speak

er-audience relationships and then determine whether writers 

vary linguistic features according to rheir purposes or the 

speaker-audience relationship" (256). Other studies of writ

ing in context, however, suggest the impossibility of separ

ating purpose from audience. 

Knoblauch, for example, argues forcefully that efforts to 

IItaxonomize discourse according to purpose and reader expec

tation .•. encourages a static, monolithic view of such con

cepts as 'purpose' and 'reader,' oversimplifying them after 

the fact in a way that fails to preserve the vitality of 

their function in actual composing" (154). Instead, Kno

blauch suggests that we should see rhetorical purpose as 

lIoperational ll : "Operational purposes are specif ic to real 

situations" (154). He interviewed 250 writers in a manage

ment consulting agency in order to test his hypothesis that 
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there was a distinction between "generic and operational 

perceptions of intentionali ty" (155). His findings confirmed 

what Moffett and Britton et al. have argued: there is no 

such thing as a pure example of the traditional rhetorical 

modes. Knoblauch's writers did not set out to persuade, 

describe, or narrate: rather, their goals were somewhat more 

complicated: "These wri ters set out to achieve several con

flicting purposes simultaneously while responding to the 

needs of several, quite different intended readers, each 

with different expectations of the writing" (155). However, 

studies of organizational contexts have thrown new light on 

the concept of purpose: in this light, rhetorical purpose, 

like audience, is seen to be more than simply a mental con

struct of the writer. 

For example, evidence from Selzer's often cited case 

study of Nelson, an engineer, suggests that in sorne nonaca

demic contexts rhetorical purpose may initially appear gen

eric, since many reports are standard or formulaic. The 

wri ter he studied "nearly always writes in response to a 

specific request •.. and since he writes certain kinds of 

documents again and again, his consideration of purpose has 

become ingrained, almost second nature" (180). Although rhe

torical purpose has usually been characterized as the 

writer's prerogative, an intention fine-tuned or "operation

alized" by consideration of readers, the rhetorical purpose 

selzer describes here is related not only to readers but to 

the routines of work and the normal function of various 

documents. That purpose, though fairly consistent across 
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repeated versions of the same type of document, is nonethe

less complicated and intricately t~ed ta readers. In fact, 

the reports and proposals Nelson writes, like many organiza

tional texts, imply a certain type of reader with sorne spe

cifie and identifiable need, but the writer must still make 

subtle alterations in each document to account for the 

actual readers of generic documents: "Because Nelson knows 

that his audience will approve or reject his proposals or 

judge his reports useful or deficient, he thinks about their 

needs at the very beginning of the writing process. He con

siders past associations with clients or telephone conversa

tions with them to stimulate his thinking .... By the end of 

a project, Nelson often knows his readers so personally that 

meeting their needs is not difficult" (180). Selzer's study 

suggests that writers in organizations must mix knowledge of 

their organization's mandate and function with knowledge of 

specifie readers. In other words, they must understand and 

work within their ~articular community, while, at the same 

time, adapting its near generic rhetorical purposes to 

changing situations and different readers. studies of orga

nizations help to uncover the workings of this subtle 

dynamic. 

Another early and influential study of writing in a non

academic setting is DOheny-Farina's research into the colla

borative writing processes of a group of computer software 

company executives. Through the use of participant

observation and discourse-based and open-ended interviews, 

DOheny-Farina sought ta answer a central question: "How do 
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writing processes shape the organizational structure of an 

emerging organization?" (162). His description of the orga-

nization and its writing processes suggests a reciprocal 

relationship. The hierarchical structure of authority in the 

company deterrnined the nature of the collaboration and, 

thus, the writing produced. The president "was the principal 

writer and voice of the company" (176). However, as the 

group became more truly collaborative, the "writing process 

played a significant role in the reapportionment of author-

ity among the participants by challenging the president's 

authority and by providing an opportunity to resolve the 

power struggle between the president and the other members 

of ~he executive cornmittee" (177). 

Doheny-Farina's study, and others like it, began to chal-

lenge the notion that the writer develops goals and plans in 

cognitive isolation. Studies of nonacadernic writing showed 

writers carrying out the goals of the groups within which 

they worked. It became possible to reconceive the writer-

reader relationship. Instead of an atomistic individual 

writing to an audience, the writer could be seen as a member 

of a community enacting the writing goals that arose out of 

the needs and expectations of the group. 

Odell threw further light on this reconception. He looked 

at legislation analysts in astate bureaucracy and discov-

ered that, "In judging the appropriateness of choices that 

appear in their writing, writers in this study relied on 

their awareness of attitudes and prior experiences that are 

shared by others in their organization" (251). When explain-
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ing the choices drawn to their attention by a discourse

based interview, Odell's analysts "frequently referred to 

elements of the culture in which they worked. Specifically, 

they referred to: 

Widely shared attitudes or values, in their own offices 

or in other branches of the agency. 

prior actions or previously held attitudes. 

Ways in which the agency typically functioned" (252). 

Naturally, they also "frequently justified their choice 

of content by referring to the reader to whom their writing 

was addressed" (255). 

Odell, like Selzer, describes a tension between institu

tional patterns and individual instances of writing. Odell: 

"the analysts' sense of audience seems a bit paradoxical. In 

one sense, there is an immediacy about the writer-reader 

relationship. Yet, in another sense the analysts seem quite 

remote from their intended readers" (257-58). The paradox 

seems to grow from a dual relationship: one between the 

writer and the readers implied by generic documents, and the 

other between the writer and real readers. For example, a 

progress report implies a reader in need of certain informa

tion for some particular purposei the writer-reader rela

tionship is defined in this case by the roles writer and 

reader play within the corporate culture (or discourse com

munit y) and vis a vis the document. The role relationship 

will be affected by a variety of institutional factors: lev

els of power and authority, decision processes, nature of 

the work, and so on. However, when real people fill those 
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hypothetical roles, there is Iikely to be a variety of dif-

ferent factors at work, including the idiosyncratic person-

alities of the writer and reader and the history of their 

interactions. In other words, institutional goals, the rou-

tines of work, and set writer-reader relationships result in 

genres, but individual writers and readers create variation. 

Broadhead and Freed's study of writing in a business set-

ting is an attempt to identify sorne patterns in that varia-

tion. They suggest that certain "norrns" are arnong the vari-

ables affecting the writer in context: "As writers create a 

text, they are guided by at least five norms: cultural, 

institutional, generic, personal, and situational" (10). 

They go on te argue that Il All of these norms •.. rnay be 

thought of as allegorized readers. That is, a writer has not 

one reader over his shoulder, but five -- each corresponding 

to one of the norms" (14). Their definitions of the norms: 

.•. cultural norms govern choices to make the text 
adhere to a culture's idea of good behavior and 
good communication in a written document ..•• In 
their broader application to the writing process, 
cultural attributes such as age, sex, power, educa
tion, skills, prestige, ethnie background, and 
available resources (such as time and rnoney) affect 
each writer's performance. (11) 

Institutional norms govern rhetorical decisions 
designed to rnake a text adhere ta accepted prac
tices within a company, profession, discipline, or 
the like ••.• [For example] documentation practices 
(such as AFA or MLA), in-house style or format 
guides, group or disciplinary injunctions such as 
'do not use the first person,' and sa forth. (12) 

Generic norms are those imposed by a particular 
genre of writing, such as a proposaI, a familiar 
essay, a request for bids, a personal letter to a 
friend or relative, and the like •.•• As applied to 
texts, these norms establish conventions of 
arrangement, argumentation, and physical format. 
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Personal norms are the linguistic or rhetoricùl 
preferences of a given writer. For example, one 
writer might hoard tirne to write a letter at one 
sitting, while another might write a letter in 
stages over several days. (13) 

Situational norrns guide writers' decisions about 
adapting their tone, style, format, selection of 
content, level of technicality, and so forth, to 
achieve their own purposes and meet their readers' 
needs in a specifie rhetorical situation. Thus, 
these norrns involve the intended readers' supposed 
values, the nature of the subject or issues being 
discussed, and the dernands of the rhetorical task. 
(13-14) 

Although Broadhead and Freed's norrns each describe 

aspects of the pressure felt by writers in organizations, it 

may well be impossible to find a pure example of any one 

norrn. For instance, how can institutional norms be distin-

guished from situational or generic norrns? Genres such as 

the proposal or the progress report change from one institu-

tion to another. Each incarnation of the genre develops in a 

particular setting as a response to individual writers and 

readers, group objectives, the nature of the organizationis 

work, and many other situation-specifie influences. Indeed, 

recent discussions of genre (Bazerman, Shapinq; Miller; 

Smart) blur the distinctions between and among the norrns 

described by Broadhead and Freed. However, their study 

illustrates the enorrnous cornplexity of writing in organiza-

tions, and suggests the great variety of demands and expec-

tations the writer must meet. 

A description of one final study should be sufficient ta 

fill out a picture of the writer in social contexts. Winsor 

investigated the writing of an engineer in a large rnanufac-
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turing firmi in particular, she examined the preparation of 

two documents -- a progress report and a conference paper. 

She collected aIl the notes and drafts that led to the final 

versions of the documents and she interviewed the writer. 

Her belief, based on much of the work cited in this chapter, 

is that writing in organizations is a highly social process: 

Collaborative writing at work doesn't just mean 
more than one persan working on a report. It means 
that any individual's writing is called forth and 
shaped by the needs and aims of the organization, 
and that to be understood it must draw on vocabu
lary, knowledge, and beliefs other organization 
members share. Writing at work is firrnly embedded 
in a social web. (271) 

In support of thi~ belief, Winsor describes the extensive 

interaction that accompanies and accomplishes the composi-

tion of company documents. And she explains the ways in 

which that interaction contributes to the company's knowl-

edge constructing process, or "inscribing process," to use 

the terrn that she borrows from Latour and Woolgar (they, in 

turn, borrowed the term from Derrida). 

According to the engineer-writer, the progress report, 

which cornes early in the inscribing process, is "important 

because it causes the people working on the projects to sum

marize them, to think about what they did in the last month, 

what they accomplished, what they're going to do next. Put-

ting it into words makes you think about it more than just 

doing things" (2BO). The progress report is assembled by the 

engineer-writer from a variety of other people's documents. 

It both leads to and reports knowledge, but knowledge which 

is very much in-the-making. Later in the inscribing process, 
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the engineer-writer reports on the projects to the annual 

conference of a technical association. winsor says this 

about that conference report: 

the most striking feature of the paper's writing is 
the degree to which it was collaborative. Even 
though a single engineer apparently 'wrote' it, 
almost everything from deciding ta write the paper, 
to generating the material, ta the actual warking 
of the sentences was done communally. (274). 

Conclusion 

In their influentiai discussion of the place of 

"audience" in the composing process, Ede and Lunsfard 

("Audience Addressed") describe a continuum of readers 

from those that must he "invoked" by the writer, ta those 

whose existence is immediate or real enough ta the writer 

that they can be "addressed." In a sense, the audience 

"invoked" is the audience in the mind, the writer's mental 

image or representation of readers, and the audience 

"addressed" is the audience in the world, the actual people 

for whom the writer composes. The studies reviewed in this 

chapter suggest that the two terms, "invoked" and 

"addressed." might aiso stand for opposite pales in the 

writer's development from egocentrism ta membership in dis-

course communities. The child must learn ta imagine readers: 

the adult in an organization or discipline must learn to 

address the specifie needs and expectatians of the other 

writers and readers in the discourse community. 

Although very young children demonstrate sensitivity to 

128 



# 

i 

their listeners, they appear to lack that empathy for read-

ers. In other words, once a real and present audience is 

rernoved, children initially seem unable to replace that 

audience when writing. The young writer's developmental 

progress is marked by a graduaI increase in the ability to 

take readers into consideration. In Bereiter and Scarda-

rnalia's terms, the writer learns to invoke a "conversational 

partner." That ability grows steadily from early in elemen-

tary school through to the senior high school and university 

freshman years, when writers can modify their writing 

depending on their readers and rhetorical intentions. Thus, 

for example, proficient university students can make adjust-

ments in aIl aspects of their writing -- from word choice, 

to syntax! to rhetorical strategy -- based on their goals and 

information about the knowledge, needs, and attitudes of 

their readers . 

studies of the cognitive process of writers, including 

expert-novice and protocol studies, have indicated that th'i.s 

increased awareness of readers affects virtually aIl aspects 

of the writing process. According to Flower and Hayes, the 

various sub-processes of writing -- planning, organizing, 

revising, and so on -- are influenced by the knowledge of 

readers stored in the writer's long-term memory (in a sense, 

the writer's repertoire of "invoked" readers) and the actual 

readers identified by the writing task or rhetorical prob-

lem. From this cognitive perspective, success in writing is 

dependent on the match between the writer's mental represen-

tation of the readers, the "invoked" audience, and the 
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actual readers, or "addressed" audience. 

Studies of writers in academic and nonacademic settings 

further complicate our understanding of the writer-~eader 

relationship. When writers are observed in context, they 

appear most preoccupied with the actual readers with whom 

and for whom they compose. within discourse communities, 

much about writing -- topics, arguments, genres, rhetorical 

intentions, even the sub-processes of writing itself -- is 

shaped by the group rather than the individual. This leads 

to a dramatic reconception of rhetoric, since it locates 

much of the control of discourse in the community. Inven

tion, arrangement, and style of discourse can be viewed as 

collaborative rather than individual acts. To quote Petra

glia, "constructionists focus on the ways in which the 

audience (that is, the community) shapes the discourse of 

i ts members" ( 4 0) . 

The next chapter describes the methods used in the pre

sent study to investigate the social nature of writing in 

the context of Quebec's Youth Court. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Methodology 

Introduction 

This research takes the form of a descriptive case study. 

The "case" under study is one unit within a large social 

service agency. That unit is responsible for dealing with 

adolescents accused of cornrnitting crimes; it is described in 

detail in the next chapter. This chapter explains the meth-

ods used to gather information for that description. 

Case studies have been used extensively in the short his-

tory of composition research. Many of the seminal studies in 

the field are case studies (Emig, Perl, Graves, Sommers, 

Pianko, Mischel, Stallard, and sorne af Flower and Hayes' 

work), and along with other naturalistic methods the case 

approach continues ta be popular among composition 

researchers, for a variety of reasons. In his definition of 

the method, Robert Yin (1984) points to three of those rea-

sons: 

A case study is an empirical inquiry that: 
-- investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 
real-life context; when 
-- the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident; and in which 
-- multiple sources of evidence are used. (23) 

As discussed in Chapters One and Two, a social construc-

tionist perspective on writing assumes that the phenomenon 

of writing cannot be understoad outside of its contexte The 

loesearch response to that belief has been investigations of 
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writing in a range of "real-life" contexts, both academic 

and nonacademic .. Furthermore, writing researchers have been 

encouraged to use a variety of sources for their evidence 

(see, for example, Doheny-Farina and Odell; Bereiter 

and Scardamalia, "Levels of Inquiry"). 

The case study emphasis on singularity is another reason 

for its use, since there is a recognition that no two writ

ing contexts are identical. Stake and Easley say this about 

the method: "In the case study, there may or may not be an 

ultimate interest in the generalizable. For the time being, 

the search is for an understanding of the particular case, 

in its idiosyncrasy, its complexity" (C:30). 

On the other hand, Stake argues elsewhere that, "As read

ers recognize essential similarities to cases of interest to 

them, they establish the basis for naturalistic generaliza

tion" (7). In order for this "naturalistic generalization" 

to occur, however, case study readers must be supplied with 

"descriptions that are complex, nollstic, and involving a 

myriad of not highly isolated variables" (7). This fits with 

current interest in such methods as ethnography and the 

"thick descriptions" (see Geertz, "Interpretations") which 

go with it. According to Kantor, Kirby, and Goetz, thick 

description is "the concrete and careful account of particu

lar events" developed from ethnographie data which has been 

"reduced, organized, and combined to forro an authentic ver

bal picture of the group or culture being studied" (296). 

Unlike experimental research, for which there is a pur

poseful narrowing of interpretive possibilities by the care-

132 



( 

fuI control of variables, naturalistic studies and their 

thick descriptions involve the reader in the interpretive 

act. stake explains it this way: "case studies will often be 

the preferred method of research because they may be episte

mOlogically in harmony with the reader's experience and thus 

to that person a natural basis for generalization" (5). Kan

tor, Kirby, and Goetz make a similar point, with specifie 

reference to language instruction, when they suggest that 

ethnography "provides a methodology which follows the con

tours of English teaching more closely th an other 

approaches. In being flexible, discovery-oriented, and con

cerned with the particulars of context, the dynamics of 

social interactions, and the construction of meanings, eth

nography is appropriate to the study of the multidimensional 

aspects of language instruction" (305); the same attributes 

make naturalistic methods appropriate to the epistemology 

which currently guides the study of writing in contexte 

A final reason: a social theory of writing His less codi

fied and less constituted at present" than other perspec

tives on writing (Faigley, "Competing," 534), and therefore 

the exploratory nature of case studies make them ideal. In 

the early stages of a new area of inquiry, the goal is to 

generate questions, to identify the variables in a phenome

non rather than to control them, and "the characteristics of 

the [case studYJ method are usually more suited to expan

sionist than reductionist pursuits" (stake 7; see also Yin; 

Graves, "An Examination"). 

Because of the highly confidential nature of the work 
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done in the setting l chose to investigate, it was not pos

sible to conduct a pure ethnography. However, the methods 

employed in this research were an attempt to replace ethnog-

raphy's participant-observer role with multiple sources of 

information, so that contradictions or inconsistencies in 

data might be discovered. As Yin argues, "the case study's 

unique strength is its ability to deal with a ft'll variety 

of evidence -- documents, artifacts, interviews, and obser-

vations" (20). My intention was to find out as much as l 

could about writing in a particular setting, while interfer-

ing as little as possible in the work of the people being 

studied. My goals matched those described by Stake and Eas-

ley for their own case study research: 

Our plan was to describe what we found in a way 
that would be useful to any other person who could 
not be there to visit for himself. We were not 
impressed with our ability to see what others could 
not, but with our opportunity to be where they 
could not. (A:2) 

Finding and Entering the Setting 

One of the crucial steps in conducting descriptive 

research in a natural setting is finding a location which is 

appropriate to the investigator's research interests and 

questions. Even when the researcher does not wish or expect 

to conduct a pure ethnographie study, many of the ethnogra-

pher's concerns are relevant at this point (for a ctescrip-

tion of those concerns, see DOheny-Farina and Odell, 

pp.503-535). Once a potential site has been selected, a num-
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ber of steps remain. First, the researcher must have his 

research accepted by the authorities. Second, he must gain 

reasonable access to the setting; although unlimited access 

is difficult to obtain, given concerns for security and con-

fidentiality in most organizations, the access granted must 

be sufficient to allow the researcher opportunities to 

understand fully the workings of the setting. Third, once 

on-site, the investigator must develop productive relation

ships with the participants. Indeed, these initial stages in 

on-site research are so important, they should be considered 

part of the study's methodology, and will be t~eated as such 

here. Even if the investigator in not interested in finding 

a "typical" or randomly selected sample, some careful atten-

tion must be paid to potential research sites. In selecting 

a site for the present study, a number of concerns were par-

amount: 

Would the writing done in the setting offer a 
range of genres, reasons for writing, and readers? 

-- What blend of research procedures -- interviews, 
observation, protocols, discourse analysis -- might 
be possible in the setting? 

-- Would the management or other authority support 
the study and tolerate occasional time taken from 
the employees' work? 

-- Would participants be able and willing to conduct 
their day-to-day activities, especially their writ
ing, given the investigator's presence and research 
procedures? 

-- How might the investigator's presence and proce
dures alter the participants' usual beliefs, atti
tudes, behaviours, methods, etc.? 

-- How might the part~.cipants benefit from involve
ment with the investigation? 
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This last question was crucial for two reasons. First, 

management and workers in most situations are loath to give 

up valuable work time for no gain; in other words, it is not 

always possible to count on altruism as a motivation for 

research participation. Second, and more importantly, par

ticipants who stand to gain from the inquiry are likely to 

feel that they are collaborating in the study rather than 

serving as its guinea pigs. The investigator is an outsider 

and must rely on the participants 1 experience and willing

ness to share: as a result, their goodwill is essential . 

Researchers interested in observing writing as a social 

act often cannot choose a perfect setting and participants 

but must, instead, settle for a "sample of convenience": an 

available setting and interested if not ideal participants. 

Once l had a set of general research questions, l began the 

process of selecting a research setting by narrowing down 

the possible locations. In fact, for a number of reasons, l 

made a specifie choiee to conduct this study in a social 

work setting. First, l assumed that the topics and terminol

ogy of social work would be easier to understand than, say, 

business or teehnology. Second, l was more interested in 

social work and its settings and affairs than in other 

fields or concerns. Third, the most pragmatic of reasons, l 

had contacts in a number of social agencies, contacts which 

would allow me to get my foot in the door, but no more. The 

"foot" l got in was a research proposaI, necessarily some

what vague, since l had only a limited notion of the set

tings, people, and documents l proposed to investigate. I 
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sent the proposaI to three social service agencies. 

The proposaI listed a number of questions about writing 

in organizations, but my initial interest in writer-reader 

relationships, although mentioned, was not stressed. 

Research methods which seemed appropriate to the questions 

posed and to a variety of settings were described. The pro-

posaI also acknowledged the need for confidentiality in 

social work settings, promised complete anonymity for work-

ers and their clients, and stressed the flexibility of the 

methods described (e.g., observation of and interviews with 

clients was listed but identified as optional). Finally, the 

proposaI made suggestions for how l rnight repay the agency 

and its ernployees for their tirne and cooperation. These sug-

gestions included offers to prepare a report on writing in 

the agency, to give a series of writing workshops to any 

interested ernployees, and/or to provide confidential indi

vidual reports to participants who wanted feedback on their 

writing and suggestions for improvement. 

The proposaI went to the Directors of Professional Ser-

vices at two agencies and the Executive oirector of another. 

AlI three expressed interest but indicated that there were 

others to consult. Researchers rnay get their first glimpse 

of an organization's complexity and levels of power as their 

proposaI or research request makes its laborious way through 

the system. Two agencies politely turned down rny request 

early in the process. In the third agency, the proposaI went 

from the Director of Professional Services to the Executive 

Cornmittee to a research committee. Once it had received 
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approval at those points it was passed along to the supervi

sors of three different units within the agcncy. One super

visor turned the request down, another was interested but 

could not generate any enthusiasm among his staff, and the 

third invited me to present the proposal to her team of 

social workers. 

The unit to whom l presented my proposal was known as 

"Court Services." The social workers attached to the unit 

worked with adolescents who had run afoul of the law. Since 

the workers had to write many different documents about 

these adolescents, or "clients," the setting was ideal for 

my study. At my first meeting with the social workers (and 

throughout my work with them), l emphasized their role as 

experts and mine as novice. Again, l felt it was extremely 

important that the participants saw themselves, truIy, as 

participants and not as "subjects." l provided a brief over

view of my research interests and questions and described 

some of the methods l could use. FinalIy, l suggested how l 

might repay workers who agreed to participate (i.e., work

shops, individual feedback on their writing) and l offered 

to take each participant to lunch at my first individual 

meeting l,'ith them. Although it may seem trivial, the offer 

of lunch proved crucial in the delicate tas~ of building 

relationships with participants. For one thing, the offer 

seemed to convince a number of people to participate. More 

importantly, the offer and the event established a person

to-person rather than researcher-to-subject link between me 

and the social workers (Paradis et al. included lunchtime 
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interviews in their data collection procedures) • 

Seven social workers agreed to participate, as did their 

supervisor. A sequence of methods was determined, including 

interviews and "think-aloud" protocol collection, and a 

rough schedu1e p10tted (an exact schedule was impossible 

since workers ceu1d net predict with any accuracy the times 

at which they would be called upon to write) • 

Procedures 

Although deliberate observation and notetaking were not 

part of this study's methodology, much of my sense of the 

people and their work came from informal conversations with 

the workers -- in restaurants, offices, and over the tele-

phone. It took over a year to collect all the data, and dur-

ing that time it was necessary for me to visit the unit's 

office on many occasions. For the first three months of the 

study, while l was conducting initial interviews and setting 

the workers up with tape recorders and sa on, l dropped by 

the office approximately once a week. If one or another of 

the participants happened to be free, we would have a cup of 

coffee and l would ask about the unit and its work. ~s men-

tioned above, taking participants ta lunch proved a most 

effective method of establishing links that transcended the 

traditional researcher-subject relationship. In fact, l had 

lunch with each of the case study participants twice and, 

although l did not consider the coffee breaks or lunches a 

formaI part of the study's methodology, their influence on 
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me was crucial. When l did turn to the disembodied voices on 

tape or the often hroken and semi-coherent language of 

transcriptions, my informaI contacts with the workers gave 

me a strong sense of the faces and personalities behind the 

data. There were, however, more formaI procedures conducted, 

and a description of those follows. 

Initial Interview 

AlI seven s~,~al workers were given an extensive inter

view as the study's first data collecting procedure. The 

interview was a scheduled, standardized interview: that is, 

it did not happen spontaneously but, rather, was scheduled 

in advance and had standard questions for aIl seven workers. 

Although sorne responses inspired questions that were not 

asked of every worker, aIl the 27 questions on the interview 

(Appendix 1) were asked of everyone. The interview was writ

ten in cooperation with the unit's su~ervisor. She placed 

the unit in the context of the larger social service net

work, filled me in on the work of the unit, and suggested 

topics and questions for the interview. 

Advice from a variety of sources (e.g., Odell and Gos

wami) led to a standard introduction to the interview: each 

worker was given a brief description of my research goals, a 

reassurance vf anonymity, a restatement of my belief in 

their expertise, and an overview of the interview. 

My intention during the interviews, aIl ot which were 

tape-recorded, was to elicit as much information as possible 

by being a curious and good listener. l encouraged the par-

140 



ticipants to say everything they could think of on every 

topic or issue the questions raised. Luckily, it was not 

necessary for me to feign interest. The shortest interview 

was 45 minutes and the longest was over an hour. At the end 

of the initial interview, arrangements were made for the 

second procedure: protocol collection. 

"Think-Aloud" Protocols 

A protocol is simply a record of the way a process or 

procedure happens. In writing research, a protocol refers to 

the report given by a writer in the act of composing; the 

writer "thinks" aloud and the resulting tape-recorded mono-

logue is the protocol: the record of how the writer's pro-

cess occurred. since Janet Emig first used protocols in her 

1971 study, the methodology has made enormous contributions 

to our understanding of writing, especially through the work 

of Linda Flower and John Hayes. In addition, a similar 

procedure has provided important insights into a range of 

other topics, including response to poetry (e.g., Dias) 

and the relationship between writing and learning (Newell). 

However, in recent years, the method has become controv-

ersial. It has been criticized for what it implies about the 

act of writing and how it affects the very writing process 

it seeks to explain. For the purposes of the present study, 

and to counter criticism of protocol methods, a nurnber of 

alterations were made in usual protocol procedures. An over-

view of the arguments for and against the method will help 

explain those alterations. 

141 



1 

Protocol analysis is one of the methods Atlas (liA Brief 

Overview") calls "reactive" and Flower and Hayes ("Uncover

ing cognitive Processes") call "process-tracing" (211). It 

is one of a variety of methodologies that uses verbal 

reports as data. Although the variations are virtually 

limitless, there are basically two types of verbal report. 

One, in which people are asked to report on their perfor

mance of a task while they are engaged in the task, is 

called concurrent verbalization. The other, in which people 

report on the performance of a task after completing the 

task, is called retrospective verbalization. According to 

David Dobrin, Herbert Simon and Allen Newall developed the 

method of concurrent verbalization known as protocol analy

sis in order to study human problem-solving. simon, along 

with Anders Ericsson, is perhaps the rnost frequently cited 

proponent of verbal reports, including protocols (see Pro

tocol Analysis). 

In defense of protocol methods, Ericsson and Simon ("Ver

bal Reports") argue that, "Witn the instruction to verbal

ize, a direct trace is obtained of the heeded information, 

and hence, an indirect one of the internal stages of the 

cognitive process" (220). "Heeded information ll refers to the 

information people attend to when making a verbal report 

(this distinction between the direct and indirect traces ls 

crucial in critique~ of the method). Ericsson and Simon, and 

Hayes and Flower ("Uncovering cognitive Processes"), believe 

that protocols are preferable to other types of concurrent 

verbalization, including directed verbal reports, in which 
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people report aspects of the task specified by the experi-

menter: "thinking aloud, as distinguished from explanation, 

will not change the structure and course of the task pro-

cesses" (Ericsson and Simon, "Verbal Reports," 226). Erics-

son and Simon, and others (e.g., steinberg), are careful to 

distance their method from the "discredited process of 

introspection" (216), a procedure developed by late nine-

teenth-century psychologist Wilhelm Wundt that required spe-

cial circumstances and extensive training of subjects (see 

Steinberg, 700). So, although Ericsson and Simon are careful 

to distinguish among the different types, they believe "that 

verbal reports, elicited with care and interpreted with full 

understanding of the circumstances under which they were 

obtained, are a valuable and thoroughly reliable source of 

information about cognitive processes" ("Verbal Reports, Il 

247) . 

Flower and Hayes, the chief proponents of protocol meth-

ods in writing research, are less cautious in their enthu-

siasm: "Unlike introspective reports, thinking aloud proto-

cols capture a detailed record of what is going on in the 

writer's mind during the act of composing itself" ("A Cogni-

tive Process Theory," 368). Eisewhere they make this claim: 

If accurately handled, thinking aloud protocols 
yield enormous amounts of information without sig
nificantly changing the focus or content of 
thought. Giving a protocol is much like talking to 
oneself while writing. Naturally, a verbalization 
will not capture aIl the associations, resonance, 
and richness of a given thought, but it will tell 
us that such a thought was occurring. More impor
tantly, protocols give us an extraordinarily 
detailed, blow-by-blow record of a writer's con
stantly shifting conscious attention, and by cap-
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turing the flow of concurrent thought processes, 
protocols avoid the unreliability of retrospective 
generalization. ("The Pregnant Pause" 233) 

others have argued that, despite their limitations, pro-

tocols give us "a rich source for information about sorne of 

what the writer is thinking as she is writing" (Berkenkot-

ter, "Understanding," 389; see also Berkenkotter, "Decisions 

and Revisions," and Murray, "Response't\. If protocols do 

describe a "layer of conscious thought," as Bereiter and 

Scardamalia suggest ("Levels of Inquiry," 13), theyare 

invaluable in the investigation of writing, since so rnuch of 

writing is invisible. From the time of their introduction to 

writing research by Janet Ernig, through their extensive use 

by Flower and Hayes and others (e.g., Mischeli Monahani New-

ell; Perl), protocols have given us a picture of the writing 

process unavailable by other means. Most irnportantly, per-

haps, protocols were the first empirical method of examining 

the writing process; their use created a discipline of 

research in composition studies, and helped revitalize the 

field. 

Despite its obvious contributions, protocol research has 

come under attack. Sorne of the criticism grows out of a dis-

satisfaction with what is seen as a falsely "scientific" 

approach to writing (e.g., Connors; Bizzell, "Cognition, 

Conventions, and Certainty"), while other critiques are 

associated with the social constructionist perspective on 

writing described in Chapter One. Perhaps the major criti

cisrn of protocol analysis is that it rnisrepresents both the 
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mind and the cognitive process {Cooper and Holzman, "Talk-

ing" and "More Talk"; Dobrin}. David Dobrin: 

Any forro of empirical investigation presupposes a 
model of the phenomena being investigated. The 
utility of the empirical method depends entirely on 
the cogency, accuracy, and validity of the model. 
(713 ) 

Dobrin goes on ta argue that protocol analysis is ques

tionable because it is based on a model of the mind which is 

"simply implausible" and because of the assumptions about 

the nature of writing that the model requires: "that writing 

is a problem-solving process, that it consists of slow, 

focally-attended steps, and that other mental processes 

don't affect it" (723). Cooper and Holzman, Carter, and Biz-

zell make similar criticisms of the problem-solving model of 

writing. Furthermore, Dobrin suggests that protocols can 

only support the model they are designed to test, never 

challenge it, since they are an artifact of the procedure, 

and nct truly a record of someone thinking-aloud. In other 

words, when a person is asked ta report his or her thought 

processes whjle completing a task, the resulting monologue 

may be a function of the reporting and nct a reflection of 

cognition. 

The central question here is whether protocols are direct 

evidence of cognition or reports on cognition. The differ-

ence is crucial. Swarts, Flower, and Hayes argue that, "pro-

tocols give us a new window on the process and capture in 

rich detail the moment-to-moment thinking of ~ writer in 

dction" (52), but Cooper and Holzman counter: "l-;l1ile actions 
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resulting from cognitive processes can be observed (although 

such observation is itself not free of problems), the pro

cesses themsel ves simply cannot be" ("Talking, Il 77). 

Bereiter and Scardamalia take both sides of the argument to 

task: "Critics of thinking-aloud procedures miss the point, 

but so do sorne enthusiasts, who seern to believe that 

thinking-aloud protocols offer direct insight into mental 

processes" ("Levels of Inquiry," 13). 

Protocols collected for research purposes, including my 

own, do make writing look like a remarkably goal-directed, 

problem-solving activity. Writers stick to the task, attend 

to one aspect of it at a time, rarely mention anything unre

lated to the writing, and move forward in a deliberate, 

focused manner. Cooper and Holzman ask: "00 these people 

never fantasize about, say, lunch?" ("Talking" 8 3). But the 

procedure rules against what might be construed (both by 

researcher and subject) as irrelevant and the writer stays 

"on topie"; thus, the problem-solving model is confirmed. 

Dobrin: "A different model might make perfect sense of those 

irrelevant traces, and the plans about lunch would turn out 

to be an integral part of the writing process" (719). 

A self-test is worthwhile here, as Dobrin suggests (722). 

When you write, do you attend consistently and directly to 

the task? Do other thoughts intrude? Do you always know \oJOat 

you are doing and why you are doing it? If, like me, you 

daydream, go blank, have private thoughts, or wrestle men

tally with ideas in visual but pre-verbal forro, then you may 

suspect that protocols are not complete pictures of mental 
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activity. As Faigley and Witte argue about protocol methods, 

"Many activities in writing occur simultaneously - from 

unconscious processes ranging from spelling to planning and 

monitoring. A lot is going on and not all of it gets verbal-

ized" (412). 

If we accept the lesser claim that protocols represent 

reports on cognition and not cognition itself (Ericsson and 

simon's distinction between direct and indirect traces), we 

are still left with sorne problems. 15 the protocol subject 

reporting what she is thinking, what she thinks she is 

thinking, what she thinks she should be thinking, or what 

she thinks the researcher thinks she should be thinking? 

And, in any case, "it is surely inevitable that a written 

text will entail significant decisions that cannot be 

remarked upon when one composes aloud" (Odell, Goswami, and 

Herrington, 234; Atlas, Il A Brief overview," makes a similar 

point). It May well be, as Cooper and Holzman have argued, 

that protocols produce "data for a theory about what certain 

writers will say about the writing process, but not data 

about the writing process" ("More Talk" 89). Those on both 

sides of the protocol argument acknowledge that Many cogni-

tive processes become automated with experiencei in other 

words, the more one does something, the less one is focally 

or consciously aware of doing it (see, for example, Flower 

and Hayes, "Uncover ing Cognitive Processes" t Cooper and 

Holzman, "More Talk") . 

Further complaints about the method concern its affect on 

the writer/subject. Jack Selzer: "composing aloud can be 
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extremely unnatural, artificial, and obtrusive" (179). 

Cooper and Odeli say that "composing aloud requires practice 

and effort and can therefore be used only in case studies 

where severai meetings are planned with a participant" 

(114). Others, even users of the method, have made the same 

crit.icism (e.g., Berkenkotter, "understanding,1t 389; Odell, 

Goswami, and Herrington 233: Hillocks 58). Donald Murray 

served as a subject for a protocol study and found a gredt 

difference between composing aloud at his own pace, in his 

own workroom, while writing on a topic he himself had chosen 

and composing aloud in a one-hour time Iimit while writing 

on a topic the investigator had chosen: "The one-hour proto-

col was far worse th an l had expected .... l have rarely felt 

so completely trapped and 50 inadequate .... l had a desper-

ate des ire to please" (ItResponse" 169): clearly, the time 

and topic constraints created for Murray an unnatural writ

ing environment. 

This criticism of protocoi methodology grows out of a 

concern for ecologicai validity in writing research and from 

a conviction that "writing and what writers do during writ

ing cannot be artificially separated from the social

rhetorical situations in which writing gets done, from the 

conditions that enable writers to do what they do, and from 

the motives writers have for doing what they do" (Reither 

621). That protoeols are usually taken from writers writinq 

on topies provided by the researcher, in settings arranged 

for the research, and for the sole purpose of generating 

data, makes many people suspicious of the data and their 
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generalizability. Cooper and Holzman once more: "any 

research methodology that simply ignores the context in 

which wri ting takes place cannot produce valid data" ("More 

Talk" 91). 

Swarts, Flower, and Hayes have said that "protocols give 

us a new window on the process and capture in rich detail 

the moment-to-mornent thinking of a writer in action" (53). 

However, Berei ter and Scardamal ia counter wi th this: "We 

pre fer a different metaphor. When you read the protocol of 

an expert composing aloud, you are watching a conductor 

under the spotlight in a darkened opera house. You do not 

see the orchestra perforrning in the shadows, and so, if you 

were very naive about such things, you might imagine that 

the music was issuing from the conductor' s baton" ("From 

Conversation" 44n). This is a warning not to misinterpret 

protocol data. 

The fundamental difference between previous uses of pro-

tocoi analysis and its use in the present study concerns 

interpretation. My intention is not to interpret the proto-

cols as if they were windows into the cognitive processes of 

my participants; rather, my interpretation will seek to 

explain how social forces affect the social workers as they 

write. l am not interested primari1y in the inner activity 

of the writers, but in the relationships, conventions, con-

straints, and dynamics of their setting. The emphasis of the 

protocol compone nt of the study is on what the writers 

attend to during composing, not on what that attention rev-

eals about their intellectual processes. l believe this 
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change of focus nullifies much of the criticism of proto

cols; l am not using protocol data to build a model of cog

nition. However, in order to take advantage of the power of 

the rnethododology while avoiding sorne of its obvious draw

backs, two steps were taken. 

First, following advice given by rnany researchers 

(Bereitrr and Scardamalia, "Levels of Inquiry"; DOheny

Farina and Odell; Faigley and Witte; Odell, Goswami, and 

Herrington; Yin), this study relies on more than one rnethod. 

In effect, this rnultiplicity provides what Doheny-Farina and 

Odell refer to as "Methodological triangulation: using a 

variety of research methods to elicit data from a variety of 

sources" (509). As Doheny-Farina and Odell point out, such 

triangulation "tests emerging patterns by increasing the 

possibility of finding negative cases and countering the 

bias of any one approach" (510). Cornbining protocols wi th 

other inforrnation-gathering rnethods, including interviews 

and retrospective accounts, reduced the reliance on "think

aloud" data and subjected it to possible contradiction or 

confirmation by other sources. 

A second step was taken to avoid possible problems asso

ciated with protocol analysis. Unlike the participants in 

rnuch of the protocol research done to date, the participants 

in this study tape-recorded themselves while they sat alone 

in their offices (or, in a couple of cases, at home) writing 

the actual documents the y were assigned. This adaptation 

added to one of the problems associated with protocols: the 

volume of raw data. In fact, protocols collected in natural-
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istic settings are likely to be considerably longer than 

those collected in lab-like settings (one of the protocols 

collected f~r this study runs to over seven and a half hours 

of tape). But it did increase the ecological validity of the 

research: phones rang, people knocked on doors, lunch and 

coffee breaks intervened, the end of the day came, a new day 

began -- aIl the interruptions of daily writing occurred. 

There was great variation between individuals in terrns of 

writing process: sorne workers set aside blocks of time and 

tried to finish a report in 1-3 days, others wrote para-

graphs or pages whenever they could and sometimes took weeks 

to finish. But aIl the participants were frequently inter-

rupted, as many people are when they write at work. 

In addition, while documents were being written and writ-

ers were composing aloud for the tape recorder, new inforrna-

tion and ideas were constantly introduced. During drafting, 

a worker might interview someone, read a report, talk to a 

colleague, or telephone a parent (or teacher, or employer) 

and everything would change: relationships, perceptions, 

attitudes, approaches, beliefs, and 50 on. Suddenly the 

apparently decent adolescent would take on a sinister air, a 

gap in events or 10gic would explode an argument, an off-

hand comment or a tone of voice would challenge credibility. 

Many texts are not completed at a single sitting, and much 

can intercede and affect the writer during the act of com-

posing. In other words, the writer is rarely static either 

cognitively or socia11y -- events and thoughts occur. The 

protocol method used here captured that ever-changing pro-
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cess. 

My intention was to collect three protocols from each 

worker. l assumed not aIl would finish three, but hoped four 

or five might complete at least two protocols. Following the 

initial interview, l asked each worker to let me know when 

he or she was ready to begin a new document. (The documents 

the workers wrote are described in the next chapter.) As 

Karen Burke LeFevre has pointed out, "The beginnings and 

ending of rhetorical acts are ... not clearly obvious or abso

lute" (41), and that was certainly true of the reports these 

workers wrote. l wanted to capture the writer's process from 

as close to the beginning of the case as possible. As each 

worker phoned to say he or she was about to begin a new 

report, l went to the unit's office to introduce him or her 

to protocols. l explained the procedure and its purpose to 

each worker individually (see Appendix 2 for protecol 

instructions). l answered questions about the procedure and 

then asked the worker to write a memo to her supervisor ask

ing for a reduction in werkload. l asked each participant to 

"think-aloud" while writing the memo and l sat in the rOOIn 

encouraging the worker to say everything she was thinking. 

This training session lasted until the worker seemed com

fortable with the procedure. In one case that meant a few 

minutes, but in another case the session lasted over an 

hour. Over the full protocol collection period, just over a 

year, l regularly phoned workers to discuss the procedure. 

My intention was twofold: first, to discover if the workers 

were becoming less or more comfortable with thinking aloud 
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and, second, to repeat a shortened version of the instruc-

tions. In addition, approximately half way through the col-

lection perioa, l sent aIl the participants a letter (Appen

dix 3) which urged them on and, once again, reminded them of 

the protocol procedure and purpose. Tape recorders and blank 

tapes were available to the workers at aIl times. 

Of the seven workers, four felt that the procedure did 

not disrupt their usual writing process or add time to their 

drafting. Three found it slowed them down and made them 

overly self-conscious. Of the three, two produced one proto-

col each, and the third never completed one. The initial 

interviews of these three participants have been examined, 

but their protocols were not analyzed. 

When l collected the taped protocols, l also collected 

photocopies of aIl the interview notes, rough drafts, and 

final copies of the reports. In most cases, l was also able 

to get copies of other documentation the writers relied on, 

Including school reports, letters or reports from other 

agencies, and so on. Th~s data proved invaluable when 

transcribing the taped protocols: l could follow the writer 

from notes to draft to final copy. In addition, rather than 

relying on the writers' interpretation of secondary sources, 

l was able to read them for myself. Fjnally, the drafts and 

notes helped in the preparation of the "discourse-based 

interv iew • " 

Discourse-Based Interviews 

'l'he "discourse-based interview" was developed in response 
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to this question: "How can researchers get at t.he tacit 

knowledge of people who wri te in nonacadernic settings?" 

(Odell, Goswarni, and Herrington 223). The question, like 

rnany others in conternporary writing research, points in two 

directions: into the writer and out to her contexte Although 

protocol methodology is a partial answer to the first part 

of the question, the second part has forced researchers to 

look at the procedures used in the social sciences, espe

cially such field rnethods as direct and participant

observation, questionnaires, collection of artifacts, and 

interviews. 

In describing and justifying the discourse-based inter

view, Odell, Goswami, and Herrington argue that it "can be 

used with writers in diverse settings," and that "interviews 

with these writers enable them to tell us about the tacit 

knowledge they bring to writing tasks they encounter every

day" (226). This tacit knowledge is not obtainable through 

the writing tasks used with other research methods, includ

ing protocols, because those tasks are often artificial and 

do not "elicit information about the contextual knowledge 

that shapes the [writer's] writing on the job or about how 

global strategies are combined with task and context

specifie knowledge to compose a particular piece" (227). In 

other words, the discourse-based interview goes after infor

mation that protocols cannot easily get. 

The interview does this by helping researchers obtain 

accu rate retrospective accounts of writing by guiding writ

ers thraugh their completed documents. According ta Hayes 
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and Flower, the method "seems extreme1y promising" ("Uncov-

ering cognitive Processes" 207). As it has been used to 

date, the discourse-based interview has followed approxi-

mately this procedure: 

1. After familiarizing himself with the kind and 
range of writing done by participants, the 
researcher selects one or more finished texts per 
participant. 

2. The researcher identifies points in a text "at 
which the writer appeared to have made a stylistic 
or substantive choice" (Odell and Goswami, 1982, 
204). In their study, Odell and Goswami identified 
eleven types of choices. These included forms of 
address (Dear John, Dear Sir, etc,), forros of ref
erence to self (1, we, this worker, etc.), forro for 
commands or requests, presence or absence of intro
ductory, context-setting statements, forro of con
clusion, and so on. 

3. A discourse-based interview sheet is prepared by 
selecting apparent points of choice in a writer's 
document and rewriting the document. At each point 
of choice, the researcher has three options: to 
create alternatives to a word or phrase in the text 
(e.g., Dear Sir and/or Dear Mr. Smith instead of 
Dear John), to identify a section of text for dele
tion by placing it in brackets, or to identify a 
section for elaboration by the writer, also by 
placing it in brackets. In the case of alterna
tives, the words and phrasing come from another of 
the writer's documents so that the alternate 
choices remain within the writer's stylistic reper
toire. 

4. Odell and Goswami explain the actual interview: 
"We would begin the discussion of choices by say
ing: 'Here you chose to do X. It would also be pos
sible to do Y or Z (the options 1isted on the 
interview sheet). Would you be willing to substi
tute Y or Z for your original choice?' When the 
choice entailed a decision to include or exclude a 
particular statement, we would proceed as follows. 
If the statement were present, we would simply 
bracket it and ask if the writer would be willing 
to omit it. If there was no statement, we would ask 
the writer to provide additional information and 
then ask the writer if he or she would be willing 
to include that information in the letter or memo" 
(206). 
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In adapting the discourse-based interview ta this study, 

sorne aspects of the procedure remained the same and others 

were changed. l elected to conduct one lengthy interview 

rather than a nurnber of shorter interviews. The document on 

which the interview was based was the final report the par

ticipants wrote for the study. The interview was divided 

into three sections: 

Standard interview: AlI participants were asked the sarne 

questions about the report. Sorne of these questions were 

asked before the interviews described below and sorne were 

asked afterwards. (A copy of these questions is attached as 

Appendix 4.) The questions posed before were general ques

tions (e.g., "Was this report successful?") and those asked 

afterwards were specifie to my interest in the effect of 

context on the writer (e.g., "How did the various readers of 

the report affect yot.. while you were writing?"). Questions 

about readers and other specifie aspects of setting came at 

the end in arder not ta alert the participants ta my partic

ular interests. 

Protocol interview: Excerpts from the protocol produced 

while writing the final report were shawn to each partici

pant. In order to avoid leading the participant, no specifie 

questions were asked initially. Instead, l gave the partici

pant sorne context for the excerpt by showing him or her the 

place in the draft to which the excerpt seerned to referi l 

then asked for an elaboration. For example, mid-way through 

her draft one participant said, "Oh, l'rn bored. A baring 

case. Challenging in terms of decision, but boring in terms 
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of material to organize." This excerpt was shown to the par-

ticipant along with the section of text she had been draft-

ing when she spoke it; she was simply asked to elaborate. 

curiosity was the major criterion for selection of these 

excerpts; when something in a participant's protocol made me 

stop and wonder, l would include it in the interview. More 

specifie criteria were as follows: 

1. Any excerpt that confused or mystified me was 
fair game. The example above is typical. Another 
example (single underlines indicate text being 
written): It is interesting to note that Howie and 
Salina were both students at Grantland rHigh 
School] as that is where they met. "That tells you 
something, doesn't it. Now, now, don't jump to 
conclusions." 

2. Any excerpt that appeared to contain a choice 
with little or no accompanying explanation. 
Example: "Boy, l'm going to get into trouble for 
putting that in, but lIve got to." Most such 
choices were self-explanatory (judgments of style 
or correctness), and sorne I could partly explain 
myself, but l included in the interview any writing 
decisions that seemed related to institutional con
straints or considerations. 

3. Any excerpt that mentioned possible but uniden
tified readers. For example: "Legal File number, 
which is the most important data. Legal File No. 
Let's not goof this one or else they're going to 
put it in someone else's file." This excerpt was 
chosen, first, because l did not know why this par
ticular information was "the most important data" 
and, second, because l was not sure who "they" 
referred to. Another example: "They don't want to 
know that, they'll say it in Court." 

This variation on usual discourse interview methods pro

vided an opportunity for participants to validate or correct 

my interpretations of protocol data. occasionally, when 

asked to elaborate, a participant would not address the 

aspect of the excerpt that confused or interested me; in 
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that case l would ask a direct question. 

Discourse-based interview: This portion of the final 

interview resembled the discourse-based interview developed 

by Odell and his colleagues, but differed somewhat from that 

procedure both in the method of its preparation and in the 

options offered to the writers. Participants were shown two 

copies of the final report they had written for the study. 

One copy was an original and the other was a revised copy. 

The revised copy varied from the original in three ways: 

1. substitutions: Like Odell and Goswami, 1 offercd 
participants alternate versions of sorne of the 
words and phrases in their reports. For example, 
when a participant referred to herself as "this 
worker," she was offered "1" as an alternative. 
Unlike Odell, l also offered participants whole 
paragraphs from drafts of their reports as possible 
replacements for what they had eventually wrltten. 

2. Deletions: Again like Odell and Goswaml, l asked 
writers if they would be wil'ing to delete specifie 
words and phrases (and, in on~ case, quotation 
marks). For example, a worker who had written "At 
sorne point three black boys ... " was asked if she 
would be willing to delete the word "black." Par
ticipants were also asked if they would tolerate 
deletion of up to a whole paragraph worth of text. 

3. Additions: As a third option in their study, 
Odell and Goswami would focus a writer's attention 
on a portion of text where they believed the writer 
had chosen to exclude information: "we would ask 
the writer to provide additional information and 
then ask the writer if he or she woulc be wllllng 
to include that information in the letter or rnerno" 
(206). In the present study, rejected sections of 
text were culled from protocols or drafts and 
inserted into the final version of the report. 
Writers were asked if they would be willing to 
accept the insertions. For example, the following 
sentence was included in a draft but dropped in the 
final version of the report: "There are sornehow 
many sides in Louis' personality and external 
influences might play a dominant role in bringing 
out the best or the worst side of him." The writer 
was asked if she would add it to her report. 
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The procedure Odell and others have used in preparing the 

discourse-based interview was also altered slightly for this 

study. Doheny-Farina and Odell describe the usual procedure: 

"the researcher focuses on places in a text where the writer 

has made choices of style or content. Drawing on his or her 

knowledge of other pieces the writer has done, the 

researcher Identifies alternatives the writer has used in 

other contexts" (523). Although sorne of the alternatives 

(substitutions, deletions, additions) l offered writers were 

based on their previous documents, l also relied on a vari-

et y of other sources: 

1. Protocols: When a writer considered a word or 
phrase while composing aloud, but did not use it 
and gave no reason for rejecting it, l might offer 
it as an alternative. In sorne cases, writers would 
try two or three words out Ioud before choosing one 
and writing it down; l would offer the words not 
chosen. In addition, the protocols often alerted me 
to apparent decision points. If a writer said "l'd 
better put that in," or, alt.·arnately, ''l'd better 
not put that in," but provided no accompanying 
explanation, the included or excluded information 
was used in the interview. 

2. Dra fts a.id notes: By compar ing wr i ters' rough 
drafts to their completed reports, l was able to 
identify choices affecting content and style. 
Words, phrases, even whole paragraphs which had 
been crossed out while drafting were offered as 
substitutions or additions. Furthermore, informa
tion recorded in the writers' interview notes but 
not used in their reports was occasionally 
inserted, since not using the information repre
sented a choice to exclude possible content. 

3. Colleagues' writing: In order to get at the rea
~ons for differences among the workers, l occasion
ally substituted or added words or phrases that a 
writer's colleague(s) might use. For exarnple, one 
writer consistently referred to judges as "Honour
able," while the others used "Judge"; the writers 
were offered the forro of address they did not use 
as a possible alternative. In addition, variations 
from one wri ter to another in the ferro c,r sequence 
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of reports were offered as alternatives. 

4. Finally, all of the participants were offered 
the first person pronoun in place of third person 
references to themselves. For ex,mple, a worker who 
referred to herself as "this worker, " or "the 
undersigned," would be offered "1" as an alterna
tive. All of the workers used third person reter
ences and l was interested in discovering why. 

Although the discourse interview was focused on ccrt3in 

specifie sections of text, that did not stop participants 

from occasionally offering broad, even digresslve, expland-

tions for their choices. No attempt was made to keep them 

"on topic"; on the contrary, sorne of the rnost intriguing 

comments came long after the choice had apparently been 

explained. 

Method of AnHlysis 

The challenge of descriptive research is to reduce enor-

mous amounts of data into coherent and cogent surnrnaries. To 

begin that process, l listened to the eight initial inter-

views: one with the unit's supervisor and seven with the 

social workers. Next, l transcribed the interviews with the 

four workers who had go ne on to produce two or more proto-

cols and with whom l had conducted discourse-based inter-

views. l then transcribed sections of various protocols ver-

batim: this was done unsystematically. l wanted large seg-

ments of transcribed protocols with which to begin refining 

a method of analysis. Finally, l transcribed aIl four dis-

course-based interviews. 

My intention from the beginning of this research was to 
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identify any information that shed light on the relationship 

between the writers and their readers, and to use that 

information as the focus or unit of analysis. l expected to 

be able to excerpt sections of the interviews and protocols 

following a classification scheme that would distinguish 

between different types of readers and different types of 

statements about readers. However, as l transcribed inter

view and protocol tapes l began to realize that it was not 

possible to classify comments as unambiguously about or not 

about the writer-reader relationship. 

For example, one of the documents the social workers pro

duced was introduced as court evidence~ is a worker's diat

ribe against the legal system a statement about readers? 

Sorne of the readers, judges and lawyers for instance, were 

representatives of that system. And what about comments 

referring to the unit's report-writing guidelines? The 

guidE~ines acted as community standards for reporting, and 

therefore affected aIl writers and readers. Fin~lly, even 

when a writer made direct reference to a particular reader, 

it was often clear that she was not concerned about how a 

text might affect her relationship to the reader; rather, 

she was far more worried about how the text would influence 

relations between or among readers. 

It became clear, then, that the writer-reader relation

ship could not be separated from other aspects of the con

text, such as the unit's day-to-day work, the regulations 

governing the production of discourse, the unit's various 

genres, and the particular role or jOb description individ-
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ual writers and readers were required to fulfill. As il 

result, l began to look for more complex links and patterns. 

In particular, l looked for examples of interaction or reci

procity between and among elements in the context. To narrow 

my focus, l chose three main elements in the writing context 

texts, writers, and readers: 

Texts: l selected two of the unit's documents for close 

analysis; they are described in detail in the next chapter. 

In the interview transcriptions, l noted any comments about 

the documents, and l excerpted protocol statements about 

them. l was interested to see how the documents fit into the 

unit's work, how they helped or hindered the writers, how 

they were affected by events and other documents, and how 

they influenced the various people who read them. 

As research into academic and nonacademic writing indi

cates, it is not easy to see how and where a text begins or 

ends. Although the finished product may be examined, its 

exact origins are lost in a complicated maze of procedures, 

meetings, events, and decisions. Furthermore, its 

consequences may extend well beyond the date and place of 

its publication. l was able to follow the writing process 

from the moment the social workers began to draft their 

reports to slightly after they were submitted. In addition, 

by consulting their notes and interviewinq the workers, l 

gained sorne sense of events before drafting and after publi

cation. 

Writers: During the interviews, l asked each worker 

a number of questions about individual writing processes and 
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approachesi in addition, l noted in the protocols any writ

ing habits, cornrnents, or concerns that seemed idiosyncratic. 

The results of this aspect of the analysis can be found in 

the profiles of each writer presented in Chapter Five. My 

concern here was twofold. First, to discover similarities 

and differences arnong the writers and, second, to find out 

how much freedom the individual writer had within the intri

cate dynamics of the setting. 

l paid particular attention to comments that indicated 

that the individual writer was in conflict or cornpliance 

with the community. The current social theory in composition 

locates much of the control over writing in the group, 

rather than in the individual, as cognitive theory did. To 

test the social theory, l looked for evidence of the rela

tionship between the writer and the community. 

Readers: The writers' comments about readers, although 

not the sole focus of the study, remained central in the 

analysis of the data. On close exarnination, three thinqs 

about readers and reading were obvious. First, the documents 

involved writers and readers in a complex web of relation

shipSi one strand of this web linked writers to readers, but 

another and cornpletely unexpected strand linked readers to 

each other. Second, the documents were read by different 

people for dramatical1y different reasons. Indeed, though 

the words remained the same, it might be said that each 

reader read a different texte Third, most readers had, in a 

sense, more than one reading persona: they read both as pro

fessionals and as individuals. For example, a judge would 
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read a report within the role prescribed by the position: 

consequently, all judges would object if certain legal regu

lations were ignored in the document. However, the individ

ual human who filled the judge's role brought another, 

idiosyncratic dimension to the reading of the report. 

Using these broad categories as a basis, l re-read the 

interviews and transcribed the remainder of the protocols. r 

cannot claim an exhaustive analysis. Although every taped 

protocol was listened to at least twice, only a small per

centage of each protocol was excerpted and transcribed. And 

although all of the initial and discourse-based interviews 

were transcribed, they are rich in commentary l have not 

used. However, l have included or descr~bed aIl of the 

information that is pertinent to the questions posed by this 

study. 

In the chapters that follow, a detailed picture is 

off9red of the complex social dynamics which supported, 

indeed created, the unites writing. The next chapter 

describes the larger context within which the unit fit, the 

work of the unit, and the specifie reports which were the 

focus of this study. Chapter Five provides profiles of four 

of the social workers and a description of the reports' 

readers. And Chapter six puts the texts, writers, and read

ers together in order to show the interactions among thern. 

A Note on the Presentation of Data 

In the pages that follow, l have atternpted to allow the 

workers to speak for themselves as often as possible. As a 
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result, there are rnany excerpts from interviews and proto

cols. l have used the following conventions for notation: 

Two dots ( .. ) indicate a short pause or the end 
of an unfinished phrase. 

Three dots ( ... ) indicate an ellipsis within a 
sentence. 

-- Four dots ( .... ) indicate an ellipsis that coin
cides with the end of a sentence. 

-- Words in square brackets [ ] have been inserted 
to add necessary information, to clarify the 
meaning of a word or sentence, or to explain a por
tion of protocol that has not been transcribed. 

-- Underlines in protocol excerpts indicate text 
being written or read aloud. 

-- AlI excerpts are followed by letters indicating, 
in this order, the worker, the source of the 
excerpt (i.e., interview or protocol) and, for pro
tocol excerpts, the type of report the worker was 
writing and the name of the client about whom the 
report was written. For example: 

(M;In) = Michel; Initial interview. 
(G:DI) = George: Discourse-based Interview. 
(S:PR/LC) = Sophie; Protocol of Predisposition 
Report/Louis Crane. 
(A;PA/DH) = Alice: Protocol of Psychosocial 
Assessment Report/Danny Harrod. 

Naturally, the names of the workers, the clients, the 

report readers, and other people identified in the excerpts 

~ave aIl been changed. 

Of the four social workers, two had French as a first 

language and two had English. AlI were bilingual and worked 

primarily in English. However, occasional infelicities in 

the grarnmar or syntax of excerpts are the result of speaking 

or writing in a second language. 

Finally, l have written the description of the unit and 

its activities in the past tense. AlI studies of this nature 
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are histories, staries about the past, since discourse com-

munities are in a constant state of change. Although much 

of what l describe remains somewhat the same to this day, 

there are differences. Even as this stu~y came ta an end, a 

committee was working on revisions to one of the reportls 

guidelines. The description which follows attempts to cap

ture a community at a given moment in time. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Text and Context 

Description of the SettinE 

The writing activity described in this study took place 

in the Court Services unit of Ville Marie Social Service 

Centre, which is the agency responsible for English social 

services in the Montreal area. The Centre is one of three 

responsible for such services, and all three are adminis

tered under Quebec's Ministry of Health and Social Services. 

The Ministry is responsible for hospitals, clinics, recep

tion centres for children and adolescents, and other organi

zations under the health and social service urnbrella. 

There are a variety of departments within Ville Marie, 

and the Court Services unit operates within the Department 

of Youth Protection, specifically the Young Offenders divi

sion of that department. Ville Marie Court services is 

located in two offices, onl~ in downtown Montreal and the 

other on the suburban West Island. At the time of this 

research there were 21 workers attached to the service; one 

supervisor was responsible for both offices. 

The purpose of the Court Services unit is to deal with 

adolescents who have been accused of committing offences 

under the provincial criminal code or a Canadian federal 

law. Although the Young Offenders Act under which they are 

charged is federal legislation, tpere is variation in its 

provincial applications. The following sequence of events, 
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although simplified, provides an accurate description of the 

Quebec application of the law at the time of this study, ~nd 

points out where the study's participants and their nctivi-

ties fit into a larger picture: 

1. An adolescent was accused of committing an 
offence. 

2. The police in~ervened (sometimes simultaneous 
with the first event). 

3. If they believed circumstances warranted it, the 
police requested proceedings against the adoles
cent. 

4. The evidence against the youth was examined by 
the Crown Prosecutor (Attorney General). If there 
was insufficient evidence, the file (i.e., the 
case) was either closed or there was further inves
tigation. 

5. If there was sufficient evidence, the Prosecutor 
had three options: to close the file if the offence 
was not dee~ed serious enough, to refer the adoles
cent's case to the province's social service 
agencies, or to refer the case to Youth court (see 
#8 below). 

6. If the adolescent was referred to a social ser
vice agency, he or she became the client of a 
social worker attached to that agency's court ser
vices unit. (This was one of the ways in which the 
study's participants could enter the picture.) 

7. The social worker did a complete assessment of 
each client referred in this way. The assessment 
was written up as a report called a Psychosocial 
Assessment (see outline/guide~ines attached as 
Appendix 5: the report is described in detail 
below). The Psychosocial Assessment (PA) included 
the social worker's recommendations for 
consequences (i.e., responses to the youth's 
offence). The workers had three options: they could 
close the file if they believed the offence was an 
aberration in the adolescent's usual behaviour or 
was not serious: they could suggest a range of pun
itive measures -- including fines, flnancial com
pensation of victims, community work, and probation 
(these were known as "alternative measures" since 
they served as an alternative to trial): or the y 
could recommend that the adolescent be tried in 
Youth Court (in the rare case, they recornmended 
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psychiatrie treatment). 

8. Adolescents who were sent to Youth Court through 
the procedures described in #5 and #7 were tried 
before a judge (and entit1ed to 1egal counsel from 
the beginning of the process). 

9. For the majority of cases in which the adoles
cent pleaded guilty or was found guilty in Youth 
Court, the judge requested an assessment of the 
youth. The assessment was made by a court services 
worker (another way in which the study's 
participants could enter the picture) and was 
written up in a document called a Predisposition 
Report (see outlinejguidelines attached as Appendix 
6: the report is described in detail below). The 
Predisposition Report (PDR) advised the judge on 
the sentpncing ("disposition") of the youth and was 
entered as evidence at the adolescent's sentencing 
hearing. Sentences were similar to the consequences 
recommended in the PA, with the additional measure 
of potential placement or custody for up to three 
years. In forro and substance, the PDR was very like 
the PA, but its purpose, readers, and implications 
were quite different. 

The study's participants had approximately 35 clients 

each at any one time. The great majority of their clients 

came to them by the process described in #6 and #7 above: 

that is, they were referred for assessment, but their 

offences were not thought serious enough for court. For 

these clients, the workers wrote Psychosocial Assessments 

(PAs). It is more difficult to estimate the number of Pre-

disposition Report (PDR) clients, since referrals were 

erratic, but workers rarely had more than five PDR clients 

each at one time. However, for the reasons explained below 

(under The Texts), the PDR client represented a more di ffi-

cult case than the PA client. Finally, when an adolescent 

was charged and sentenced by the court without prior agency 

involvement, he or she became a client. A worker had te 

write a PA on that client and monitor the sentence handed 
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down by the judge. 

At any given time, the workers were at one of three 

phases in their involvement with each client: 1) gathering 

information about " client and his or her family; 2) formu

lating their assessruent of the client and family and writing 

the PA c·r PDR; 3) morli toring the client. to see that the ado

lescent's alternative measures or disposition was being ful

rilled. For example, if an adolescent was required to repay 

his robbery victim, the worker was responsible to see that 

the restitution was carried out. In addition, many clients 

were given some period of probation and the workers served 

as probation officers for their own clients. 

A typical day might include a great variety of activi

ties: face-to-face interviews with clients and/or their fam

illes (either in the family home or the worker's office) ; 

telephone interviews with clients, parents, school princi

pals, guidance counsellors, clients' employers, teachers, 

and/or victims; and consultation with social workers at 

other points of service within the agency. Moreover, there 

were often documents to read, in the form of letters from 

parents, reports from other agencies, school reports, and 50 

on. Finally, the workers spent much of their time writing. 

The workers' supervisor estimated that they spent between 

30% and 35% of their time writing, but admitted this esti

mate might be low (in fact, Alice said she spent 50% or more 

of her time writing and George said 65%). They wrote a vari

et y of documents, from fill-in-the-blank report forrns to 

memos and the occasional letteri but the great majority of 
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their ~riting time was taken up with the PA and PDR. How

ever, although much of the writing a worker did on a typical 

day was certain to be related ta those reports, it was not 

necessarily actual drafting; each case generated many notes 

before and during drafting (see below under The Texts for a 

descrlption of notetaking). occasionally, workers went to 

court, either to observe the trial or sentencing of a client 

or to take the stand in order to be cross-examined about one 

of their reports. 

Only one of the four case study participants had an 

office alone; the others shared office space with one other 

worker. Each worker served as a "buddy" for a colleague and 

covered that colleague's cases during vacation or illness. 

AlI the workers (including those who did not participate in 

this study) wrote their reports longhand and gave them to a 

secretary for ty~ing; no computers were used for report 

writing. In both the downtown and suburban offices, secre-

taries handled inco~ 1 phone calls, typing, filing and 

other duties. The ~ l office in each location was usu-

ally a busy place, w~~.~ people waiting for interviews, tele-

phones ringing, and at least one secretary typing. 

Althouqh the unit met on a regular basis, most of the 

day-ta-day work was done independently, and case-related 

interaction among group memuers tended to be informal: 

..• we are a small team, so we share a lot of infor
mation. A worker is about to testify in court, for 
instance, and i5 worried abOut what's in the Pre
dispo [PDR] , they would show it to another worker, 
not necessarily her buddy, and say, "wAll, what do 
you think about the report? What do you think 1'11 
be questioned on?" So, you know, the people on the 
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team read each other's reports .... it's not a for
maI practice, it's just, like, "hey, Alice, do you 
have a minute ta sit down with me and go over this 
report?" (A;In) 

Warkers did, on occasion, confer with colleagues Lor 

other reasons, usually to check spelling, phrasing, or legal 

questions about which they were uncertain. One worker 

explained that, if a PDR case was particularly difficult, 

she might ask a colleague to "raIe play" the Youth Court 

judge while reading a draft of the PDR. In addition, the 

supervisor occasionally gave advice on points of law, sever-

ity of recommended disposition, and so on. As in other con-

texts, office mates frequently talked over coffee or nt 

lunch about their work, but aIl such collaboratlon was 

informaI. The actual writing was done indivldually. Sorne 

collaborative co-authoring occurred durlng the developrnent 

of the unit's policies and guidelines. 

The Court Services unit operated on the occasionally 

uncomfortable overlap between social services and the law. 

The studY'F participants functioned prlmarily as social 

workers: they worked in the communlty with adolescents and 

their families. However, they also worked with judges, law-

yers, and the pOlice. The fields of social work and law are 

not always compatible. For example, as social workers, the 

participants often felt that full disclosure of an adoles-

cent's life story helped explain his or her behaviour. But, 

in their responsibility to the court, they were restrained 

from reporting certain types of information. Much of thp 

diff icul ty and complexi.J:y of the work and the wri ting done 
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in the unit could be traced to this overlap. 

Further conflict arose because of the workers' relation

ships with the1r adolescent clients and their families. 

Alrnost inevitably, the adolescents were at odds with their 

parents. Frequently, there was also other conflicts in the 

farnily, so that workers were involved in the complex inter

actions between parents and children, husbands and wives, 

and brothers and sisters. Clearly, Court Services was a dif

ficult setting within which to work. The social workers were 

alrnost always attempting to reconcile eonflicting dernands 

dernands that were reflected in the texts they wrote. 

:rte Texts 

Only rarely did the workers write cornp1ete1y original 

pieces; rnost of their writing was constrained by forro or 

formula. Infrequently, they wrote letters to people outside 

the organization, usually social workers or agencies in 

other cities, or to clients or farnilies. There was also very 

little writing between mernbers of the unit, although the 

supervisor encouraged workers to put certain spoken ideas, 

questlons, and requests into mernos to her since, as she 

said, writing "attaches status to topies" and receives more 

serious consideration. The writing that the workers did on a 

regular basis fell into three categories: forrns, notes, and 

reports. 
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Forms 

As mentioned above, the workers filled in a \oJlde variety 

of different forros -- the typical paper work of bureaucra

cies. Sorne of these documents required the workers to fill 

in the blanks with such factual information as names, dates, 

addresses, and the like: others provlded a few lines for one 

or two sentence explanations. The forros were usually 

destined for the clients' families, the government, or other 

points of service within the agency (and sometimes ta all 

three). The titles of the forros give sorne indication of 

their range of purpose: Change of Status Form; Child Place

ment (i.e., custody) Form; Placement Conference Information 

Sheet; Parental Permission Slip; Authorization for Receiving 

Information; Intake Data Sheet. There were many more (1 saw 

25 different forros). Despite their number, however 1 forros 

did not occupy much of the workers' writing time. Much more 

time-consuming was the collection of information for the PA 

and the PDR. 

Notes 

The workers who participated in this study tried not to 

take notes during face-to-face interviews. The supervisor 

and the workers believed that notetaking oftLn intimidated 

people; as one worker explained, it created an "'l'm the 

boss, you are the client' type of situation" (S;ln). 

Instead, workers jotted down aIl the information they remem

bered and believed was pertinent after the intervievl was 

over. 
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They just told you that they have been beaten up by 
their father, and they see you writing it down so 
they panic ... and you see that the rest of the 
interview would be kind of hesitant because of 
that. (S;In) 

l'ro not one that takes notes during the interview: 
l don't believe in that. l did when l was a new 
worker, but l found that l would lose a lot of 
interaction with the people. (Giln) 

l don't actually write in front of the client, l'm 
not comfortable doing that. l rely on rny rnemory, 
except for narnes, birth dates, and aIl that. (Ailn) 

The variation in the taking and use of these notes will 

be described in the profiles of the individual workers in 

Chapter Five. The notes were put into a client's file for 

reference during report drafting (an example is attached as 

Appendix 7) . 

Another aid to memory, and a constant writing task, con-

sisted of keeping progress Notes up ta date. progress Notes 

(PN) were the day-to-day record of ongoing contact with each 

of a worker 1 s clients. The forrn used for the Notes had -";01-

urons for the date, type of contact, place of contact, per-

sons involved, service rendered, worker's ~arne, and remarks 

(see Appendix 8). Typical PN entries listed the phone ca11s, 

interviews, and other élctivities associated with clients. 

Depending on the worker and the case, PN entries rnight 

include brief notes ("Set intervle r 
..... time wi th Mother") , 

word-for-word quotes taken from telephone conversations, or 

extended speculations on the causes for a client's failure 

ta attend an interview. Because the Notes were for in-house 

use only, workers felt free to write whatever they pleased. 

According to the unit supervisor, the progress Notes 
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served two maj or purposes. First, they recorded the worker'~-; 

ongoing contact with a case; this was important if another 

worker had to take over the case, if the supervlsor recelved 

complaints about a worker, or if a worker was cross-examined 

in court about a case . 

... especiaIIy in serious cases, the defence will 
try and discredit you in certain ways, and if you 
have your Progress Notes there in court, you say, 
"your Honour, on this da~e, this date, <:lnd thls 
date r met with the client," or, ''l've made such 
contacts. Il (A; In) 

It [PN] helps aIso, let's say, if (colleague] ~s on 
hol~day and r'm covering for he~, a situatlon of 
emergency arises and l'm covering and 1 don't know 
the slightest thing about who's this kld. (S;I~) 

Second, because they contained a list of contacts, com-

mentary on those contact:;;, and an indlcatlon of the cl ient'~; 

cooperation or lack of same, the Notes helped the workers in 

their ongoing intervention with clients and, eventually, 

with their writing of reports . 

... it [PN] really is a general brainstorm, in terms 
of facts, impressions, uh, dates, what should be 
done next time l meet the kid. Uh, really, like 
it's an open booki you can write anything you want, 
you are writing for yourself and as much as you can 
that will help you continue with the case. (Siln) 

[A case is] a dynamic process, it changes from day 
to day, frcm week to w2ek. And so Vou need to know, 
where is it? Are Vou reaching your goals, 
therapeutic goals, with the youngster? And, if so, what 
goals are you reaching? Where is the youngster at? 
So, it serves a clinical purpose in knowlng what 
will we do in the next session. (M;ln) 

It' s [PN] a way of helping me sometimes re-assess 
where that kid's at, where that family is at .... 
They are written also to help me, when it's time to 
write a closing or a Predisposition Report or a 
Psychosocial Assessment. (G;ln) 
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Reports 

Workers were responsible for a variety of reports, 

including a brief Closing Summary when a client left the 

agency, a Transfer Summary when a client moved from one 

point of service to another, and other synopses. However, as 

mentioned, the Psychosocial Assessment and the Predisposi-

tion Report demanded the Most frequent and substantial writ-

ing. Although the PA and PDR were similar in structure and, 

ta a lesser extent, content, they were vastly different in 

two central aspects 0 f wr i t ing: purpose and readers. The 

reason for this difference was that the PA was an agency 

report, an in-house document used by social workers for 

guidance in their work with clients and families, while the 

PDR was a court document, used by judges in deterrnining sen-

tence and entered as evidence at the adolescent's sentencing 

hearing. The two reports are described separately below. 

Psychosocial Assessment 

Workers followed quite extensive outlinejguidelines when 

writing the two reports, and they referred ta them 

frequently. The outline of the Psychosocial Assessment (with 

brief annotation) was as follows: 

-- Face Sheet: Factual information about client, 
family, nnd case; names, addresses, phone numbers, 
legal file nurnbers, etc. 

-- Basis of A~sessment: List of the sources on 
which the report was based: interviews, telephone 
calls, other reports, etc. 

-- Summary of Offences: Four versions of the inci
dent which led to the report: the "official" ver
sion (from information in police report and Crown 
prosecutor's file), the adolescent's version, the 
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parents' version and, if there was one, a victim's 
version. 

-- previous Offences, Legal Disposition, Worker's 
Involvement: Information about past offences, both 
those that led to alternative measures and those 
that led to court; previous services adolescent ànd 
family had received through the Court Services 
unit; description of the youth's self-reported 
delinquencies. 

-- Background Information: History of mother, 
father, and youth: country of origin, education, 
employrnent, substance abuse, etc.; description of 
adolescent's early years. 

-- Prior Social Service Involvement (other than 
Court Services): Information on aIl preViOUS social 
service interventions. 

-- Present Social situation of Youth: Description 
of youth; health; description of family by youth; 
financial situation; employment; school; community; 
friends~ interests. 

-- Present social situation of Family: Description 
of parents; health; family relations between par
ents, siblings, and client; parent supervision of 
client; socioeconomic status; comrnunity relations; 
interests. 

-- Assessed Strengths: Of mother, father, and 
youth~ factors that would help worker d~al with 
adolescent and family. 

-- Assessed Liabilities: Of mother, father, and 
youth: factors that would irnpede the worker's 
attempts to work with adolescent and farnily. 

-- SurnmaJ;".:i: Worker's overall impression of adoles
cent. 

-- Recornrnendation: Justification of recornmend~d 
measures. 

-- Prognosis: Likelihood of success with adoles
cent; risk of recidivism. 

Although no report l saw contained every heading listed 

above or aIl the information requested, the PA was clearly 

an exhaustive report. In fact, sorne of the workers com-

plained that the guidelines were redundant and demanded too 
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much lnformation. As a result, they occasionally skipped 

sections or collapsed extensive sUb-sections into a few 

paragraphs. The alternative, they said, was to be overly 

intrusive when interviewing the family. As one worker put 

it: "if you are assessing a shoplifting, you ask the parents 

where they were born and if they went through ... had to go 

through a separation. 1 find it very uncomfortable to work 

with" (SiIN). other cornments: 

... this [PA guidelines] is too extensive, in sorne 
cases. As a social worker, 1 woulo not go into aIl 
this stuff, depending on the case, depending on how 
serious the charge is, and the dynamics in the farn
LLy. (Ailn) 

l find that d lot nf the information that they 
request in the Psychosocial report is redundant, 
it's repetitive .... It becornes just, like fill-in
the-blank. like you are doing it just because the 
agency is demanding you do it. It's a lot of .. for 
me it's a waste of tirne. l find it's demc~~lizing 
for me ta have to go through and write all this 
stuff. It's not what l went to social work school 
to do. (Giln) 

... a lot of them [PA sections] are very redundant 
to one another. (S;In) 

... you know, 1 get a little annoyed personally with 
going and finding the background history of the 
parents and l don't always do it. l let them volun
teer the information. If 1 see sornething important, 
then l'Il follow up on it. (M;In) 

The guidelines for the report (Appendix 5) ~an ta seven 

pages and included sorne detailed requests for information. 

The paragraph below is one of two from the s~ction titled 

"Pr~sent Social Situation of Family": 

Provide brief description of interaction between 
family members in the interview. Aiso indicate if 
any other p~r~ons are living in the home and out
line their roie. Describe activities undertaken by 
the farnily together. Comment on whether dny other 
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family members are in conflict with the law. Indi
cate if any problem exists with regard to alcohol, 
drugs, or gambling. Give a brief description of 
siblings (including school and work) . 

The PA performed a variety of functions: 

-- Record-keeping: The PA was kept on file until the 
adolescent reached the age of majority (ln). Repeat 
offenders had updates added ta their original PAs. 
In this archivaI funetion, the PA served as memory 
for the worker when a previous client returned or, 
for example, when a elient's sibling became a 
client. 

-- Information: If a worker left the unit, whether 
for a few days or permanently, the PA informed 
whoever took over the case. In addition, the PA 
couLd be sent to other points of service ln the 
agency ar to other professionals outside the 
agency. For instance, if a PA client went on to 
,ommit other offences and endcd up ln custody, his 
PA would follow him. Similarly, the PA mlght be 
sent to a psychologist or psychiatrist if the 
client went for testing. Within the unit, the PA 
might be used by secretaries to track down dates of 
birth, addresses, etc. 

-- Intervention Planning: In the agency's ongoing 
relationship with clients and families, the PA 
served as a guide for planning future interven
tions. For example, information gathered for the PA 
might indicate physieal abuse within the family. 
That might l~ad to further agency, or even police, 
intervention. Also, if the measures Lhat were 
recommended in consequence of the client's offence 
failed, the report aided in formulating new mea
sures. 

-- Heuristic: The unit supervisor said this about 
the PA: "It is not written only ta be read, it's 
written to help in the assessment." Most ot the 
participants echoed this belief. The act of wri~ing 
the PA helped ~he workers think about their clients 
anà reach appropriate recommendations. One partici
pant said that the PA allowed the workers lita 
structure [theirl thoughts in order ta corne to a 
logical conclusion as to which decision is the most 
appropriate" (S;In). Another put it this way: "It's 
hard to differentiate between writing the report 
and dealing with the case" (M;DI). 
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In fact, this last function of the PA may well have been 

its rnost important, since many PAs were never read by anyone 

but their authors. George and Michel provided these explana-

tians: 
" 

it [PA] ... helps me, after lIve done an interview or 
two interviews or three interviews with that 
client, it also helps me to put down on paper what 
rny thoughts are, what ml assumptions are about 
whatls going on in the family and with the kid. 1t 
helps me to crystalize in sorne ways my assessment 
of the kid in the family. (G;In) 

So, basically, for me the Psychosocial Assessment 
is a tool to get my thoughts together in terms of 
what is, uh, necessary in terrns of my intervention, 
my role, for the youngster, who has been charged 
with an offence or several offences. (M;ln) 

All the participants claimed that the potential readers 

of the PA, of which there are quite a few, did not concern 

them much while they were composing. As one worker put it: 

"1 don't think l am writing for anybody else but me, and if 

it should be seen by anybody else, usually 1 am pretty con

fident about what l am putting in the report" (5;1n). Even 

the (remote) possibility that a client or family might see 

the PA did not seem to bother the workers: "1 donlt write 

anything in there that the clients have not told me. And 

... if lIve made an assumption or if l've made an assessment, 

or 1 have feelings about the family and the kid, l usually 

verbally tell them that. Sa it comes as no surprise to them 

when they, you know, if they would read this report" (G;In). 

Alice expressed a similar belief: 

No, it doesnlt concern me because usually what l 
put in the Psychosocial Assessment lIve either 
talked to the client about as being a concern. 
BasicaIly, what l put in my Psychosocial Assessment 
is things that lIve pick~d up in the family, either 
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problematic or positive areas, and these are things 
l'Il usually bring up with the family, anyway. 
(A:ln) 

The PA, then, functioned first as heuristic and second dS 

information. others might read it, but the writer was usu-

ally the only reader (except, of course, for the secretary 

who typed i t). In a sense, the PA served a persuasive func-

tion, in that the text had to support the reportls recommen-

dations. However, except in rare cases, the only reader to 

be persuaded was the writer herself . 

Predisposition Report 

The PDR served sorne of the same functions as the PA. It 

could not help but be heuristic, since the 1nvestigation and 

composition it required led the workers to a recommendation; 

in addition, it stayed in a client's file for future use. 

However, according to a Sophie, the POR 

is a totally, ~otally different baIl game than, uh, 
an Assessment. You are not writing for yourself 
anymore, you cannot put anything you want in it. 
You cannot say things as you would in a normal J 

[i.e~, PA] report. This is a legal document that 
will be totally dissected, usually by two lawyers, 
a judge, the parents, and the kid, 50 you have to, 
qh, write,this report with shields aIl around you 
that .... You cannot state one thing that you cannat 
prove. (S ; In) 

As with the PA, there was not strict adherence to the 

printed PDR guidelines, bllt t.he following annotated outline 

represents a typical report: 

Face Sheet: Same as PA above. 

Basis of Assessment: S'ame as PA above. This 
section was not listed in copies of the PDR guide
lines that l saWi however, it was included in aIl 
PDRs that. l saw,. sometimes referred to as "Basis of 
Report." 
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-- Summary of Offences: Same as PA above; the 
"Official Version, Il also called "Description of 
charge," described the charge for which the adoles
cent had been found or had pleaded guilty; other 
versions were provided by the adolescent, the par
ents, and the victim, jf there was one. 

-- Official Antecedents: Description of previous 
charges for which the adolescent pleaded or was 
found guiltYi prior alternative measures and their 
outcome. 

-- Assessment of Adolescent: Description of adoles
cent and evaluation of his or her ability and will
ingness to change delinquent behaviour. 

-- Assessment of Adolescent's Social Situation: 
Description of adolescent's school work, employ
ment, and lifestyle. 

-- Family Assessment: Assessment of family dynam
ics; evaluation of family's ability to control and 
assist adolescent. 

-- Summary and Recommendations: Overall picture of 
adolescent's evolution and present situation; rec
ommendation for disposition. 

As can be seen, the ~DR autline was somewhat leaner than 

the PA outline, and the guidelines were three pages long, 

compared to the PA's seven page guidelines. There seemed to 

be two reasons for this: first, there was no need ta repeat 

in the POR guidelines aIl of the explanations provided in 

the PA guidelines and, second, there were sorne restrictions 

on reporting in the POR. However, much of the same informa-

tian that went into the PA had to be considered for the POR 

and, because af the severity of POR cases, considered more 

carefully. The nine-PORs examined for this study ranged from 

6 ta 13 pages in length, and the five PAs examined ranged 

from 7 to 13 pages. More significantly, even when they were 

similar ta the PAs in length, the PDRs took longer to write. 

(From 2.3 to 7.6 hours for the PORs compared to 1.5 to 5.5 
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hours for the PAs. These are estimates based on the times of 

taped protocols; as a result, they reflect the time spent 

composing.) The PDR also generated far more anxiety among 

the workers. The reasons for the increased pressure included 

the PDR's purpose, its consequences, and its readers. As 

with aIl writing, these three factors were inextricably 

linked in the writing of the PDR, and it was the interaction 

among them that gave the PDR its rhetorical complexity and 

difficulty. The crit.ical nature of the PDR was captured 

nicely by one worker, who described it as "the l.·ope that may 

hang a kid" (8;1n). 

The PDR was primarily an advisory report to a judge, but 

it was also entered as evidence at the adolescent's senten-

cing hearing and became a court document. As a result, two 

lawyers -- the defence and the Crown prosecutor -- read the 

report. Naturally, one was more approving of the report. than 

the other. A worker explained that lawyers 

have their own dut y, you know, whether Crown or 
whatever, defence, their role is either to tear it 
[i.e., the PDR] apart or back me up. Depending on 
my Recommendation, one of the two lawyers will back 
me up, and the other one's raIe will be trying to, 
you know, put down and destroy my credibility. 
(8;1n) 

The workers were not concerned about the lawyers as indi-

viduals so much as they were abou~ the lawyers' roles in the 

process: they were 'VTorried about the possible legal 

responses to their reports. various restrictions prevented 

them from reporting certain information, even when they feit 

the information was crucial. For example, thpy wcre prohi-

bited from mentioning charges pending against their client 
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(for a full discussion of discourse regulations, see Chapter 

Six). Failure to obey the rules was punished. Workers could 

be asked to take the stand and justify their PDRs; as a 

result, they were open to public criticism and, in the 

extreme case, contempt of court. As Alice explained it: 

••. if l go too far in my report, l can be held in 
contempt of court, 'vhich has been done before, but 
those are the chances you take. You know, the two 
times it hap~ened to me l knew it was going to hap
pen and l felt it was in the best interest of the 
kid .... the ultimate is to be held in contempt of 
court ... [which] means that you can be fjned or yuu 
can get time in jail. (A:DI) 

This aspect of the PDR made it, in the words of one 

worker, "a very interesting document: it's a weapon that is 

being ~sed against you in court if you did not fill the 

requirement of the court" (S; In) . 

To complicate matters even further, the PDR was aiso read 

by the adolescent and the family. Juggling the report's 

legal demands and constraints along with concerns about the 

family's response put additional stress on the workers. The 

descriptionjassessment of the family was built up from 

interviews and observation. As a result, it contained the 

individual family member's perceptions of each other and the 

writer's descr1ptions and evaluations. In addition, the 

worker had to recommend punitive consequences for the ado-

lescent's actions. Those recommendations could be one or a 

combination of the following: absolute discharge (case 

closed); fine of up to $1,000.00; compensation of victim 

through financial restitution, repair of damage, or personal 

services; community work of up to 240 hours; probation: 
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detention in hospital for treatment (if adolescent, parents, 

and hospital agree); either continuous or intermittent 

(i.e., weekend) custody for up ta three years. Finally, the 

guidelines offered the worker this: "Any other reasonable 

conditions as it deems advisable with regards to the best 

interests of society and the adolescent." The adolescent, 

family, and social worker would aften disagree on what can-

stituted "reasonable conditions" and, since probation was 

almost always one condition, the worker continued dealing 

with the youth and his or her family after sentencing. 

The PDR, then, posed potentially serious disruptions to 

the relationships among client, family, and social worker. 

Michel captured this difficulty succinctly: 

If l'm going to engage a yaungster to share with me 
his feelings, his innermost feelings, he knows l'm 
writing a report and he's taking a risk of this 
information being shared in the report. l don't 
want to destroy that relationship l'm building with 
the youngster •... l think there's a therapeutic 
relationship that l have ta continue having and, 
certainly, l don't want ta break that trust. (M;DI) 

Like the PA, the PDR could be read by a variety of pro-

fessionals: other workers within the unit, at other points 

of service within the agency, and at other agenciesi psy

chiatrists or psychologists could read it. Inevitably, a 

youth sent to hospital for treatment or to custody would be 

followed by a PDR. There were, too, secretaries and court 

clerks who typed and filed these reports and consulted them 

for dates, addresses, and so on. Each reader brought to the 

report different reasons for reading, attitudes to the 

report, and relations with the writer. This interaction of 
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readers and reasons made the POR an extrernely difficult rhe-

torical act. 

When a Predisposition Report is written, the work
ers know that there will be any number of people 
reading that report. They're writing that with the 
knowledge that .• rnany people will probably be read
ing that. (Supervisor) 

l am very careful when l write this report [POR], 
knowing that it could have wide distribution. So l 
am very guarded insofar as the information l 
include. (M;In) 

As mentioned, the PORts major purpose was to advise a 

Youth Court judge on the sentencing or disposition of ado-

lescents. Ostensibly, that purpose was fulfilled by an 

"obj ecti ve" description of the offence, the youth, and the 

youth's family and social situation, all leading to a logi-

cal recommendation. To be "logical," a recornmendation had to 

fit the offence, the youth' s level of remorse, and the l ike-· 

lihood of recidivism. The worker's description of the family 

was crucial here, since it was the strength and stability of 

the family that was likely to prevent further delinquent 

acts. Naturally, the reality of the PORts rhetorical purpose 

was far more complex than it would at first seern. The acts 

of selecting and presenting information are never value-

free, and so no "objective" description of the youth and his 

or her family was possible. In addition, although there was 

an apparent distinction between the supposedly neutral 

descriptions of the report and the admittedly persuasive 

language of the Recommendation, it was clear that the par

ticipants were working to convince the judge from the very 

beginning of the report. 
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Furthermore, there was a central contradiction in the 

report's purpose, reflecting the overlap between the social 

service and legal fields. On one hand, the PDR was meant to 

supply a complete assessment of an adolescent and his or her 

family so a judge could unJerstand the youth's actions 

within a larger contexte On the other hand, the PDR was a 

court document and, as such, was subject to a variety of 

constraints. For example, under the ti tle of "inadmissible 

evidence," three types of information were restricted: hear-

sayevidence (third party information), self-reported 

delinquencies, and charges dropped or pending. In other words, 

under "Off icial Antecedents" (see above), workers could not 

mention any deI inquencies reported by the ymlth, since this 

would constitute self-incrimination, or any charges against 

the youth which were pending or wnich were dropped. And 

nowhere in the report could the worker mention information 

from a third party: for exampIe, the worker could report 

what was said ta her directIy but not what was said to 

another and then reported to her. The sociai workers were 

frequently caught between the demand for full, evaluative 

descriptions of the youth and hiG family and tha legal Iimit 

on types of information allowed. In addition, information 

not considered relevant to the charge was unacceptable. The 

workers' frustrations with these restrictions are evident in 

AIice's complaint: 

the problem is that it's a very legal, legalistic 
type of report. l mean, there's lots of thlngs that 
should go in there, in the Predispo report, that 
aren't included. Like there's a lot of family 
dynamics that can't be included if they're not 
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directly related to the offence, when the offence 
occurred. Which, in my opinion, doesn't explain te 
the judge why is this kid delinquent, unless you go 
back several years and explain to the judge that 
this kid was slapped around, was getting double 
messages from his family .... my recommendation has 
to be based on the facts in the report, otherwise 
the defence lawyer will say, "how can yeu recom
mend, you know, two year placement on what you said 
in this report?" Now, if l were allowed to say, 
"weIl, you know, this kid's parents in the past, 
you know," if l can go back and explain the social 
reasons. (A i In) . 

And the paradox went further: workers were concerned that 

every statement they made be supported by "facts," as Al ice 

says above, and yet much of what they believed about a youth 

was not supportable by empirical data. Remorse may be 

sensed, even described, but it is difficult to prove. The 

full detail oi a person's life may not be reportable in the 

detached language expected of legal dor~ments. These were 

not trivial concernSi a worker could be severely reprimanded 

for including inadmissible evidence. 

It should be clear from this description that Court Ser-

vices contained the poten1:ial for complex and interactive 

dynamics. The setting guaranteed conflict and a variety of 

relationships because of the advocacy/adversary structure of 

the legal system and the unit's involvement with families. 

Even the titles of the setting's various roles suqgested 

contention: judge, prosecutor, defence lawyer, client, vic-

tim. In a sense, th~ stage was set for a drama even before 

the actor~ -- the writers and readers -- entered the scene. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: writers and Readers 

Writers 

The social workers who participated in this study were in 

a difficult, almost contradictory position. On the one hand, 

they played a role similar to social workers in many other 

circumstances: they worked with families who found them

selves in sorne difficulty. On the other hand, especially 

when writing th~ PDR, they fulfilled a quasi-Iegal raIe in 

their relationships with the clients, the judges, and the 

lawyers. In the first role they were expected to grasp a 

family's dynamics, win its trust and respect, and intervene 

to solve whatever problem the family, and especially the 

client, was experiencing with society. In the second role 

they were expected to do exactly the same but with an addi

tional responsibility: assess the client and family, recom

mend intervention and punishment, and make their deliber

ations known in a public and legal document. In one role 

they acted for the agency, in the other they acted for the 

court. In both rales they were embroiled in numerous, com

plex relationships. As Sophie put it, "I write with one pen 

and twenty hats" (S;In). Needless to say, the job was 

demanding. 

AlI of the participants were dedicated, conscientious, 

and hardworking. (It should be noted that people who volun

teer for this type of study are likely to be among the most 
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enthusias~ic members of a group.) A desire to effect social 

change and to help the disadvantaged is a commor. motivation 

among social workers, at least when they first start in the 

profession. Although it is possible to become quickly disil

lusioned in the field, those social workers who survive with 

their commitment intact are a curious balance of tough and 

tender. The participants in this study were no different. 

They occasionally expressed sorne cynicism, usually in the 

context of a general social critique, a concern for the 

vicious circles within which their clients seemed trapped, 

or skepticism about the efficacy of social programs and 

interventions (including their own). In addition, there were 

frequent, minor complaints about such tllings as the intellj

g~nce of the police, the credibility of clients, the bureau

cracy within which they worked, the amount of work, and 

approaching deadlines. However, the participants all took 

their work to heart, and all were sincerely concerned with 

each case they handled. Even when they were offended by a 

client's behaviour and questioned his hanesty, they strove 

to produce unbiased assessments and fretted over the fair

ness and accuracy of their reports. Although they all worked 

in the same setting and played much the same role, there 

were sorne differences among the writers. 

Two of the case study participants were women and two 

were men. All were fluently bilingual (English and French), 

although each was somewhat stronger in one of the languages. 

One of the workers was relatively new to the profession 

(fewer than three years), while the other three were veter-
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ans, having been in the social work field for approximately 

ten years each. Three had received training as social work

ers; one had a degree in criminology. 

The participants also varied in their writing processes 

and products. Sorne workers referred to the PA and POR guide

lines frequently while drafting reports, even sorne who found 

the guidelines objectionable; others had sheets of blank 

writing paper with just the main quideline headings on the 

top of the sheet, to help them as they composed. And, 

de~pite the detail of the guidelines, differences in inter

pretation were also apparent. Sorne workers listed aIl their 

sources of information and frequency of contact under "Basis 

of Assessment," while others simply explained the circum

stances leading to the assessment. The process of drafting 

varied from report to report and from writer to writer. 

Occasionally the process was smooth and linear, with the 

writer moving from the Face Sheet through to the Recommend

ation with little or no revision: at other time~ the writer 

struggled, abandoned sections, went back to the beginning, 

and so on. 

The following individual profiles are meant to be sugges

tive, rather than exhaustive. Because Sophie was the most 

voluble and eager participant, her profile is more detailed; 

however, it is not offered as typical, either of Court Ser

vice social workers or of Sophie h'arself. Indeed, one thing 

that attention to the writing context makes clear is that 

changing circumstances alter the writer, th~ process, and 

the product. These profiles are based on a brief and, there-
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fore, somewhat superficial familiarity with the writers. 

Sophie 

Ironically, though Sophie's English was less correct than 

that spoken by the other workers, she was the most articu

late and descriptive. In addition, her POR protocols were 

considerably longer and richer in commentary than those of 

her colleagues. One reason for this might have been her rel

ative unfamiliarity with the work: she had been with Court 

Services less than three years. As mentioned in Chapter Two, 

writing research suggests that familiarity with writing 

tasks can make much of the writing process automatic, so 

that expert writers seem less conscious of their deliber

ations and decisions as they write than do novice writers. 

The newness of the job, combined with her training as a 

criminologist, may also have contributed to the zeal with 

which Sophie collected information for reports, particularly 

the POR. For one report, Sophie conducted 4 face-to-face 

interviews and 10 telephone interviews; she cunsulted 3 pre

vious Ville Marie reports on the family and client and 4 

school reports on the client; she read the progress Notes of 

the 4 different social workers who had been involved with 

the familYi she gave the client 4 commercially available 

criminometric tests; she consulted and cited an article from 

a psychology journal; and she listened to a tape recording 

of the trial. From this material she took 31 pages of notes 

and wrote a 22 page handwritten draft. Although the sources 

of information for her other PORs were less extensive, she 
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exceeded by far the investigative efforts of her colleagues. 

Aside from her unfamiliarity with the work, two other 

factors appeared to contribute to the differences oetween 

Sophie and her co-workers. First, again due perhaps to her 

relative Inexperience, Sophie was intensely, even passion-

ately, involved in each case. She railed against what she 

perceived as ignorance or injustice, and agonized over every 

case. Her colleagues, though by no means jaded, seemed less 

caught up in the drama and dynamics of the client's life. 

Sophie's protocols are filled with groans and cries, 

frequent expletives, and occasional admissions of defeat or 

despair. This commitment is clear in Sophie's answer to a 

question about how long it took her to write a Pred~sposi-

tion Report: 

Oh my God, if it's not ten hours, it's more than 
that. l'm a maniac for that. AIso, l'm very legal
istically oriented, so l'm very touchy about •. l'm 
trying to put myself in the Crown prosecutor's 
mind, the defence lawyer, the judge; l know the 
parents will read it: l'm trying 50 mu ch to accom
modate aIl these people so that my report will be 
accessible. You know, they will be able to relate 
to it. And yet, you must be able also to give 
information to the judges and lawyers in a clini
cal, professional way, 50 it has to be understood 
by a parent who is very emotionally caught up into 
the situation about their child. You are describing 
them, you have to be careful not to hurt them also. 
But yet the iudge will understand that you are try
ing to describe a very touchy situation without 
hurting somebody else's feelings. 50 you are writ
ing, like, for two extremes •.• [the] family which is 
very vulnerable and emotionally troubled and a 
judge who's cold and wants to know certain legal 
facts. 50 l am extremely picky about what l am 
writing and how weIl l'm going to do it, and how 
satisfied l am with the product. (S;In) 

Second, Sophie had an admitted love of language and a 

flair for a phrase. She kept a sporadic but (ta her) impor-
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tant diary and wrote poetry for its "cathartl.c and thcrapeu-

tic effect" (S i In). Her personal wri ting, however, was ln 

French, while most of her profess~onal writing was done ~n 

English. Typically, she threw herself into the task of 

improving her English writing: 

1 was very insecure at first with aIl these reports 
in Englishi that is not rny mother tongue, for one 
thing, and writing is something 1 havenlt done 
before so much in English: so 1 just kind of went 
into it and live gat such positive feedback that 
1 .. 1 must say that aIl the reports live written 
have received nothing but praise. Not necessarily 
because of what 1 thought they wauld be praised 
about. (Siln) 

To achieve this level of success, Sophie often went to 

court when her reports were being entered as evidence and 

even listened to tape recordings of trials in order to learn 

what did and did nct work in reports: 

l make it a point, a personal point of honour, to 
be there [in court]; so if there is criticism, if 
tnere is praise, l'm collecting whatever; bath 
helps my future practice. (SiOI) 

l have a tape about a judge who [was] tearing down 
a Predisposition Report that was ~ade by a practi
tioner in another CSS [Centre de Services Sociaux) 
and 1 listen to that very carefully, and l've 
looked and 1 was trying to see, weIl, do 1 make the 
same mistake when l do one, because when l'm going 
back to this juège l know she will not accept cer
tain things being said, or in such ways. Anyways, 
so l know for this specifie judge what she really 
will not tolerate and what will, uh, make her go 
against your recommendation. (S;ln) 

The result of this attention was that Sophie had devel-

oped confidence in her ability to write a successful report. 

Like the other workers, she had a wealth of lare about what 

judges and lawyers would tolerate in reports and how readers 

generally would respond. Unlike her colleagues, whose knowl-

195 



p 

edge was expressed in interviews but seemed mostly tacit 

during writing, Sophie often commented on what she knew dur-

ing the writing process, as in this excerpt taken from the 

end of a protocol as Sophie wrote her final sentence: 

Pleases the Court .. the usual .. to receive these 
recommendations and dispose of them in whatever way 
it will consider be the best interest of the youth 
and of society. ~hat's my usual little [sentencel 
there. [Reads sentence back.] Respectfully sub
mitted. This needs no thinking. rhis is my usual 
way of showing the Court that l'm trying to con
vince them but if they disagree it's okay, they've 
got last word and they have the right to do .. that's 
why l' m using a lot of "could" and "would" and, you 
know, "should they," "would they." (S; FR/OS) 

Sophie's protocols are sprinkled with such comments. 

While writing one PDR she referred to the judge by name or 

title 23 times; during another, she mentioned the clientes 

mother 10 times. 

Sophie did not make extensive use of her progress Notes, 

recording in there only the bare details: type and time of 

contact, people contacted, date of next interview, and so 

on. lnstead, she filled sheet after sheet of looseleaf with 

notes, test resul ts, quotes, and speculation (e. g., "Does 

not seem to realize impact on victim"). Her notes displayed 

sorne organization; often they were clustered under headings 

which reflected the actual PDR sections. 

Although her colleagues tended to wait until they had 

collected aIl the necessary information before beginning to 

draft a report, Sophie began as soon as she felt she had 

sufficient information for any given section. So, for 

example, following a telephone conversation with a clientes 

employer, she would fill in the "Work" subsection under the 
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"Assessme:1t of Adoleseent's Social situation" heading in the 

POR. The possibility that subsequent interviews with the 

client or parents rnight (and did) lead her to add to or 

revise this section did not appear to bother her. Indeed, 

Sophie was far more likely to revise than her colleagues: 

she wrote seven versions of one POR section before she was 

satisfied. 

This willingness to go back and rework sections was evi-

dent in Sophie's habit of "jamming," her word for freewrit-

ing: 

Ah, l'rn putting parts and pieces together. What the 
heck, l'm going to put it, really, in a dumb way, 
you know, modify the whole thing, put it baek, but 
l need to spit it out as it is and put aIl these 
trieky bits together before we find out what we've 
got. (S; PR/Le) 

The adolescent has a few close friends who present 
various .. Howabout redoing it? When l'm jamming 
like this, it's because it's just no good to start 
with: l'Il come up with something better. (S;PR/RP) 

Because of Sophie's habit of reworking and adding, she 

oceasionally used a eut and paste procedure, whieh seemed to 

suit her writing proeess very weIl, even if she did make fun 

of it: "Oh, that's great •• scotch tape. That's how profes-

sional we are: a bit of bricollage. Kindergarten stuff" 

(S: PR/OS) • 

Although Sophie displayed sjmilar patterns in the three 

POR protocols collected for this study, her writing process 

was quite different during the composing of a PA. The one PA 

protocol collected for this study was 2 hours and 15 minutes 

long: the actual report was 8 pages. The three PDR protocols 

were 4.5 hours long (8 pages), 7.5 hours long (13 pages), 
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and 7.6 hours long (8 pages). She hersel! estimated that it 

took her between 4 and 6 hours to write a PA and 10 hours to 

write a PDR. However, report length was clearly not the 

cause of the time difference. Ouring POR drafting, Sophie 

read and reread sections, revised, searched through her 

notes, and fretted. During PA draft.ing, Sophie rarely reread 

or revised and seemed to write with little effort. 

In addition, though her composing patterns were similar 

during each of the PORs, her focus and her concerns were 

not. During the writing of one POR, she seemed most preoccu

pied with the client, who, she claimed, was "lying like he's 

breathing" (S;PRjDS): for anotl1er, she was concerned with 

the client's mother, a woman she felt was "totally insane" 

(S;PRjRP); for the third, her central focus appeared to be 

the judge, whom she referred to as the "Iron Lady of the 

court" (S;PRjLC). So, although the basic cast remained the 

same for each report --judge, lawyers, family, client -- the 

drama was quite different for each, and Sophie's attentions 

and anxieties reflacted the changing dynamics. 

George 

Of the four participants, George seemed to have the most 

empathy with adolescents; he was, in the current phrase, 

"street-smart." This may have been due partly to George's 

background: he had been a client of social services as an 

adolescent and knew the system from both sides. This dual 

experience expressed itself, on one hand, in his somewhat 

tough manner, his frequent use of slang, and his iconoclas-
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tic suspicion of the police, school principals, and the 

agency itself; on the other hand, he was occasionally skep-

tical of a clientes explanations or expressions of remorse, 

perhaps because he had been in an analogous position him-

self. A similar division marked George's attitude toward 

report writing, specifically the agency's expectations about 

the PA and PDR as described in the report guldelines. Of the 

four workers, George was the most attentive to the guide-

lines, referring to them frequently and following them 

closely. Ironically, he was also the most critical of the 

guidelines: 

they [PA guidelines] are suggesting that we ask the 
family what their financial situation is, whether 
there were any prior psychological or psychiatrie 
problems in the family, whether any of the parents 
or grandparents have committed offences or been 
involved with the law before. l find that di ffi
cult .•.. It's difficult asking for that informa
tion, because l feel it's a real imposition on 
them. (G;In) 

l think l could give just about as good or even 
better a picture of the social .. the present social 
situation in the family, if l didn't have aIl those 
little headings. l could wr1te it in a narrative 
forro. (G; In) 

Unlike Sophie, George used his progress Notes to record 

information from sources as well as speculation or commen-

tary following interviews. He explained: 

So, basically, l do my interview .. prior to the 
interview l collect things like family composition, 
etc., date of birth, where you go to school. l have 
the client fill that information out themselves, 
and then if time allows after the interview l will 
sit down and write progress Notes. Often times l 
don't have the time to write the progress Notes 
right away; l may do it the next day or two hours 
later •.•. l make little notes to myself [in PN] 
about my assumptions around the family situation, 
around the kid, whether or not l think there's a 
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likelihood that they would repeat or note (GiIn) 

For one PDR, George consulted 21 pages of closely written 

progress Notes dating back over the two years of his 

involvement with a client. For another, he wrote 10 pages of 

notes in a period of less than a month, and for a PA he col-

lected 11 pages of progress Notes in just over 4 months. The 

following are samples of George's PN entries: 

Note: steve still seems a little depressed. He 
still feels he gets victimized and is powerless. 
Somewhat immature. Sleeping better; feels things 
better at home betw. parents/self/and sister. still 
eager and cooperative in coming to see me. 

Worker [i.e., George] arrived at apartment. Allan 
was watching television which was blaring. He 
didn't get up to greet worker. Both him and mother 
left T.V. blaring. Worker asked it be ~urned off sa 
we could talk. Mo[ther] turned it down halfway but 
it was still difficult to understand Allan. Allan 
kept watching television between worker's ques
tions. Difficult to comprehend. Very rude. He was 
still very vague about his role in offences. "Maybe 
l hit someone." 

His composing was almost like self-dictation. He said a 

phrase aloud and then wrote it down, rarely pausing to read 

back, revise, or comment. He began with the Face Sheet and 

finished with the Recommendations. Generally, he filled 

longer pauses with one of two activities. At the beginning 

of a section he would check the report guidelines, often 

wondering aloud what "they" wanted in the section. When he 

stalled in mid-section, he would read through his progress 

Notes. 

Unlike Sophie, George rarely commented on the mental 

deliberations that guided his composing. In his initial 

interview and in his discourse-based interview, George spoke 
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about the complex interactions involving the judge, lawyers, 

client, family, and himself, and about the critical deci-

sions that guided report writing, but while he composed he 

did not seem overly concerned with those relationships or 

decisions. However, it would be a mistake to assume that he 

was unaware of the social implications of his writing, as 

this long excerpt from a POR protocol makes clear: 

In conclusion, this worker suggests to the Youth 
Court the following: Now l'Il tell you what llm 
thinking. Originally l was thinking that steven 
[client] should maybe spend weekends in detention, 
just maybe even one weekend just to show him the 
reality. Boy, hels going to get himself into it if 
he keeps on this road of miner stealing. Hels been 
stealing for a long time, in reality. He used to 
steal from home, he used to steal from his parents. 
Hels been taking things since, according to the 
mother, he was three years old .... He started early 
and it sort of worries me a bit. The research shows 
the earlier they start the harder it is for them to 
curb it later on in life •..• Then l have to take a 
look and slnce May he has been doing really weIl, 
so l donlt know if throwing him in the clink for 
the weekend will be aIl that helpful. lt certainly 
wouldnlt be helpful for the family or his relation
ship to his grandparents. Hels done community work 
before, hels been on probation before. l feel like 
the Court is going to •• should be a little heavy 
with him .... He's not really worried about the 
whole thing. sixteen now, he'll be 17 in March: l 
don't want to recommend probation until hels 18. l 
find that after the outside of a year it starts to 
lose its effect. In conclusion, then, this worker 
suggests to the Youth Court the following: Consid
ering Steven has previously been on probation and 
has had to perform community work? community resti
tution twice. this worker does not feel additional 
community work would be appropriate. Hence. it is 
recommended steven •. I'm using steven's name too 
much •• this adolescent be place on probation for a 
period of one year "avec suivi" [with follow-up by 
the worker]. that he be ordered to make a donation 
to charity. (the amount to be decided by the Youth 
Courtl. What else can l recommend? Recommendations 
are so limited. [Reads paragraph back] In conclu
sion •.. be placed on probation .. Just thinking about 
giving Steven a message in this report. l'm not 
sure how the judge or the defence lawyer is going 
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to take it, but .. They could ask it to be stricken 
from the record, but l'm thinking my last sentence 
would be •• [tries out sentence:) Should Steven 
involve himself in any further illegal conduct, l 
would not hesitate to recommend to the Crown or to 
the Court a period of placement in detention. l 
really want this kid to get his act together 
because l know he could really do weIl. l don't 
know how the Court would take that. l'Il add it 
anyway, what the fuck! Should steven become 
involved in any further •. ooo, here cornes the big, 
black whip .. illegal behavior while on probation 
this worker would not hesitate recommending a 
period of placement in detention. Woof! ~ feel like 
such a heavy whenever l talk like that. Let's see 
what l got here anyway [rereads section]. (G:PRjSG) 

Later, when shown the above excerpt during his discourse 

interview, George elaborated: 

WeIl, l wanted to get a message to the kid ... 
because he didn't take his delinquency seriously. l 
wanted to get the message across to him and his 
mother that they were serious delinquencies. Uh, 
and that society does not accept that kind of 
behaviour and that there is a consequence to break
ing the law .••• l wanted to provide the court with 
as much information as l could, and ta put the •• to 
put the offences .. help the court understand the 
offences in the most appropriate contexte (G:Dl) 

George began writing as a social worker over 10 years 

before this study was conducted, but he still expressed sorne 

dissatisfaction with his reports. When he began in the unit, 

he used "model" reports from the files to guide him. He 

said, however, that these models were less helpful th an the 

feedback provided by colleagues, judges, lawyers, and --

George was the only worker to acknowledge this -- secre-

taries. In fact, he said that the secreta ries had helped him 

enormously with his spelling and grammar, a sensitive aspect 

of writing for this street kid turned social worker: 

l'm also very conscious of my writing style aiso. 
In that, you know, l want to make sure that my 
grammar is aIl right and that l'm not using run-on 
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sentences, and that kind of stuff, because l think 
that that's a reflection on me as a professional. 
(Giln) 

l'm much happier with my writing now than when 1 
was in university. And when 1 first started working 
here, l had a tendency to write a lot, like, too 
much, wasn't very concise, etc. So, l'rn pleased 
that it has improved that way. l still think 1 
could •. my grammar could be better, but in general 
l'm quite satisfied with it. (Giln) 

Alice, trained like George as a social worker, was also a 

veteran of Court Services, having worked there for most of 

ten years. She too had developed her own ways of collecting 

information and cornposing reports. She used her progress 

Notes rnostly to record the bare outline of interviews and 

phone callsi in their place, Alice used a two page forro she 

had prepared with sorne of the PA and PDR report headings and 

space for "other pertinent data." In addition, she jotted 

notes on loose sheets of paper, sorne of thern srnall notepad 

sheets or adhesive-backed notes. Her individual case files 

were filled with an assortrnent of forms and notes: 

l personally have made an outline for rnyself that l 
keep, what l calI "Intake Form," that at the lnl
tial interview [with client] l take down •. I don't 
actually write in front of the client, l'rn not com
fortable doing that. l rely on my memory, except 
for names, birth dates, and aIl that .... If the 
kid's talked about drugs and things like that, 1 
just make little notes for rnyself at the end of the 
interview. l don't put that rnuch in my progress 
Notes, except that l had an interview and, if any
thing major came out in the interview, then l'Il 
put it in my progress Notes, cause l figure my 
progress Notes are for other people, if l'rn not 
around. (A;In) 

Alice kept her Intake Form in the client's file, along 
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with a growing collection of loose pages, until she was 

ready to begin the report. That meant at least three inter-

views with the client, perusal of relevant documentation, 

and telephone calls to aIl necessary contactsi unlike 

Sophie, Alice waited until all the information was in before 

composing: 

The reason l don't go directly to it is because, 
before l can wri te up the Psychos')cial, the way l 
operate, l need at least three interviews. And 
l'm .• the way l write a Psychosocial or a Predispo, 
it's like l write from start to finish and l 
can't .. if l add things it's like a phrase here and 
there, but l can't write a report ... like a little 
bit in this part of the report, a little bit about 
that, it's like start to finish l have to write the 
reports .... my train of thought has to kind of 
flow. It's, like, l have to sit down in one day and 
just write the whole thing. (AiIn) 

Alice said she devoted her mornings to writing and her 

afternoons to her clients, but when a deadline loomed, Alice 

put everything on hold (including most phone calls). When 

Alice did start, she worked on a report until it was fin-

ishedi in her estimation, that was 3 hours for a PA and 7-8 

hours for a PORe For this study, Alice composed a PA in 2 

hours, one PDR in 5.7 hours, another in 2.3, and a third in 

3.2 hours. These times, however, May not be typical and 

should not be seen as challenges to Alice's own estimates. 

For example, the PDR written in just over 2 hours contained 

a number of sections from a previous report by another 

workeri Alice simply brought the earlier report up to date 

and added a few short sections. And, as Michel put it, "It's 

hard to differentiate between writing the report and dealing 

with the case" (MiDI). compiling notes, tracking down a 
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school principal for a telephone interview, and reading 

another worker's progress Notes on your client may aIl be 

regarded as "writing" activities when they are essential ta 

composing. 

Like George, Alice did not provide much commentary on 

readers or plans as she composed: however, she did seem 

quite concerned with arrangement. Her protocols are filled 

with comments about order and direction: "Where do we go 

from here?"; "What's next?"i "So, what cornes after School?"; 

"Where do l put that?": "Now what?" As she herself said, "I 

have to organize my thoughts. l'm kind of compulsive, obses-

sive compulsive, in that line" (A:ln). 

As she wrote, Alice would read through her notes, cross-

ing out information she had used and noting which sections 

the re~aining information belonged in. Every once in a 

while, she would jot down a quick note to herself as a 

reminder to include sorne fact or observation in a particular 

section (e.g., "Family Assessment: Contradiction. (Parents] 

say that he [client] was a problem even as a young child."). 

Except where her concern for organization stopped her, Alice 

worked steadily, reviewing text only after a paragraph or 

full section was completed. She made few changes after the 

text was written, even during her final, proofreading check 

of the finished draft. Like George, Alice spoke text aloud 

as she wrote it. When she stalled part way through a sen-

tence, she would say the sentence fragment over and over, as 

if taking a running jurnp at the end of the phrase. 

Alice claimed to "hate writing reports": in addition, 
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like George, she appeared to resent the writing demands made 

upon her by the agency: 

first of all, it's an effort for me ta sit down and 
write, ta put my thoughts together on paper; that's 
a big effort .... And it's also, for me, it's not 
important: l mean, l know what l've done wlth the 
family. The actual work that you do with the family 
is more import3nt to me than putting it down on 
paper. And l feel that that's just because it's a 
bureaucratie need •.•. l'd much pre fer putting more 
effort into working with the family than doing 
paper work. 50, l think it's partly just the sys
tem: psychologically, l hate this system for that 
reason. (Ailn) 

Her dislike did not appear related to uncertainty about 

her own writing. She herself said she was "pretty confident" 

and did not show reports to colleagues in order to get help 

with surface features of her texts. Rather, she sought help 

in anticipatlng response to reports: 

l'Il ask a co-worker, "What do you think the 
defence and the Crown are going to say (tO] this 
report? How do you think the judge is going to 
interpret it? What questions do you guys think l'm 
going to be asked?" (A:ln) 

This interaction with her colleagues was one way in which 

Alice learned how to write reports. In addition, when she 

first started in Court services, she checked others' reports 

and had the benefit of repeated practice: 

Michel 

l have to admit, when l started here, l had a sup
ervisor who made me rewrite reports, like, seven 
times until l got it right •••• And l didn't like 
the idea of going through rewriting reports seven 
to eight times, and then l got the hang of it and 
with the years l learnt what do judges kind of want 
to hear in your reports, what do the clients want 
to hear. (Ailn) 

Michel had a Master of Social Work degree and a private 
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counselling practice. He seemed more concerned than the oth-

ers with the deeper psychological reasons behind a client's 

offence. His reports were often attempts to trace what he 

called a "developmental history," that is, an explanation of 

the client's behaviour in terms of life experience. The fol-

lowing protocol excerpt typifies that practice: 

[When younger] Ron told hospital professionals that 
(crosse:> "that" out] "stories" .. l'm using the term 
"stories" because that's the word he 
used •• "stories" for fear that his father be seen as 
a "child abuser". SA already he's .. [l'm] describing 
to the court here that Ron had to keep these things 
in, He couldn't really express to anyone around 
him. He didn't feel that he couid express ta anyone 
around him what he was experiencing at home, namely 
an abusive situation by father. l do want to por
r.ray to the Court here that Ron was a victim of 
liolence .• uh .. a victim of violence. And eve~tually 
he did .• that Ieads to much anger and frustration in 
him, mainly directed at his father, which he dis
placed in the pers on of the bus driver. Uh, this 
type of anger is pervasive, this displacement, this 
frustration, this anger is aiso shown to other 
authorities, as l've seen, ta others -- teachers 
and stuff. (MiPRjRH) 

This attention to cause is stated explicitly in Michel's 

answer to a question regarding his intended message in a 

POR: 

That there were underlying reasons for the young
ster to commit the crime that he did. And ta 
expose, to explain, to give sorne kind of synthesis, 
an overview of what those reasons were, what the 
context was, so that the Youth Court could under
stand the needs of the youngster and, hence, be 
able to give .• render a fair, inforrned decision. 
(Mi DI) 

Michel's concern for the psychologicai variables in each 

case, inspired perhaps by his training and private practice, 

extended as weIl to the follow-up period with clients. 

Although the other workers frequently mentioned the proba-
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tion which they almost invariably reco~~ended, only Michel 

seemed much bothered by the short age of time available for 

substantial therapeutic follow-up: "That's one of the frus-

trations in this particular job is that we assess so much 

and then we do 50 little with it" (M:PAjMP). Probation 

allowed the worker to monitor a client, but with 35 active 

cases there was not much time for attending to the causes 

underlying an adolescent's erratic, violent, or aberrant 

behaviour. To make up for this lack, Michel suggested out-

side help, although neither he nor the Court were authorized 

to order it: 

What do l want to say here? Let me think about it a 
little bit .• [We recommend ••. l that Ronnie undergo a 
psychological examination •• Um, this report will 
point out to the Court but also will point out to 
Ron his need for outside help. Um .• l will use the 
psychological [test] and l will give him the 
results and this may influence him in seeking the 
outside help. lt will also underline the fa ct that 
l feel, the school had feIt, the [other] social 
worker feels, um, that he needs extra help. He even 
stated that to his other social worker. So, how do 
l want to phrase this? (M:PRjRH) 

Michel, like George and Alice, spoke his sentences aloud 

before writing them and rarely commented in protocols on the 

thought process that went into his writing: however, he too 

was eloquent about the reports' complexities in interviews. 

Unlike George and Alice, Michel did make changes after he 

wrote. His revisions were mostly superficial: sUbstituting 

one word for another, correcting spelling, adding qualifiers 

for greater precision or a "better sound." He wrote quickly 

and made changes after a section was completed. Like Sophie, 

Michel worked on sections as he felt ready to write them, 
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regardless of their actual order in the reports. 

Despite many years writing court reports, Michel occa-

sionally consulted one of his previous, successful PORs 

before or during writing. In fact, he claimed that he had 

learned how to write reports by studying those reports that 

either his supervisor or the judge had told him were good 

PORs. He retained a number of lessons from that feedback: 

l was told by a judge that it's better to write 
less, than to write more. (MiIn) 

It was once said to me by a Youth Court judge that 
he can read between the lines and so it [POR] need 
not be so detailed. And that's when l first started 
as a social worker in the Youth Court system and 
that always stayed with me. l guess it was after l 
had submitted a report where l was very explicit 
[laughs] and he knew l was starting fresh. (MiDI) 

Readers 

When composing the PA and the POR, Sophie, George, Alice, 

and Michel wrote for a bewildering array of readers. 

Although the PA was rarely read by others, that possibility 

did existe What made the POR so much more difficult than the 

PA was the list of inevitable readers: the judge, thp law-

yers, the client, and the family. Thid difference between 

the reports was obvious in the workers' interviews and pro-

tocols. Throughout their initial and discourse-based inter-

views, the participants stressed the PAIs heuristic and 

archival functions, but whenever they spoke about the POR 

they emphasized its rhetorical difficulty. This difference 

was borne out by the protocols: in PA protocols, workers 
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rarely mentioned readers at alli whereas in PDR protocols, 

there were frequent reader references. As Sophie put it, 

workers wrote the PDR "with shields all around" them (Siln). 

Each reader approached the text differently. Each had a 

particular role to play in the drama and a different set of 

relationships with the other people involved. Certain 

aspects of those relationships were fixed and, in a sense, 

faceless. For example, sorne interactions between the judge 

and the lawyers were determined by legal procedure and 

remained the same regardless of the people involved or the 

text being considered. However, since real, live individuals 

filled aIl the roles, interpersonal relations added a con-

stantly changing dimension to the text and the activity sur-

rounding it (i.e., the trial, the interviews, the writing, 

the sentencing hearing, the probationary period, etc.). This 

phenomenon of relationships predetermined by role and modi-· 

fied by individual personalities was captured by the work-

ers' supervisor: 

Different judges have different reputations: he'll 
never place [a youth in custodY]i or he's off the 
wall, or he'll place anybody. Working with the law
yers, there's a distinction between the Crown and 
the defence. l think very few court workers feel 
they're working with the defence. The defence is 
there to get their kid off and, if he's not off, to 
minimize anything. And that can be frustrating 
'cause the worker feels they're trying to balance 
rights and needs, whereas the defence is there 
strictly for the kid's rights. So, there's not a 
close relationship there. If anything, there's a 
closer relationship with the Crown. (Supervisor) 

To complicate matters, the various sections of the report 

itself reflected (and caused) shifting relations between 

writer and readers and among the readers. For instance, 
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under the "Basis of Assessrnent" (or IIBasis of RepartI!) sec-

tian, Sophie was careful ta list each and every contact with 

the client and other sources of information. She felt this 

was important for her relations with the judge and the law-

yers: 

Okay, now we have to tell hirn how did l gather the 
inforrnation .. how rnany effort did l put in this 
report in order to be credible. Tell hirn all the 
steps, persans contacted, for how long, so they see 
that l haven't taken a decision for the fun of it. 
(S ;PR/DS) 

Moments later, in the same protocol, she writes in the 

date of her first interview and cornrnents on the judge's pos-

sible response: 

June lOth. He's gonna see that l didn't wait too 
long. lIve been assigned on the 9th and l started 
moving on the 10th. (S;PR/DS) 

A report that presented three or four versions of the 

same incident, public assessments of an adolescent and his 

or her family, and recommendations for punishrnent naturally 

set up a whole shifting series of alliances and oppositions. 

The adolescent and mother whose contradictory versions of 

the offence pitted them against each other in one section of 

tlle report might find that they were allies against the 

social worker when they read the IIFamily Assessrnentl! sec-

tion. Asked why he included a particular piece of inforrna-

tion in a PDR, Michel revealed his understanding and use of 

this complex dynamic: 

the youngster will be reading the report, his par
ents will be reading the report, and the youngster 
and the parents will know that the court is reading 
the report; so that's the reason l included it. 
(M;DI) • 
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Alice, too, demonstrated a subtle comprehension of the 

individuals and interactions surrounding one of her reports: 

this is the first time r'm having [a] case heard 
before this judge. So l don't know how she views 
reports. She seems to be very fair. And because 
she's a woman, l tend to think she's going to be 
more towards being very hard on this kid [client]. 
Second thing is the Crown prosecutor is pretty 
meek, so he might not fight very hard, and the 
defence is very strong. (A:DI) 

In the sections which follow, some of the workers' 

insights into this intricate social web are presented. 

Because the workers were most concerned about the PDR read-

ers, those are the readers and that is the report most 

frequently mentioned. 

The Judge 

In typical fashion, Sophie bluntly captured the impor

tance of the judge: "The judge is thE.: one who will ulti-

mately, you know, bless my report or kind of spit on it" 

(S:In). Because of this powerful position as primary reader, 

the judge was frequently referred to in interviews and pro-

tocols, and the writers displayed an impressive store of 

inform~,:ion about what did and did not work with individual 

judges and judges in general. 

One broad distinction betwe~n jUdges concerned the degree 

to which they adhered to legal protocol, a distinction Alice 

explained as a function of their tenure : 

... the older judges, the ones that have been here, 
like, 20 years and more ••• used to work under a 
very, very different system where there were no 
lawyers, nothing like that, and ••. they were less 
legalistic and ••• they called the social worker down 
to their office and "What do you want ta do with 
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this kid?" and it was kind of like they trusted you 
without having aIl this legal stuff surrounding 
you. And, so, they haven't changed their attitudei 
their attitude is still ... "l trust this worker, so 
you lawyers can do aIl the questioning you want~ 
l'm going to go with what's in the report." (A;ln) 

There are certain jUdges, the newer judges, are 
very legalistic, by the book. So, the more legalis
tic they are, the more l'Il be careful about what l 
put in my report. The older judges give us more 
leeway, in that the Crown or the defence may object 
to something in my report, but they don't really 
care. So, l try to be much more factual in reports 
that l am giving to certain judges that l know are 
very much by the book. (A;In) 

sophie echoed this belief when she said, "Certain 

judge[s] are very open-minded and will allow sorne informa-

tion without too much problem. Sorne judge[s] will just be so 

legalistic that they will [criticize] everything in the 

report which is not directly relevant to the charge" (Siln). 

For the workers, the major legal question concerned the 

admissibility of certain information. Caught between the 

need to explain an adolescent's behaviour and the restric-

tions imposed by legal regulations, workers often relied on 

the jUdge's tolerance and the fact that he or she read the 

report before it became a Court document: 

•.• there's a lot of hearsay in the report which l'm 
not allowed to put in, in a Court report, so l took 
the risk of putting it in, thinking that it's 
important for the judge to know. She will have read 
the report by the time it comes to Court. So, you 
know, l'm the one that's going to get it, you know, 
from the lawyers in Court for having put that stuff 
in. But at least 1'11 know that the judge knows 
about these concerns. So that was pretty difficult 
'cause this is pretty unusual for me to go out of 
bounds, and put stuff in the report that you're not 
supposed to •... lt's weird to say, but when you 
write these reports, you often have in mind who's 
the judge that's going to be reading them. l think 
l was. Because l knew it was a woman judge, l think 
l gave myself a bit more leeway; maybe that's why l 
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felt cornfortable in putting sorne of the hearsay in, 
because of the judge. It's a bit weird to say, but 
maybe if it had been a different judge, very legal
istic, I might have thought twice about that. 
(A;DI) 

Perhaps as a result of their subservient relationship to 

them, and their experience of public censure in the court-

room, the workers had sorne animosity toward judges. This 

ill-will occasionally surfaced, but the workers were not 

above using blandishments to achieve their ends, especially 

where the question of address was concerned: 

Judge: Urn, which judge is this? God, l've got sa 
many files l get mixed up in my judges. Smith. The 
Honourable, they like ta be flattered, even if they 
are not aIl honourable. (S;PRjDS) 

So, what's missing is judge's name [on the Face 
Sheet]. The judge is •. which one is it? [Looks 
through notes] Tardiff? Yes, it is Tardiff. l'Il 
just put The Honourable, they love it. The Honour
able J. Tardiff. Just flatter the JUdge's ego. 
(S ;PRjRP) 

Louis relient] appeared before judge Fletcher and 
pleaded guilty on a count of robbery which occurred 
on October 12. The judge •. A big "J" l guess 
[inserts a capital J fo~ Judge.] They're full of 
themselves, and this one especially. (S;PRjLC) 

••. the above adolescent appeared before .• who was 
the jUdge, anyways? Loiselle, before Honorable •• I 
choke over that word Honorable .. Judge Loiselle ••• 
(G;PRjSG) 

[In his discourse interview, Michel was offered 
"Honorable," an optioual title, in place of 
"Judge":] Yeah, l would be willing to substitute 
it ..• it would be appealing to her authority •• making 
her predisposed to my report. (M;DI) 

The Lawvers 

The roles and attitudes of the lawyers were predetermined 

to a much greater extent than those of any other reader. 
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There was an adversary relationship between the prosecution 

(the "Crown") and the defence that was defined by legal tra-

dition and procedure. The prosecutor's job was ta bring 

charges against the accused and to seek punishment: the 

defence, naturally, attempted to protect the clientes inter-

ests. This established relationship of opposition was well 

understood by the writers: 

I think overall I •. I'm always more concerned about 
the defence than the Crown. l mean, the Crown is 
out, you know, to get the kid anyway, so l figured 
I could put as much as l wanted .... and knowing 
that this kid has a defence lawyer, she always 
gives me a hard time, l had a really hard time 
writing this report, cause l kept saying, you know, 
geez, you know, l shouldn't put this in or l 
shouldn't put that, and she's going ta give me a 
hard time in court, but what the hell, i t has ta be 
said. Sa, l think the person that probably stood 
out •• well, no, not just her, cause then l think, 
well, the parents, you know, the parents and the 
kid would read .. get a copy of the report, tao. But 
that doesn' t concern me as much, cause they' Il 9 ive 
me a hard time but in the end it's in the interest 
of the kid. Whereas once l' m in court i t' s not in 
the interest of the kid for me ta be discredi ted by 
the defence lawyer. (A;DI) 

The mandate is quite different, you know; the Crown 
receives its mandate from society and, uh, is there 
to accuse and to .. to .. [be al shit disturber, you 
know. Whereas the defence lawyer has a mandate from 
the kid; if the kid agrees to go into placement 
they won't argue about it. They have ta defend 
whatever the client wishes. (S;In) 

This difference in mandate led naturally to a difference 

in relations with the writers; as the unit supervisor indi-

cated, "there's a cl oser relationship with the Crown. Il 

Indeed, there was even a sense that the prosecutor and the 

social worker were on the same side and shared goals. As 

Alice put it, "I know the Crown is not going to discredit 

me; l mean, i t' s net to his advantage Il (A; DI). Furthermore, 
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the Crown prosecutors' offices were a f100r below the social 

workers, and there were frequent, informaI exchanges con-

cerning mutuai cases. This proximity Ied to familiarity: "We 

have a very limited number of Crown prosecutors. Between 

[within) two years you have a chance to see them aIl, and to 

know which one[s] are open to discussion" (S;In). 

Not so with defence lawyers, since there was a differeTlt 

one for almost every case. However, what the workers feared 

was not the individual lawyer, but the role the defence 

played and the possibility of being put on the stand and 

questioned. When asked why she had deliberated so long over 

part of a POR recommendation, Sophie explained, "I could 

foresee the cross-examination, the big knife cutting my 

throat there" (S;DI). To avoid th~ potentially humiliating 

experience of a defence lawyer's attempt to publicly dis

credit them, the workers weighed their words carefully while 

Nri ting, and some developed qui te compl icated strategies: 

okay, moving right along after a delay. Summary of 
Offences •. Summary of Present Offence Before the 
Court: Description of charge: [Reads charge in 
French and transcribes it directly into his own 
report with quotation marks.] l'm describing the 
charge exactly as it reads in the proces-verbal 
[minutes] of the court. l'm not putting it in my 
own words, because if l do and l make a mistake the 
youth's lawyer can object. (G;PRjSG) 

..• when this worker asked what he thought he might 
receive as a sentence for this offence Richard 
[client] answered: "A lot. Il He thought he deserved, 
like, l'm sure the defence lawyer's going to blast 
me if l leave that. This looks like the kid is 
approving of whatever will be given. (S;PR/RP) 

l usually try and sit down with the ... defence law
yer beforehand, and give him time to read the 
report, to try and get an idea of, once in court, 
are they going to give me a hard time. So l try and 
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get an idea, are they for or against my recommend
ations? Ta get an ide a of their feel of the report 
so l'll know what ta expect. It's kind of preparing 
myself for court. And, also, it gives me a chance 
to kind of, more on a social level, explain the 
case to the lawyer, to make things go smoother in 
court. You kind of learn these tricks over the 
years. (A:ln) 

However, despite a strong sense of the potential court-

room dynamics and strategies ta prevent confrontation, the 

writers inevitably faced the thorny rhetorical task of writ

ing a report which opposing lawyers read and reacted ta. The 

unit supervisor summed up this unenviable situation: 

It's not uncommon to go in [to court] with the 
Crown wanting a heavier consequence, the defen\:e 
\vanting a lighter, and the worker feeling caught 
between both of them. 

The Client and Family 

As mentioned above, the major difference between the PA 

and PDR had to do with readers. Although there were many 

potential readers for the PA, the workers seemed most con-

cerned with convincing themselves of the justice and wisdorn 

of their recommendations. certainly, the lack of a public 

forum for the PA, and the absence of legal constraints and 

dynarnics, made the report an easier document ta produce. In 

addition, the client and his or her family rarely saw the 

report, and that changed the rhetorical situation tremen

dously, though some of the workers claimed it was not a fac-

tor: 

l don't write anything in there [the PA] that the 
clients have not told me. And .•• if l've made an 
assumption or if l've made an assessment, or l have 
feelings about the family and the kid, l ~sually 
verbally tell them that. SA it cornes a~ no surprise 
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to them when they, you know, if they would read 
this report. (G: In) 

However, the PDR was a different matter. In fact, the 

variety and sensitivity of the relationships that the PDR 

created was, perhaps, the most unexpected finding of this 

study. Composition theory and pedagogy usually addresses the 

writer-reader relationship under the rubric "audience," as 

if the readers were a collective. Moreover, little or noth-

ing is said about how texts influence relations between and 

among readers. And yet, the social workers were clearly 

aware that the writer-reader relationship differed from one 

reader to another, and they also realized the potential 

impact their reports had on relations between readers. 

Nowhere was this more obvious than in their concern for 

their clients and their clients' families. 

The client and famiIy played an unusual role: though they 

read the PDR, they were not, ostensibly, readers: that is, 

the report was not so much for them as i t was about them. In 

a sense, when the famiIy and client read the report, they 

were listening into a conversation about themselves -- they 

were eavesdropping. The report included plenty of informa-

tion provided by the family, and the maj or consequences of 

the PDR were felt by them, but the actual text was not 

really addressed to the family. 

Despite this position in the wings, 50 to speak, the 

client and famiIy had major roles to play in the drama. 

Their contributions ran through the POR, and the document 

served, in part, as a plan for aspects of their lives fol-

218 



, ------_ ... _---- - ----- - -----------, 

lowing the sentencing hearing. For example, the client 

almost always served a period of probation, during which 

regular meetings with the POR writer were required. If the 

POR was overly critical or the client overly sensitive, the 

ongoing relationship could prove difficult. Furthermore, the 

workers did not simply monitor the client's progress; they 

were involved in a therapeutic relationship, an attempt to 

help the adolescent work out his or her problerns. As Michel 

put it, "1 think there's a therapeutic relationship that l 

have to continue having and, certainly, l don't want to 

break that trust" (M:OI). This required an open and ongoing 

relationship with the family as weIl, since Most attempts to 

change the client's behaviour depended on assistance from 

parents. The implications of this complex and delicate rela-

tionship are discernible in the fOllowing POR protocol 

excerpts: 

[Working on Parents' Version] One day that Richard 
had the flu and stayed home .• yeah, let's show them 
[the Court] how irresponsible the mother is, l 
think it's very relevant •.•• [Later, reviewing this 
section] •• stayed home. Richard then called his 
mother at work and Mrs. Palumba advised him to go 
to the downstairs neighbour not to be alone when 
meeting with the police. but that he could not run 
away from something he had done. [Laughs.] The 
judge is going to like this. (S:PR/RP) 

Later on in the same POR: 

Richard's father came back in the family's life two 
years ago after an absence of nearly ten (10) years 
following an assault on Mrs. Palumba while he was 
under the influence of alcohol. Huh-huh. There we 
go. Was he? That is something l should check or the 
mother is prohahly going to he at rny place for rnen
tioning it in the report when sorne of the people 
don't know about that [turns tape recorder off]. 
(S: PR/RP) 
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The next segment of protocol followed immediately after 

the above excerpti it began with Sophie turning the tape 

recorder on: 

Okay, following daYi let's get back to this report 
because l want to have it finished today, present 
it to the mother tomorrow night, to the kid on Fri
day before the decision on Monday. Okay, the mother 
called me yesterday so l'm going to modify this 
report to let .. to give the judge a little flavour 
of how, of how she [mother] feels about this whole 
thing, meaning the offence and, you know •. I should 
really give the judge an idea of how hysterical the 
mother is and what can be expected and how she per
ceives the situation, which might in the end help 
me to say that, you know, it wouldn't be good for 
the kid to go back home, 'cause the mother' s 
totally nuts and she won't help her son, if that's 
the attitude she has toward the offence. [Finds 
draft of Mother's Attitude and reads.] The mother 
has difficulty in dealing with the fact that her 
son is actually being detained inspite of the fact 
that this is the first offence. Mrs. Palumba •. let's 
add something here •. told this worker that Richard 
should be returned home. Mother is going to be 
happy because l put her point of view and the judge 
will see how irrealistic and protectivQ she is. 
Isn't it nice! You break, you kill two birds with 
one stone. [Goes on adding.]... The mother does not 
wish to consider a custodial measure •• um [reads 
back, inserts ~ before "consider"] as a way of 
helping Richard .. [Reads sentence back, adds 
quote] •• "sinee we never had any problems in the 
past." There we go, that' s rather clear, she' s 
totally insane. (S ;PR/RP ) 

As she is reviewing the report and matching sections 

against the expectations spelled out in the guidelines, 

Sophie struggles again with the response she anticipates 

from the mother: 

•• yeah, weIl, if l want te "assess the potential of 
the family in aiding the adolescent ta curb his 
problematic behaviour" [a direct quote of a guide
line phrase], l will have to definitely put some
thing about the mother. okay, um, um, how can l 
start? God, this mother's going to read this! l 
cannot offend her or be tao raw in my assessment. 
[Begins to make a list of mother's "characteris
tics."] ..•• Okay, now, in this what do we see? 
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There's a bit of denial and a bit of protectionism. 
And then if l present it this way, l can lead on to 
say that right now Richard's best interest is not 
to be back home because the mother will really not 
help him to cape with iti she will just wipe it out 
of his memory. 

Sophie then went on to write this sentence: "In brief, 

Mrs. Palumba is displaying a strong protective attitude 

towards Richard which involves a denial of any underlYing 

problems that Richard might have, as well as a denial of the 

seriousness of the harm done ta the victim." After she fin-

ished writing the section, she said this: 

There we go. That's not sa bad, it doesn't sound so 
harsh. l'm sure l'm going to get it when l present 
it ta the mother, but what the heck! ... [After a 
bit more reading and minor revising in the sec
tion.] 0 boy, am lever afraid ta face the mother 
with this tomorrow. l have to be honest. That's 
what l'm going to present and that's my point of 
view and .. if she wants a lawyer, she can have a 
lawyer, for God's sake. (SiPR/RP) 

Whereas the writers were MOst concerned about legal 

implications in their relations with the judges and lawyers, 

they showed great conc~rn for the family's and client's 

feelings and for the relations within the family. Thus, for 

example, Sophie approves of a particular phrase because it 

"will not be tao offensive for the kid, not tao harsh, and 

does not risk ta create a conflict in the family" (SiPRjDS). 

other examples: 

With regards to his sister, he continues to dislike 
her •• that's mildly put, but l'd rather .. l'd rather 
say "dislike" than "hate." With regards ta his 
sister, he continues .• You know, l have ta be sen
sitive as weIl. They're going ta be reading that in 
court and, uh, l dJn't want to make it more than it 
is. (M;PRjRH) 

This incident can be construed as a last •• 
[crosses out "last"] •• as an attempt •• nat a 
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"last" .. l don 1 t want to dramatize i t more than it 
should be, especially if the youngsterls going to 
read this. (M; PR/RH) 

.. when l haven't had time te work with the family, 
to try and resolve certain issues, family problems, 
l am gldd l don't have to put [the problems] in the 
Predispo because they get a copy of it and if they 
see this, l mean, then my future work with them may 
be sabotaged because l haven't been able to work 
out this problem with them yet. (Ai In) 

other Readers 

other readers of the POR and PA were peripheral but, 

occasionally, important. Secretaries and court clerks, for 

instance, had ta type and file all reports; if telephone 

numbers, addresses, names, and so on were incorrect, reports 

could be improperly routed. psychiatrists, psychologists, 

and even sexologists were called in as experts on occasion, 

and they then read the documents on a client. Social Work 

students doing field placement sometimes read a report or 

two, according to Michel and George. And, despite the highly 

confidential nature of the reports, there were other pos-

sible readers: 

.• there is one other person who could read the 
report [PORl and recently came to my attention, and 
l am now very concerned about what l put in the 
reports. l just found out that victims can read the 
report. Ah, l was subpoenaed to sit in a court in a 
civil suit, you know, a victim suing the parents 
for what the kid did, and l found out that he was 
allowed to have a copy of the report, and that con
cerns me •..• l was concerned that a total stranger 
was going to know everything about the family. So, 
that's another person who could read it. That con
cerns me much more than any of the other parties 
who can read the report. (AiIn) 

.. we are asked to deposit our Predisposition Report 
in the court dossier five days before the youth 
appears. And the youth is allowed a copy of that as 
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well as all the official people. But what l found 
is that sometimes l would go [into court] on the 
date my kid's appearing and he's sitting there with 
this report and also passing this report along to 
aIl his friends .•.. And they sit there and they 
joke about sorne of the things that we write about 
them. (G;In) 

However, the likeliest of aIl possibl~ other readers were 

the workers' colleagues, either their "buddies" who covered 

for them during holidays or illness, or social workers at 

other points of service. Included in this category were the 

infrequent but extremely important readers responsible for 

cases that fell under Youth Protection, which meant all 

cases involving physical or sexual abuse. The workers' sup-

ervisor might read a report now and then, especially if a 

worker recommended placement in custody. For all of these 

co-workers, the writers had two major concerns: that facts 

be clear and that a picture of the client emerge from the 

report. When asked if he would be willing to remove a PDR 

sentence that mentioned that the client's mother had been a 

foster mother, George responded: 

WeIl, l think it's important for any other worker, 
if there ever is another worker involved with this 
family, that worker know that information. Also 
[it] indicates to people the type of person that 
she is, you know, that she is willing to extend 
herself to other.s who need help. (G;DI) 

Court Services as a Discourse community 

Before moving on to the next chapter, in which the sepa-

rate elements of setting, texts, writers, and readers are 

examined in action and interaction, it will help to reflect 
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on the tentative definition of discourse community offered 

in Chapter One and to compare that discussion to the 

description of Court services provided in this chapter. That 

comparison can best be made using Swales' six-point defini

tion as a guide: 

1) "Communa li ty 0 f interest; cornrnon publ i c goal s ." Swal es 

suggests that one of the defining characteristics of a dis

course cornrnunity is that "at sorne level the members share 

common public goals" (4). The social workers within Court 

Services had at least two goals which they shared with oth

ers: indeed, these goals were occasionally in conflict and 

were the source of much of the social and rhetorical diffi

cult Y experienced by the workers. 

Their first "public goal" involved the assessment and 

treatment of adolescents whose behaviour had brought them in 

to conflict with the law. Each worker shared this goal with 

all other workers involved in court-related work with ado

lescents, including those in other agencies inside and out

side Quebec. In addition, a variety of other social workers, 

criminologists, guidance counsellors, psychologists, and 

psychiatrists shared this goal, although perhaps not as cen

trally. The goal of assessment and treatment was the work

ers' specifie aim within the agency's larger mandate of pro

viding social services to the community. 

Their second goal concerned the legal "disposition" of 

adolescents found guilty of offences against the criminal 

code. To achieve this goal, which they shared with the 

judges and lawyers involved with the Youth Court, workers 
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had to provide an accurate assessment of the adolescent and, 

based on that assessment, a fair recommendation for disposi

tion, or sentencing. Though there were adversarial relations 

built into the procedures for achieving this goal (i.e., 

prosecution and defence lawyers), the goal was definitely 

public and shared: all parties wanted to provide the adoles

cent and family with the best possible situation, though the 

definition of "best" might differ from pers on to persan. 

One feature of this context that Swales' definition does 

not describe is the overlap, most obvious in the POR, 

between the social service and the legal communities. As 

Bizzell suggests "conflicts can arise when discourse commu

ni ties overlap" ("What" 15), bec au se different communi ties 

have different values, beliefs, and aims, and these differ

ences may weIl lead to confrontation. Such conflict was 

inevitable, even desired, in this setting. The clash between 

the legal and therapeutic perspectives and between the 

defence and prosecution was designed to help the members of 

the community achieve their collective project, or cornmon 

goal. Since no discipline or group of people is immune from 

influences from outside the group, the conflicts that result 

from su ch cross-fertilization should perhaps be considered 

an inevitable dynamic of discourse communities. The conflict 

need not be deliberate, as it was in Court Services, but it 

may weIl serve the same function by organizing contrasting 

perspectives. (See Chapter 6 for a further discussion of the 

implications arising from this overlap of communities.) 

2) "Mechanisms for intercommunication. Il Swales' second 

225 



( 
criterion is that the "discourse community has mechanisms 

for intercommunication between members," or "a forum" (4-5). 

Unlike academic communities and other special interest 

groups, the Court Services social workers did not attend 

annual conferences or publish a newsletter or journal. Natu

rally, there are many professional journals in the fields of 

social work and sociology, but none held a central role in 

these workers' professional lives, as College Composition 

and Communication or College English do for those people 

involved in the teaching of writing at the post-secondary 

level. However, a variety of formaI and informaI "forums" 

existed. 

For example, as with othe1 bureaucratic institutions, a 

large number of guidelines, policy statements, regulations, 

and other internaI documentation crossed the workers' desks 

each week. In addition, the unit had many scheduled meet

ings, as did the agency itself. The participants in this 

study referred to a number of occasional committees and con

ferences which brought court workers together with social 

workers at other points of service, lawyers, judges, police 

officers, and other professionals whose concerns overlapped 

their own. These texts and meetings set the community's 

agenda, defined its goals, established its values, and 

helped shape its direction in much the same way conferences 

and journals help determine the activities of other communi

ties. In addition, the courtroom provided a forum for the 

POR; that is, it became a setting for the exchange of views 

held by those whose common purpose was to reprimand and pun-
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ish an offending adolescent. 

At the less formal end of the forum spectrum, there were 

social activities organized around such events as softball 

tournaments, family picnics, and so forthi as with any group 

with common purpose, a considerable amount of "shop talk" 

occurred during these events. And, of course, there was the 

constant informaI exchange of information and ideas that 

went on in offices and hallways, over coffee and lunch, and 

after work. 

3) "Information and feedback." The third criterion in 

Swales' definition suggests that, because of 1) and 2) 

above, "the discourse community survives by providing infor

mation and feedback" (5). Again, as mentioned, there were a 

variety of information and feedback channels within Court 

services, both formaI and informaI. AlI of the workers spoke 

of learning to write on the job as a proc~ss of graduaI 

improvement, based in part on feedback from colleagues, sup

ervisors, judges, lawyers, and secretaries. Sophie, perhaps 

because she was the least experienced of the writers, was 

the most conscientious at collecting this response to her 

work: "I make it a point, a personal point of honaur, ta be 

there [in court], so if there is criticism, if there is 

praise, l'm collecting whatever; both helps my future prac

tice" (S:DI). And Alice, ten years on the job, still occa

sionally asked colleagues to "role-play" the Youth Court 

judge who was to receive one of her reports. 

There is, however, a potential mismatch between Swales' 

notion of information and the information contained in the 
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PDR and PA. Swales says that "the conuilu:lity survives by pro

viding information and feedback"i the term "providing" might 

suggest a closed system, one not open to outside information 

and feedback. Much of the information in the Court Services 

reports came from outside the community -- from the client, 

the family, the victim, the school principal, and so on. 

Given the discussion of the conflict arising from overlap

ping communities, external influences, and internaI dynam

ics, it makes more sense to say that the discourse community 

thrives on information and feedback. 

4) "Discoursal expectationsi the roles texts play; 

genres." The richest and most ambiguous of Swales' defining 

characteristics is stated as follows: "The discourse commu

nit y has developed and continues to develop discoursal 

expectations. These May involve appropriacy of topics, the 

form, function and positioning of discoursal elements, and 

the roles texts play in the operation of the discourse com

nmnity .••. these discoursal expectations create the genres 

that articulate the operations of the discourse community" 

(5) • 

The two reports examined for this study were clearly gov

erned by the "discoursal expectations" of the community. 

Every decision, from the ban on use of first-person pronouns 

ta forms of address for judges ta admissibility of evidence, 

could be traced back ta the complex relations within the 

community. The community's expectations were Most obvious 

and observed when they were most formal, sa that restric

tions on admissibility, for example, were quite strictly 
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adhered to, but the writers displayed great sensitivity to a 

wide range of other, less obvious, expectations, including 

the appropriateness of tone and diction, the order of infor

mation in reports, and the limits of their own roles. 

Aside from the regulations governing adrnissibility, which 

are inscribed in law, the most visible codification of corn

munit y expectations in Court Services were the guidelines 

for the PA and PDR. In essence, these guidelines were blue

prints or rules for the genres; they identified the amount 

and type of knowledge necessary for the community to do its 

work -- that is, achieve its cornrnon goal. Bazerman describes 

it this way: liA genre is a socially recognized, repeated 

strategy for achieving similar goals in situations socially 

perceived as being similar •..• A genre is a social construct 

that regularizes communication, interaction, and relations" 

(Shaping 62). The PA and PDR set in place patterns of action 

and interaction, based on the cornrnunity's expectations; the 

guidelines spelled out those expectations. When George 

checked the guidelines before beginning a report section, he 

often aSked, "What do they want here?" 

The guidelines for both reports had been revised in 

recent years (and were subject to further revisions after 

this study was completed). In fact, the PDR was a revision 

of an earlier, agency-wide PA that proved inappropriate as 

evidence in court because it provided too much information. 

A committee of court social workers and lawyers designed a 

new report. When the genre did not rneet the cornmunity's 

expectations, when it regularized inappropriate or ineffec-
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tive action, it was revised. (See the following chapter for 

a more complete discussion of genre in Court Services.) 

5) "Shared and specialized terminology." Swales' fifth 

characteristic: "The discourse community possesses an 

inbuilt dynamic towards an increasingly shared and special-

ized terrninology" (5). Language is often coded; in other 

words, it holds meaning for the initiated but may not for 

those outside the group. The code may take the forrn of jar

gon (specialized terrns and phrases), or it may be dependent 

on shared knowledge unavailable to others. That knowledge 

will be shared by group members but not by people outside 

the group because it is "local"; that is, it is knowledge 

that is rooted in the circumstances. Michel explains a com-

mon belief in the existence of such knowledge: "It was once 

said ta me by a Youth Court judge that he can read between 

the lines and so it [POR] need not be so detailed" (M;OI). 

other workers mentioned the judges' ability to "read between 

the lines." 

In the following excerpt, the workers' supervisor 

explains how specialized language allowed the writers to 

avoid the censure that came with including inadmissible evi-

dence: 

Sometimes, [the workers] know there'll be a request 
to strike something from their report. They put it 
in anyway. They can't say, "Johnny [i.e., client] 
has been convicted of 12 Band E's"; sorne of them 
will say something like, "Johnny, who's been known 
to our service since 1984." 

The phrase "who's been known to our service since 1984" 

carries with it information for the judge about the recidiv-
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ism ef the client, but it does not risk the objection from 

the defence lawyer that a blunt statement of the clientes 

prior offences almost certainly would. In the following 

excerpt, Alice uses a similar tactic: 

This was his first known offence. That let's the 
judge know that he has others l can't mention .. 
yet. (Ai PR/KM) • 

Such specialized use of language further indicates that 

Court Services qualifies as a discourse community. 

6) "Members with ••• relevant discoursal and content exper-

tize." Swales' final defining characteristic is an attempt 

to account for the stability of group membership and the 

continuation of community knowledge: "The discourse commu-

nit y has a critical mass of members with a suitable degree 

of relevant discoursal and content expertize ..•. people 

enter as apprentices and leave, by death or in other less 

involuntary ways. However, survival of the community depends 

on a reasonable ratio between experts and novices" (5-6). 

This seems the most self-evident of Swales' criteria and 

clearly describes, in part, the situation in Court Services. 

For example, as mentioned above, mest new court workers stu-

died the reports writ~en by more experienced workers. How-

ever, what may be misleading is Swales' suggestion of devel-

opmental growth from novice to expert. Sophie, trained more 

recently than the other workers, and as a criminologist 

besides, had expertise the others lacked. In addition, 

Sophie had worked with the revised PDR from the beginning of 

her amployment and seemed quite comfortable with iti whereas 

the ethers, used ta the old version, struggled and referred 
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frequently to the guidelines. The point is, discourse commu

nities are constantly changing, as their knowledge and acti

vities alter. The new doctor is usually more expert in sorne 

areas than the doctor who is ?bout to leave the profession, 

"by death or in other less involuntary ways." 

When the modifications to Swales' definition are taken 

into consideration, Court services meets the criteria for a 

discourse community. Those modifications, discussed above 

and in Chapter One, take into account such phenomena as dis

senting or silenced voices, institutionally stLuctured con

flict, overlap between communities, and information and 

expertise from a variety of sources. 

Moreover, the theoretical discussions of discourse commu

nities and the present study concur on a central factor: the 

activities and expertise of discourse communities are con

stantly changing, and the defining characteristics are best 

viewed and most easily understood as agents of that change, 

rather than as fixed structures. In other words, even though 

the POR guidelines determined much about the final report, 

it was only in the context of actual people in actual rela

tionships that those guidelines exerted the community's 

expectations. In order to better understand the social 

dynamics which distinguished Court Services from aIl vther 

discourse communities, the next chapter offers examples of 

the inte~action between people and texts. 
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CHAPTER SIX: Action and Interaction 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to capture some of the 

social dynamics in Court Services by describing interactions 

between and among people and texts. It is necessary to focus 

on only sorne of the writing and reading activities because 

there were virtually a limitless number of actions and 

interactions in this small discourse community. In effect, 

this chapter will be an attempt to put into motion the sepa

rate elements described in the preceding chapters. To do 

that, three perspectives are offered: the first takes the 

form of a profile of one report, a PDR written by Sophie; 

the second presents a view of the constantly shifting roles 

and relationships among the people involved with the texts; 

the third perspective concerns the ways in which community 

expectations, in the forro of the report genres, affected the 

writers and writing of reports. 

Process in Context: A Profile of One Report 

As mentioned in her profile in Chapter Five, Sophie dis

played similar composing patterns for aIl three PORs 

examined for this study. However, surface similarities in 

methods of collecting and cOllating information and in 

drafting and revising did not obscure the profound differ-
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ences below the level of routine. Though Sophie proceeded in 

mu ch the same way for each report, the dramas played out in 

and around the texts were considerably different. 

The report described in this case study is attached as 

Appendix 9. It was written about Louis Crane, a fifteen-year 

old boy who had pleaded guilty to a charge of robbery. 

Sophie received the request for the report on May 13th, 

began collecting information on May 20th, and completed the 

report on June 6th for a June 8th disposition hearing. She 

wrote approximately 13 pages of rough notes, which included 

information from police and court documents, interview 

notes, test results, aIl the necessary facts and figures 

(names of family members, addresses, dates of birth, and 50 

on), and a brief excerpt of the Crown prosecutor's cross-

examination of the client (taken from a tape recording of 

the trial). The rough draft of the report was 15 pages long. 

Actual composing time, based on the report protocol, was 

just over 7.5 hours. 

Information for the report was gathered primarily through 

a 3 hour interview with the client and his mother, a 2 hour 

interview with Louis alone, and a 2 hour home visite In 

addition, Sophie spoke on the telephone to the vice

principal and to the guidance counsellor at the client's 

school as weIl as to the victim and a friend of the victim 

who had been present during the offence. She consulted the 

police and court dossiers, a tape recording of the trial, and 

the client's report cardo Finally, she tested Louis on four 

commercially available instruments meant to measure such 
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aspects of personality as "social functioning" and self-

awareness. 

Although it is possible to fix precisely the date on 

which Sophie first knew about this report, su ch a measure-

ment ignores the factors already in place when the request 

for the POR arrived. For example, the mere fact that a 

request was made indicated that the client had committed an 

offence: indeed, the whole justification for Court Services 

assumed some aberration or deviation, certainly in the ado-

lescent's behaviour, and probably in the family as weIl. 

That assumption was most apparent in the PDR guidelines, 

which promoted various, mostly critical, ways of looking, 

thinking, and writing. Add to this sophie's own assumptions, 

values, and beliefs as a court worker and criminologist, and 

it is clear that the request for Louis Crane's predisposi

tion Report did not enter a neutral setting. On the con

trary, Sophie began the report with a particular relation

ship to the as-yet-unknown client and a rhetorical stance 

determined by habit and the assumptions built into the con-

texte In the fOllowing exccrpt from her discourse interview, 

Sophie makes some of those assumptions explicit: 

l was trying to really dig into every zone or area 
of his life to try and find something else that 
would let us know or lead us to believe that we 
were right. Because it is unbelievable that a kid 
starts as a first charge -- without antecedents, 
with no problem whatsoever -- in getting involved 
in something like that, which was a robbery. You 
start by shoplifting, breaking and entering, then 
you go into confronting people. (SiD!) 

Sophie's attempt to prove that "we were right" was an 

effort to justify the community's assumptionsi that is, she 
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wanted to demonstrate that Louis Crane's life followed the 

expected trends. However, the client's behaviour was com-

pared to the typical offender's pattern and found "unbeliev

able"; that is, the client's history did not match the 

assumed p:t'ogression of delinquency, and was therefore sus-

pect. Sophie's admission exposes the momentum of habituaI 

procedure. As Dorothy smith explains, lia highly complex 

socially organized practice mediates the relation of knower 

and known" (257). The repeated practice of Court services, 

lncluding the composition and interpretation of the PDR, 

presumes that the adolescent is a known objecte smith con-

tinues: 

The object constituted as known is already socially 
constructed prior to the knower's entry into the 
relation. Her relation to it, the act in which she 
knows it, has thus already a determinate structure. 
She may appear as investigator, discoverer, or 
inquirer, but 50 long as this social determination 
remains unchanged, her enterprise is closed by a 
boundary which cannot be transcended. (257) 

Even before Sophie, the social worker, ~et Louis, the 

client, she expected he would fit a certain profile. In 

other words, before actual individuals filled the various 

roles of judge, lawyer, social worker, client, family, and 

so on, their parts were, to sorne extent, scripted, or prede-

termined. So, for instance, Sophie was committed to discov-

ering what was "wrong" with the client's (and family's) 

life, and to recommending appropriate responses to the 

client's offence. The client and family were relegated to 

roles as passive but resentful observers. And, as mentioned 

in Chapter Five, one lawyer was almost certain to disagree 
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with the other lawyer about the recommendations. 

When Sophie had completed this report, she admitted that 

it was one of the Most difficult she had ever had to write. 

The reason, she said, was that she was "programmed to think 

of the kid as a bad boy," but she could not find anything to 

support that assumption. This struggle caused her to begin 

seven versions of the Assessment of Adolescent section of 

the report. The following protocol excerpts are typical of 

her vacillation and frustrat~0n during the composing of this 

PDR: 

[Following one scrapped version of the Assessment 
of Adolescent section.] l'm on the wrong track 
again. There's just something wrong with this kid 
that's so hard to put together. (S:PRjLC) 

[After finishing the Lifestyle section.] That aln't 
too bad. Clear, factual, and .. whatever. [Inaudible] 
nice guy who has no problem. You can even see 
through this kid. (S:PRjLC) 

[After reading second version of Surnrnary] What else 
can I say about this kid? Feel I still don't know 
him. Something intangible, but I just cannot get my 
hand on it •• something weird. (S:PRjLC) 

[Working on Family Assessment section.] Aw, gee, 
what a painful thing: so Many unsolved questlons in 
this family. l don't have much choice, the deadline 
is for the day after tomorrow, and l have to pro
duce it today, so let's give it the best shot about 
what I Mean, what I know about this family. 
(S:PRjLC) 

[Working on Assessment of Adolescent] Louis is a 
15.11 year old mulatto adolescent [reads this 
back] •• it's true, he's blank in my head. l've never 
seen that. I spend my whole working day on this 
phantom. (S:PRjLC) 

[As she's starting version #7 of the Assessment of 
Adolescent section.] 50 Many contradictions in this 
case. How can he be self-confident and self-assured 
and not be able to answer questions? Unbelievable! 
l've never had so Many problems. For the kid .. 
amusingly enough, the harder the kid, the better I 
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am, but if it's just everyday kids, l'm zilch. 
(S; PR/LC) 

The final sentence of the last excerpt is telling, 

revealing a recognition of the variation in the usual wor

ker-client relationship. Sophie was working on a "phantom" 

because she was writing a report about the client she 

expected, not the client she had. This was due, in part, to 

the assumptions built into the situation, as Sophie's com-

ment about programming suggests, but there was another rea-

son for her concern: the following excerpts offer a hint: 

[Working on Description of Charge.] On May 28 1989, 
Louis Crane pleaded guilty on the following count 
before .• which judge? [Reads from court dossier] 
Fletcher, aargh! The Iron Lady of the court! Judge 
Fletcher.of the Montreal Youth Court. (S;PR/LC) 

[Working on Basis of Report] Louis appeared before 
Judge Fletcher and pleaded guilty on a count of 
robbery which occurred on October 12 1989. The 
j udge .. A big "J" l guess [inserts a capital J for 
Judge.) They're full of themselves, and this one 
especially. (S; PR/LC) 

During a discou~se-based interview, Sophie expanded on 

her feelings about Judge Fletcher: 

l don't know if l mentioned that Judge Fletcher 
gives me sweat just to see the name, just to have 
to go and present a report. She is dry, me an , and 
she despises social workers and the social field in 
general. So, to produce a report that l personally 
am not satisfied of, in front of her, is a major 
source of concerne Ah, l'm going to try to have the 
two lawyers on my side, because l'm sure she is 
going to tear me into pieces. When l presented a 
very excellent report, that l thought was the best 
l did, in front of her, l didn't come up with a 
clear recommendation and left it up to her, and she 
almost called me incompetent, you know; the only 
time in my career l did that. (8;DI) 

Fletcher is, like, l know she only criticizes, and 
l know she's mean, she's dry, and l'm not sure l 
want to be there [in court for hearing). l'Il get 
the tape later on if l don't want to see her. 
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(S; DI) 

l have been torn into pieces, a very respectable 
member of my team who has everybody's respect and 
is known to be an old timer and everything has been 
torn into pieces. She's just a .. nobody has any sta
tus in her eyes. l got sick just to see it. l think 
just knowing l was presenting, working on this 
report for her, made it even harder. (S;OI) 

[Fletcher] thinks that because she's a woman judge 
she has to be stricter, drier, meaner to gain 
respect and authority. (S;D1) 

[When asked if she would drop the "Honourable" from 
the judge's title and replace it with "Judge."] 
Sure, because she is less than honourable, so .. but 
l thought it would be Mean, you know. This is d bit 
of trying to get her on my side maybe, and l have a 
habit of that •.•• They are aIl being called 
"Honourable" whatever; they like that, it flatters 
their ego. (S;OI) 

Clearly, this writer-reader relationship had a profound 

effect on Sophie; in turn, it influenced her attitude toward 

Louis. Her anxiety caused her to become suspicious: "I tried 

by every way to find out and to show the court that there 

was more to this kid than, excuse the expression, bullshit" 

(S;OI). In addition, Sophie was so concerned about the judge 

that she considered an alliance between herself and both 

lawyers, a radical realignment of normal courtroom rela-

tians. Already "programmed" to think of her client as a "bad 

boy," she was next faced with the difficult task of provlng 

that to a judge. 

Over the course of composing this POR, Sophie's attitude 

toward Louis began to change, partly as a result of her 

ongoing relationship with him and partly because she failed 

to turn up convincing evidence that he was a "bad boy." This 

change in attitude was most obvious during the drafting of 
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the School section under Assessment of Adolescent. Sophie's 

interview with the vice-principal had turned up sorne very 

negative comments about Louis: "0, r'm going to have a hard 

time putting anything this guy says in the report. Sounds so 

much like he hates aIl the kids he sees" (S:PR/LC). And, 

indeed, the first draft of the section did not paint a flat

tering portrait of Louis. But Sophie returned to it again 

and again: finally, she decided to revise it: 

0, geez, r can't give him [the principal] a page 
for himself. Not when he cannot be cross-examined. 
Nobody will ever know anything positive about this 
kid. (S: PR/LC) 

She rejected the draft and began to rewrite: 

Mr. Griff. vice-principal for grade 10 stu
dents, .. um .• who yelled his way to •. perceives 
[laughs] perce ives Louis •• that's his vision, not 
mine. And it's not facts, it's perception. 
(S :PR/LC) 

Her second version was less critical of Louis; in addi-

tion, she added a paragraph reporting some positive comments 

from the school's guidance counsellor: 

Mrs. Dale. guidance counsellor at the ~cademy has a 
very different perception of Louis. And l think 
possible trouble. r don't know, that's highly .• l 
believe that's highly speculative. (S;PR/LC) 

Speculative or not, Sophie left her interpretation of the 

counsellor's comments in the report. In her discourse inter-

view she explained some of her concerns about the vice

principal, concerns which once again illustrate the assump

tions that come with the context: 

It's not the first time l'm dealing with this guy, 
and it really frustrates me every time. [He is an] 
angry, bitter, old man dealing only with disciplin
ary problems: he thinks that every kid is a trouble 
maker. And when l'm calling them, now that he knows 
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me for •. [a] probation officer, crirninologist, just 
me calling him and rnentioning Louis, here we go! "I 
knew this kid was rotten, l felt it!" (8 :Dl) 

So l didn't want really to ernphasize on this guy 
because he didn't have much credibility in my eyes 
either: so l didn't want to state everything with
out explaining. And then l said to myself that it's 
a perception he had of the kid .... So l removed the 
whole thing about this incident with one teacher 
that was slort-lived, dealt with, and now this 
[vice-j principal does not see the kid anymore for 
disciplinary problems. So. l didn't want to empha
size on a very, very isolated event with one 
teacher, that would not be fair to the kid. Because 
obviously [the] Crown prosecutor and judge 
will .. are thirsty for stuff like that" (8:DI). 

Sophie's anxiety about the "thirsty" judge reached a cli-

max when she struggled with the 8ummary. In a first draft of 

this penultirnate section of the POR, Sophie had portrayed 

Louis in a somewhat unfavourable light. For instance, she 

had written this sentence: 

Louis cannot convincingly explain or justify his 
involvement or reaction in the actual offence, and 
does not seern overly concerned by the upcoming 
Court decision. 

However, when she returned to this section, she expressed 

dissatisfaction and turned the tape recorder off: when she 

turned it back on again: 

[l'm back] after discussing with a colleague there, 
discussing that the kid doesn't have to be bad, 
necessarily, fundamentally. In short .. [reads draft 
version of Summary and rips page out.] Let's twist 
this into something .• [begins third and final ver
sion of Summary. This v~rsion is rnuch more posi
tive.] No major areas of concerns could be identi
fied in this adolescent's life which could explain 
his involvement or reaction with regards to the 
present matter. That's it judge! Roll it and smoke 
it! If there's nothing to say, there's nothing to 
say" (S: PR/LC) . 

After talking the case over with her office-mate, Sophie 

decided to "twist this into something"; what she twisted i t 
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into was a far more positive report on the client. In her 

discourse interview, Sophie reflected on the PDR: 

This one [was] really a royal pain to write and, l 
wonder, rnaybe because it wasn't a clear case, maybe 
because l was trying to prove something to justify 
rny credibility in front of the court ...• And l 
think it becarne easier to write once l stopped try
ing to prove rnyself. (S;D1) 

l have to convince the court, at least let them 
know, that l'rn sorry, but if you were expecting to 
find a rotten little kid, l didn't find it. But it 
has to be credible also. l don't want to look in 
court, or seem like somebody who really, you 
know .. the kid has be~n pulling a quick one ~~ this 
one. He's got her in his pocket. And I .. so, bdSi
cally, l was trying to say that, yes indeed, l'm 
still not buying the version but, no, l could not 
find anything else to back up this. (S;D!) 

This brief profile of a single report illustrates the 

profound influence of the context on the writer. Before 

writing began, certain values, assumptions, procedures, and 

relationships were already in place. Although the drama that 

unfolded around each client was different, and different in 

important ways, the dramatis personae and the plot were much 

the same from one report to another. What made each report 

distinct was the actual people who filled the roles and the 

detailed circumstances of their lives and relationships. 

Roles and Relationships 

The cl oser one looks at writing activity in context, the 

more involved and alive it appears. A single text can evolve 

from a complex history and set in motion an intricate chain 

of events. This complicated dynamic is most obvious in the 

myriad roles and relationships that surround and support a 
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given document. Even texts that seem tightly constrained by 

such conventional forces as guidelines, set roles, and 

established procedures are charged with implications for 

human relationships. As a result, a document like the Pre-

disposition Report is not merely the record of an often 

repeated institutional process, but also the ground for com-

plex social interaction. 

When Sophie said, "1 write with one pen and twenty hats" 

(S;In), she showed great insight into the range of roles she 

and her colleagues were required to play. They were, among 

other things, advisor ta the judge, ally to the Crown, 

adversary to the defence lawyer, asses sor to the family, 

probation officer to the adolescent, and collaborator to any 

colleagues who might have ta use their reports. Part of each 

role was formaI and predetermined, set in advance by habit 

or precedent. For instance, as a social worker to the court, 

Sophie's behaviour was constrained in certain ways: there 

were times when she had to speak and times when she could 

not speak: things she had to say and other things she could 

not say. Though there was sorne flexibility, there were 

strict rules governing the more formaI aspects of each roie. 

(The legal formalities within which the workers were con-

strained are described in the next section of this chapter.) 

A sense of the recurring roles acted out in and through each 

POR emerges from Alice's comment: 

1 know the Crown [prosecutor] i5 not going to dis
credit me; 1 mean, it's not to hi& advantage. The 
parents and the kid will be upset with me no matter 
what's in the report. It could be a very good 
report and they'll still be upset with me. So, 1 
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figure it doesn't matter. l'm trying to do some
thing in the interest of the kid. So, it's always 
the defence lawyer: she's going to try and dis
credit me so the judge won't take into consider
ation my report. (A:DI) 

However, though Alice's comment suggests a sameness, part 

of each role was determined anew every time: though workers 

almost always acted as probation officers for their clients, 

their individual relationships with those clients determined 

how that role was played out. Likewise, some information was 

uncontestably inadmissible, but certain judges were more 

tolerant than others. As the description of Sophie's PDR for 

the "iron lady" illustrates, subtle variations in one rela-

tionship affected aIl other relationships. For example, 

Sophie's concern about the judge made her more critical and 

skeptical about the client than she might ordinarily have 

been: furthermore, that same anxiety caused her to consider 

an unusual alliance with the two lawyers. What seems most 

surprising about these alliances and oppositions is that 

they worked in many directionR: interactions caused by or 

related to the POR occurred not only between the writer and 

readers, but also between readers. In fact, the text served 

as the centre of a complex web of roles and relationships. 

In the following excerpt, Michel describes a POR in which 

he exceeded his role as advisor by including a recommend-

ation for psychiatrie treatment, even though the court could 

not legally require such treatment. By doing this, he faced 

almost certain criticism from the defence lawyer and risked 

his credibility with the Crown and the judge. However: 

the youngster will be reading the report, his par-
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ents will be reading the report, and the youngster 
and the parents will know that the court is reading 
the report, so that's the reason l included it. And 
l was aware that the other social worker involved 
was attempting to get [the client] linked with out
side resources. So it was just to reinforce that. 
(M: DI) 

The number of relationships suggested by this comment is 

remarkable. Michel risked censure for overstepping his role 

as advisor to the court, and thereby jeopardized his rela-

tionships with the judge and lawyers. However, he seemed ta 

feel that his relationships with the family and client took 

precedence, and he was deterrnined to give them a strong mes-

sage. In addition, by going beyond the limits imposed on 

recommendations, that strong message alerted the court ta 

his concern about the client, thus affecting the court-

client and court-family relationships. Finally, his recom-

mendation indicated support for his calleague, thus creating 

an alliance against those who might disagree with the need 

for treatment. 

George describes a similar dynamic in the fo110wing 

interview excerpt: 

If l felt it was going te be helpful for the youth, 
certain information l'Il inc1ude [in the PDR]; and 
if l want te get a message across to the par-
ents •• Like, recently l wrote a predisposition 
Report where l recommended, even though the youth 
was 18, l recommended that the court impose a cur
few, which l knew in advance that the Crown would 
object to and so wou1d the defence lawyer .... There 
are sorne things that l will recommend even though l 
know in advance that the defence lawyer may abject 
or the Crown may object or the judge may objecte 
But l put them in there for the purposes of either 
helping the family, or getting a message across ta 
the family or the kid, or vice versa. (G;In) 

Like Michel, George was favouring one set of relation-
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ships above anether set. By recommending a curfew, he trans-

gressed an (unwritten) rule of the court, but he sent a mes

sage to the family about a punishment they could impose on 

the client. In other words, his recommendation, ostensibly 

for the court but actually for the parents and client, was 

rneant to affect relations in the family. 

It was by ne means necessary to jeopardize one role or 

relationship in order to satisfy another. The writers were 

adept at aChieving double, even contradictory, goals. For 

example, when a violent client's mether insisted that he be 

taken out of custody and returned home, Sophie made the fel-

lowing comments: 

Mrs. Palumba .. let's add something here •. told this 
worker that Richard relient] should be returned 
home. Mother is going to be happy because l put her 
point of view and the judge will see how irrealis
tic and protective she is. Isn't it nice! You 
break, yeu kill two birds with one stone. (S:PR/RP) 

George killed a similar number of birds, if not more, 

when he included a victim's version that had not been 

reported previeusly, even at the client's trial: 

l think it was important for the court to under
stand one of the victim's perspectives in terms of 
what had actually taken place in the incident. l 
thought it was important for aIse the mother to see 
how one of the victims felt, and the kid to see how 
one of the victims felt. l just, you know, I felt 
that for the Crown attorney, the defence lawyer, 
the judge, it's important that they get a global 
picture of actually what went on and not just be 
distorted by, uh, the version that the kid gave. 
(G:DI) 

By increasing the mother's and client's awareness of the 

victim's sUffering, George was working in his capacity as 

social worker to the family: at the same time, he realized 
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his responsibility to the court. Although no conflict arose 

because of this report, the dual role of advisor to the 

court and social worker to the family occasionally caused 

the writers a sense of divided loyalty, and forced them to 

make difficult choices. 

For example, during the composing of one PDR, Sophie 

lamented the restrictions on reporting unofficial antece-

dents -- that is, acquittaIs, charges pending, or previous 

offences which were not considered grievous enougt. to war-

ra nt a trial. Such information was inadmissible, although 

the workers had ways of introducing it indirectly. Her 

client had cemmitted many minor offences and was awaiting 

trial on a relatively serious charge. However, after much 

deliberation, she decided not to refer, even obliquely, ta 

antecedents (later she changed her mind again); at the 

moment of decisien she said this: 

Alright, that's nice enough for me if l'm working 
with the kid but .. I shouldn't put too much or else 
I won't get what l want. (S:PRjDS) 

This short comment is rife with implications for the 

relationships surrounding the text. By not including the 

information, Sophie was maintaining her dual role. First, 

she protected her ongoing relationship with the client, with 

whom she would have to work after sentencing ("if I 'm work-

ing with the kid"). If she had referred te his many 

offences, the sentence would likely have been considerably 

less lenient and he might have been considerably more di ffi-

cult to work with. Second, she chose not to upset either the 

defence lawyer or the judge; the former would certainly 
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object to inadmissible evidence, and the latter might ignore 

sophie' s recommendations ("what l want") because of her pro

fessional indiscretion. The potential clash of relationships 

was explained by Sophie: 

you must be able also ta give information to the 
judges and lawyers in a clinical, professional way, 
(and] it has to be understood by a parent who is 
very emotionally caught up into the situation about 
their child. You are describing them, you have to 
be careful not to hurt them also. (S;In) 

This concern for the family's feelings was quite common. 

consider Michel's tact in this protocol excerpt: 

with regards to his sister. he continues to dislike 
her •. that's mildly put, but l'd rather say "dis
like' than "hate. Il Wi th regards ta his sister. he 
continues .• You know, l have to be sensitive as 
weIl. They're going to be reading that in court 
and, uh, l don't want ta make it more than it is. 
(MjPRjRH) 

Another example of the intricate social relations played 

out through the PDR can be found in the excerpt below from 

one of Sophie' s protocols. The report concerned an adoles-

cent who, as sophie said, was "lying like he's breathing." 

However, although she wanted to make that clear to the 

judge, Sophie did not want ta state it directly. These com

ments came as she finished the Assessment of Adolescent sec-

tian: 

Um, last, how can l leave? l don't want to end like 
this, talking about hels a compulsive liar. Um •. how 
can l say that? Mother also stated that Dennis 
[client) has a tendency to "tarnish the truth" when 
he is in sorne kind of trouble. Who's the judge for 
that? [Looks through her files.] ls it an English 
judge, at least? Yeah, Judge Smith, 50 he's going 
to be able to read between the lines, which will 
not be tao offensive for the kid, not too harsh, 
and does not risk to create a conflict in the fam
il Y • ( S ; PR/ OS) 
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Once again, numerous social interactions are implied by 

these comments. Sophie fulfilled her role of advisor to the 

judge by alerting him to the clientes capacity to deceive. 

That information affected the judge's relations with the 

client. Being English-speaking, the judge would catch the 

subtlety of the mother's quoted phrase, a subtlety which 

would preserve relations in the family. In addition, because 

it was the mother and not the social worker who identified 

the client as a liar, relations between the worker/probation 

officer and the client were not adversely affected. 

Such trade-offs between blunt honesty and euphemism were 

common. As Michel said, "Because there's so many people 

reading [the report], l think it's important to be .. to chose 

one's words jUdiciously" (M:DI). He continued his explana-

tion: 

••• in most instances, what l write on a report l 
try to write and describe, in a neutral type of 
fashion, certain dynamics that l see. l won't use 
"father has been j ealous of mother' s invol vement in 
the communi ty." l might say something l ike, "there 
has been tension within the marital situation with 
regard to mother's involvement with the community." 
So, l try and use neutral types of information or 
descriptions of what's going on. (M:ln) 

Judicious word choice did not always rnean obscurlng 

observations with social work jargon. The following excerpt 

captures Sophie in the process of making two word choices 

for two quite different readers and reasons: 

Um, which judge is this? God, l've got so rnany 
files l get mixed up in my judges. smith. The 
Honourable, they like to be flattered, even if the y 
are not all honourable. The Honourable .. uh, what's 
his first name? Humphrey. Just put H. or else the 
kid's gonna have cramps laughing at the judge's 
name. The Honourable H. smith. (S;PR/DS) 
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Another interesting feature of the shifting relations 

among the PDR writers and readers was the evolution of sorne 

of those relationships during the writing of the report. In 

composition studies, current discussions of readers or 

"audience" usually describe a static entity or collective 

that does not alter while composition is in progress (see 

Chapter Seven for a more complete discussion of audience 

theory). However, the PDR and many other documents are writ-

ten within contexts where ongoing, sometimes daily, contact 

between writers and readers is inevitable. Therefore, the 

composition of texts, and the texts themselven, reflect the 

development of these relationships. For example, Sophie's 

relationship to Louis, her client for the POR profiled at 

the beginning of this chapter, changed radically over the 

course of her investigation and writing, partly due to 

interviews with the client and mother. A similar change 

occurred during the writing of another POR, when the 

client's mother continued to telephone and pester Sophie. 

Though the mother had not figured centrally in the report 

initially, her constant interactions with Sophie shaped the 

eventual document and its recommendations. The comments in 

the following excerpt were made after the mother had phoned: 

Okay, the mother called me yesterday so l'm going 
to modify this report to let •. to give the judge a 
little flavour of how, of how she feels about this 
whole thing, meaning the offence and, you know .• l 
should really give the judge an idea of how hyster
ical the mother is, and what can be expected, and 
how she perceives the situation; which might in the 
end help me to say that, you know, it wouldn't be 
good for the kid to go back home, 'cause the 
mother's totally nuts and she won't help her son. 
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If that's the attitude she has toward the offence. 
(S;PR/RP) 

Once again, the effect on relations was not simply one 

way, between Sophie and the mother. It is clear from the 

excerpt that Sophie intended to influence the jUdge's atti-

tude toward the mother. In addition, the mother's relation-

ship ta Sophie would certainly change when she read the 

report and over the months which followed, as Sophie worked 

with the family. The point is, the relationships surrounding 

the POR were not static; they changed during composing, at 

the point of reading, and in the follow-up period of proba-

tion and treatment. 

The POR and, ta a lesser extent, the PA were the textual 

manifestations of complex, ever-changing webs of human rela-

tionships. Before them, through them, and after them, an 

intricate social dynamic was acted out. To understand the 

documents and their composition, it is necessary ta examine 

the community expectations that created and supported the 

reports. Although the social service and legal communities 

exerted enormous influence in a variety of explicit and 

implicit ways, their expectations were most obvious in the 

printed guidelines for each of the reports and the legal 

restrictions which governed the PORe 

Expectations and Regulations: Genre a~ Social Action 

The raIes and relationships described in the previous 

section had a curious, chicken-or-egg connection ta the form 
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of the Predisposition Report and the Psychosocial Assess-

ment: that is, it is impossible to say which came first, the 

relationships or the forms. In fact, both the human interac-

tions and the shape of the reports appear to have developed 

simultaneously, even symbiotically. In other words, there 

was a reciprocal relationship at work: the social activity 

formed the texts, and the texts formed the activity. Some 

proponents of a social view of writing, especially those 

concerned with non-literary texts, have described this reci-

procity as genre: 

A genre is a socially recognized, repeate~ strategy 
for achieving similar goals in situations socially 
perceived as being similar .... A genre is a social 
construct that regularizes communication, interac
tion, and relations. (Bazerman, Shaping, 62) 

This explanation of the term meets Carolyn Miller's 

criterion for a "rhetorically sound" definition of genre, 

because it focuses "not on the substance or the form of dis-

course but on the action it is used to accomplish" (151). If 

textual meaning arises from a transaction between readers 

and texts, then genre, in the sense given it by Miller and 

Bazerman, regularizes meaning by replicating, as closely as 

possible, a particular transaction between readers and 

texts. This redefinition of the term genre shifts attention 

from repeated formaI features of the text, such as syntac-

tic, semantic, or structural patterns, to repeated features 

of the social activity that accompanies texts. Graham Smart 

puts it this way: "From the social perspective, the notion 

of genre extends beyond the linguistic regularities of texts 

to include the connected discourse activities of community 

252 



members working within the context of recurrent situations 

ta develop, argue, and assess knowledge claims ll (9). 

In this section, the two major means of regularizing 

"communication, interaction, and relations" through the POR 

and PA are examined. First, the agency guidelines governing 

the reports are described, as are their effect on the writ·· 

ers; second, the legal restrictions on reporting in the POR, 

and the writers' responses to those restrictions, are 

described. Together, the guidelines and the legal restric

tions represented the rules for the genre. They were the 

codification of community expectations: they guaranteed that 

the social work and legal activities leading up to and 

resulting from the texts would be similar each time the 

texts were composed. Ironically, they regulated in opposite 

ways: the report guidelines suggested all that could/should 

be written, and the legal directives indicated aIl that 

should not be written. 

Report Guidelines: Admissible Evidence 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, there were quite detailed 

guidelines for both the PA and the POR (see Appendices 5 and 

6). These guidelines were part of a complex set of rules 

and regulations, bath explicit and implicit, that governed 

the writing and other activities of the social workers in 

Court Services. In the words of their supervisor: "We have 

guidelines for everything!" There were procedures ta follow 

and forros to fill for almost every step of a worker's con

tact with a client. The first step was to send a forro letter 
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to the parents in order to set an initial interview date: 

the last step was to write a short report called a Closing 

Summary. In between, there were many required or possible 

texts, including progress Notes, intake sheets, permission 

slips, interview notes, and the reports themselves. 

Every document set in motion or resulted trom particular 

activities and each could be considered a separate genre, 

"If we understand genres as typified rhetorical actions 

based in recurrent situations" (Miller 159). At one extreme, 

these documents were rigid, allowing no individual input. 

For example, the first form letter was, in a sense, an 

inflexible genre: it was already composed and it initiated a 

repeated and relatively predictable pattern of events. (Par

ents occasionally ignored the letters and a follow-up tele

phone calI was necessary.) At the other extreme, reports 

such as the PA and POR gave the writers quite a bit of lee

way, though there were obvious generic qualities -- that is, 

repeated patterns -- in the texts and in their enactments. 

The repo~t guidelines were meant to ensure that the texts 

and the situations the y invoked were recurrent, as much as 

possible. Thus, for example, the information called for in 

the PA, and outlined in the PA guidelines, determined much 

about the workers' interviews with clients and familie&. And 

the limitations placed on recommendations, listed on the 

final page of the POR guidelines, regulated the post-report 

consequences to the adolescent and shaped the ongoing rela

tionship between clients and workers. Put another way, in 

Smart's words, the two genres attempted to regularize the 
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"connected discourse activities of comrnunity rnembers working 

within the context of recurrent situations." 

The PA guidelines in use during the study were seven 

pages long. Over the preceding decade, they had on a nurnber 

of occasions been revised and further revisions were 

planned. Changes to the guidelines were rnotivated by chang-

ing circurnstances in the unit. One major cause for change 

had been the implementation of the Young Offenders Act, in 

1984. That law had altered the relationships and activities 

that made up Court Services. Moreover, at about the sarne 

time, a new supervisor had arrived and responded to the 

widespread dissatisfaction with the old PA guidelines by 

organizing a revision committee. As she said, the unit 

needed "to make it [PA] ours in terms of thinking, rnaking it 

a tool that's helpful to us, not a fill-in-the-blank because 

somebody ten years ago thought we should ask this question 

of somebody." In other words, the genre had been revised to 

regulate a different social situation. A revision committee 

was at work during this study, and minor revisions were made 

constantly but unofficially by the workers. 

The guidelines set out the sequence of sections in the 

report and provided a list of questions and/or comrnents 

under each section heading to help workers complete that 

section. For example, under "Present Social situation of 

Family," there was this guideline: 

Provide brief description of interaction between 
family members in the int~rview. Also indicate if 
any other persons are living in the home and out
line their role. Describe activities undertaken by 
the family together. Comment on whether any other 
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family members are in conflict with the law. Indi
cate if any problem exists with regard to alcohol, 
drugs, or gambling. Give a brief description of 
siblings (including school and work). 

According to the unit supervisor, the PA guidelines indi-

cated "the maximum amount [of information] that we'd be 

looking at here, and it will depend on the youth; and the 

workers have professional judgment in how detailed they go 

into each of these categories." In other words, within the 

guidelines there was room for variation, depending on the 

client, the case, and the individual worker. However, 

despite this apparent flexibility, the workers often feit 

compelled by the guidelines to conduct a complete and thor-

ough investigation. In anticipation of "situations socially 

perceived as being simiIar," the genrels "repeated strategy" 

often ignored variations in situation. That expectation of 

similarity was at the heart of Sophie's difficulties with 

the POR described in the first section of this chapter. 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the workers were unanimous 

in their criticism of the detail asked for in the PA guide

lines. They felt the guidelines called for intrus ive ques

tioning, beyond what was required. George explained: 

they [PA guidelines] are suggesting that we ask the 
family what their financial situation is, whether 
there were any prior psychological or psychiatrie 
problems in the family, whether any of the parents 
or grandparents have committed offences or been 
invoived with the Iaw before. l find that di ffi
cult .... It's difficult asking for that informa
tion, because l feel it's a real imposition on 
them. (G;In) 

Although he may have been more dissatisf1ed with the 

guidelines than his colleaques, Georgels displeasure was 
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shared. Sorne other comments: 

... this [PA guidelines] is too extensive, in sorne 
cases. As a social worker, l would not go into aIl 
this stuff, depending on the case, depending on how 
serious the charge is, and the dynamics ln the fam
ily. (Ailn) 

l find that a lot of the infornlation that they 
request in the Psychosocial report is redundant, 
it's repetitive. (Giln) 

.•. a lot of them [PA sections] are very redundant 
to one another. (Siln) 

... you know, l get a little annoyed personally with 
going and finding the background history of the 
parents and l don't always do it. l let them volun
teer the information. If l see something important 
then l'Il follow up on it. (Miln) 

l don't find that the background information 
regarding the mother, father, youth is aIl that 
important. It's not that important for me to go 
back and find out what the kid was like when he was 
two years old, or was he breast-fed. l find that's 
not necessary. (Giln) 

The detail of reports did in fact vary, so workers were 

occasionally able to ignore the overly inquisitive guide-

lines, but often they could not: 

there's a lot of sub-sections [in the PA] and we 
have been told you have to write them. Even though 
you have nothing to say about it, you have to have 
it and say why there's nothing to say about it. 
(Siln) 

It becomes just like fill-in-the-blank, lik~ you 
are doing it just because the agency is demanding 
you do it. It's a lot of .. for me it's a waste of 
time. l find it's demoralizing for me to have to go 
through and write aIl this stuff. It's not what l 
wen~ to social work school to do. (Giln) 

In the midst of writing a PA, George repeated his complaint: 

[l] don't think l need to put any more there [in 
section]. This report's getting so long. Feel like 
l'm writing this thing just to fill in the blanks, 
or at least sorne of the sections, anyway. 50, what 
am l going to put there? (GiPAjDR) 
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In an interview, Sophie described a similar compulsion, 

and gave a hint about why the workers found the detail 

excessive: 

But sometimes, also, when you don't have anything, 
you see .. like, 1 don't know. Ah, "Assessed Liabili
ties" [refers to part of the PA as an example], you 
know, and you did not go that far; you me et them 
for two hours, you know we are not God ta spot 
people's liabilities in two hours. So you see this 
section and you realize that it's not worth putting 
anything in it. And sometimes 1 find myself trying 
to dig in my interviewing notes just to plug &ome
thing there just for the sake of the report. You 
know? ... my main problem is dealing with sections 
that May not be justified to be filled; 1 have 
to .. find myself forcing, or making extra effort 
just ta fill that little blank. (S;In) 

Part of this resentment was simply the common complaint 

against paperwork, an understandable gripe from people who 

spent 30% or more of their time writing. There was more ta 

it, however, than mere grurnbling. As Sophie indicates in the 

excerpt above, the guidelines assumed extensive knowledge of 

the farnily, knowledge that could only be gained through 

lengthy, intrusive interviews or, as Sophie suggests, super-

natural insight. In addition, both George and Michel rnen

tioned that there was a disproportionate relationship 

between writing about clients and actually working with 

them: 

.•. it takes me a good 5 or 6 hours to write this 
report [PA] and .. when 1 could be spending rny time 
better interviewing other clients, doing more pre
ventive work. (G;In) 

So it seems to me that 1 don't need to go into too, 
too much depth in my Psychosocial, since it's short 
term intervention. And that's one of the frustra
tions in this particular jOb is that we assess so 
much and then we do 50 little with it. (M;PA/MP) 

This widespread dissatisfaction with the genre's 
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"repeated strategy," to use Bazerman's term once again, led 

to a call for further revisions, and when the data collec-

tion phase of this study was completed, a proposal was being 

considered. George had been active on the revision committee 

and was able to point to likely changes: 

Yeah, they are talking about combining certain sec
tions, being able to write in narrative form, 
instead of writing in point form the way it is now. 
For some of the more minor charges, they're cons id
ering leaving out certain sections. (Giln) 

The problem with the genre was that it over-regularized 

social action, causing the workers to treat dissimilër situ-

ations in similar ways. This put the workers in conflict 

with the expectations of their own community, at least inso-

far as the PA guidelines manifested those expectations. The 

ongoing revision process, in its official and unofficial 

forms, was an attempt by the workers to devise a genre that 

regularized appropriate action while allowing for variation. 

In turn, the new genre would influence community expecta-

tions. 

The PDR guidelines were considerably shorter and more 

succinct than those which governed the PA, and there was no 

criticism from the workers about them. That did not mean, 

however, that as a genre the PDR was considered appropriate. 

Though the textual features of the PA and PDR were similar, 

in terms of content and arrangement, the social actions 

which each were part of differed enormouslYi as a result, 

they were different genres. Both were "typified rhetorical 

actions," but they were based in different "recurrent situa-

tions" (Miller l59). 
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Part of the PORts situation was the legal context it 

entered. According to the unit supervisor, the legal status 

of the POR and the implications of the social workers' com-

ments were being questioned: 

There's some controversy around the Recommendation 
[section], actually; Many of the Crown and defence 
!awyers fee! we shouldn't be putting it in, that 
that's not our domain. We feel we should be putting 
it in and we put it in. 

George reported that there were other aspects of the POR 

which lawyers objected to, mainly becauRe they affected the 

social action of the report: 

! was at a conference just a couple of weeks ago, 
where the judges were present, the Crown attorneys 
were present, people from our office, as weIl as 
the defence lawyers. And one of the big things that 
the defence lawyers were objecting to was that they 
didn't feel that it was appropriate to have the 
youth's version [of the offence] in a Predisposi
tion Report, because that could go against their 
role as defence lawyers, and could work against the 
kid. They also didn't feel it was apprepriate to 
have .. ! believe they mentioned the victim's version 
as weIl, because they felt that could prejudice 
their client. (G;!n) 

However, at the time, these discussions were in a preli-

minary stage, and were not yet affecting the text or the 

workers. What did influence the workers when they wrote PORs 

was the variety of legal restrictions known cOllectively as 

"inadmissible evidence." These restrictions, like the report 

guidelines, were generic: they were part of the "repeated 

strategy" meant to regulate communication and relations. 

However, when moving from the PA, which was governed pri-

marily by the expectations of the workers' own social ser

vice community, te the POR, which was more of a legal than a 

therapeutic genre, the workers occasionally found themselves 
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in conflict with the expectations of the legal community. 

Legal Restrictions: Inadmissible Evidence 

Under the rules of Quebec law governing the writing of 

the POR, three types of information could not be entered as 

evidence. One type of inadmissible evidence was self

reported delinquencies; that is, the social workers could 

not repeat in the POR any delinquencies reported to them by 

the adolescent but not officially recognized. This prevented 

self-incrimination. A second category of inadmissible evi

dence concerned charges pending against a client or charges 

on which the client had been acquitted. In the Official 

Antecedents section of the report, the workers could list 

only those offences for which the youth has been found 

guilty, no matter how often an adolescent had appeared in 

court, and regardless of outstanding charges not yet brought 

to trial. The final inadmissible category was hearsay evi

dence, which is "Evidence not proceeding from the personal 

knowledge of the witness, but from the mere repetition of 

what he has heard others say" (Black, Nolan, and Connolly 

368). This restriction prevented the writers from reporting 

what X said y said; in other words, the worker had to have 

heard X say it directly. 

Legal restrictions on reporting in the POR created a 

writing problem which was almost exactly opposite to that 

posed by the PA guidelines. Whereas the workers felt that 

the guidelines often asked for too much information, the 

categories of inadmissible evidence prohibited the use of 

261 



, 
< 

" 

information that workers often felt was essential to the 

case. The PDR fell precisely on the overlap between the 

social service and legal communities. As social workers 

char.ged with assessing an adolescent's behaviour and situa

tion, the workers frequently depended on information which, 

if reported, put them in conflict with the legal community 

they served as advisors. However, the workers had ways of 

solving this conflict: 

Yeah, weIl there are sorne things that are defini
tely nct admissible, but if you phrase them and 
they become admissible .• it's very touchy. If you 
don't think it's relevant, you don't even mention 
iti if you think it's relevant, you try to slide it 
in subtle so that people know you are not in con
tempt or you don't lose your credibility that way, 
with the court as witness. (SiDI) 

The potential consequences of using inadmissible evi-

dence, as Sophie indicates, ~ere grave. At the least, work-

ers could receive a severe reprimand and lose sorne credibil-

ity; at worst, they could be charged with contempt of court 

and fined. They took the risk when they believed the inad-

missible evidence had a strong bearing on the offence for 

which the client was being tried, or when they needed it to 

justify their recommendations: that is, when the y thought it 

was "relevant," to use Sophie's words. Alice explains their 

quandary: 

By the third interview they feel more relaxed and 
they will start telling about, well, "before l 
actually got caught for this Band E [breaking and 
entering] l was stealing bikes, l was doing this." 
You know, l know a kid that's gotten into Band E 
is not the first time he's done something. It's the 
first time he's been caught. And, you know, l had a 
kid who started stealing cars when he was 8, but 
wasn't caught until he was 12. l mean, there were 
four years of outlandish stuff this kid was doing 
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and l couldn't tell the court. And it was an obvi
ous placement case, but l could not give enough 
facts to the court to prove it. (Ailn) 

It was Alice's belief that a twelve-year old who had 

admitted to four years of car theft should be removed from 

his home. However, to justify such a drastic consequence, 

Alice would have had to use the clientes self-reports, and 

that was forbidden information. In order to "slide it in 

subtle," as Sophie described the discreet inclusion of inad-

missible evidence, workers relied on coded phrases or terms. 

Such specialized language could be challenged, but it did 

reduce the risk. Sorne examples: 

Sometimes, they know there'll be a request to 
strike something from their report. They put it in 
anyway. They can't say, "Johnny has been [charged 
with] 12 Band E'S"i sorne of them will say some
thing 1 ike, "Johnny, who' s been known to our ser
vice since 1986." (Supervisor) 

This was his first known offe~ce. That'll .. that 
lets the judge know that he has others l can't men
tion •• yet. (A; PRjKM) 

Another tactic was to include the information, knowing 

that it would be struck from the record, but knowing as well 

that the judge would have received it anyway: 

So l know that sorne judges are just, like, hitting 
the ceiling when they see that [inadmissible evi
dence], and once everybody read it, even if they 
[erase] it after, the damage is donei so l know 
sorne judges will not allow that. So, sometimes, if 
l know the judge is not too picky, l'Il try to push 
it, because l think it is very important for the 
judge to know that. (Siln) 

Ah, sometimes [workers are] struggling with how do 
l get the information in? When it's borderline 
acceptable, how do l think of it? How do l create 
it in such a way that the judge will overrule any 
objection that it be stricken? And sometimes they 
say it will be stricken, but he'll know anyway. 
(Supervisor) 
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( Sorne of the complicated implications of these generic 

restrictions on reporting in the POR are captured in the 

following series of excerpts. The first series cornes from 

one of Sophie's POR protocols and her discourse-based inter-

view. She was writing the report about the adolescent who 

was "lying like he's breathing" (SiPRjOS). He had bragged to 

her of his delinquent activities. In addition, because he 

had used both his mother's and his father's family names, he 

had two separate files in Court Services. Finally, he had 

been acquitted on one charge and had three charges pending, 

two of them minor infractions of municipal by-laws (jumping 

the subway turnstiles). Sophie was frustrated because so 

much of this information was inadmissible. In the excerpt, 

Sophie is just beginning the Official Antecedents section of 

the report: 

Hm .. Official Antecedents, here we go, that's easy. 
Official Antecedents. The kid has been acquitted, 
two files have been closed in our services; l can
not mention them. He's been acqu~tted in court for 
a charge l cannot mention eithe'. ls that cons id
ered to be an antecedent? 0 God, it's so bad that 
the court cannot know everything that happened 
prior to this. Technical stuff. Feel that this kid 
has so much hidden, and he's a liar. Okay, let's 
play by the book. Official Antecedents: None. 
(SiPRjOS) 

"Technical stuff" and playing "by the book" are refer-

ences to the regulations governing evidence. The workers 

appeared to respect the fact that these generic restrictions 

insured that the POR was a "repeated strategy," that each 

client was judged in a similar way; however, that did not 

prevent them from occasionally chafing under the limitations 
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when they felt the need for full disclosure. In the next 

excerpt, Sophie returns to this section sometime later: 

Okay, Official Antecedents. l'm going to say 
[crosses out word "None"] Dennis has no prior con
viction before the Youth Court, however he is 
awaiting trial on a minor charge? however he is 
awaiting trial on a charge .. Do l have the legal 
right to mention that it is a theft? however he is 
awaiting trial on an offence .. Should l keep it 
vague or should l mention it? however he is await
ing trial on a charge. Maybe l shouldn't even men
tion it. on a charge. Oh, what the heck, l 
shouldn't do that [crosses out whole sentence]. No, 
this kid has the right to be considered innocent 
until he's undergoing trial so l'm going to keep 
it •. He has no antecedent at this point. l have no 
right of mentioning anything. Here we go .. Unless 
it would serve a purpose but, no, municipal by-laws 
are not criminal offences anyhow .... Alrjqht, 
that's nice enough for me if l'm working with this 
kid but •. I shouldn't put too much or else l won't 
get what l want. (S;PR/DS) 

As mentioned jn the previous section, the last line of 

this excerpt suggests a variety of social implications. 

Obeying the restriction protects Sophie's ongoing relation-

ship to the client, a relationship which would certainly be 

jeopardized by revealing evidence which should have remained 

unreported. Moreover, if Sophie had "put too much" -- that 

is, broken the rules of the genre -- the judge might not 

have been positively disposed to her recommendations ("what 

l want"). When Sophie was shown the above protocol excerpt 

during her discourse interview, she explained her frustra-

tion: 

It's too bad that aIl of this legally cannot be 
used, because l feel as a criminologist it's impor
tant. Even self-reported offences that were not 
even brought to the court tell you something about 
this kid. If he got out on a technicality but he 
admits the fact, l think it should be in •... for 
some kids l say, weIl, it's not really that impor
tant, but in some cases, like this one, he already 
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got away with a wrong name, having a file here -
two of them have been closed -- now he's coming 
back and l say it's too bad the kid .. the court can
not know more about this kid, and l'm trying to 
really put it in, avoiding the legal trap. (S;DI) 

The difficult balance between a full assessment and the 

client's rights under law clearly disturbed Sophie. Finally, 

she attempted a compromise, as the following excerpt from 

the very end of her protocol indicatesi she is in the pro

cess of a final review before sending the draft for typing: 

Official Antecedents: None. l feel like l should 
put something in Official Antecedents. The kid is 
having, like, phew! Am l allowed to say that? 0, 
this is an eternal di~emma .• None, however Dennis 
is awaiting trial on another charge and awaiting 
arraignment on two (2) municipal by-Iaws. l think l 
would feel better because l look like a dummy. 
Kid's been too, like, you know, he's not a bird of 
paradise. (S;PRjDS) 

Sophie avoided looking "like a dummy" by providing in for-

mation which suggested that the client was no angel, thereby 

supporting her recommendation for sentencing. On the other 

hand, she did not report the nature of the charge pending; 

that is, she respected the spirit, if not the letter, of the 

genre. By doing this, she was attempting to avoid the wrath 

of the defence lawyer and the censure of the judge. She 

explained her decision thus: 

l am reporting something for which he hasn't been 
found guilty; however, it is something to be dealt 
with by the court .... sometimes one judge could 
postpone his decision to have both charges dealt 
together .•.. l'm not mentioning the charge, if l 
recall, so it's not very incriminating either ..•. 
l'm just telling them there is something else going 
on in court, and leave it up to the judge to check 
it up. (S;DI) 

As mentioned, a considerable amount of the flexibility in 

the system was attributable to individual judges. The older 
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judges, those whose tenure pre-dated the Young Offenders Act 

of 1984, tended to be more lenient and less legalistic. It 

appears that Sophie was counting on a judge who would feel 

that the information she supplied was important enough to 

outweigh her indiscretion in re~orting it. 

The next series of excerpts, also from a PDR protocol and 

a discourse interview, provide insight into Alice's decision 

to include sorne inadmissible evidence in her report. The PDR 

was written about a violent young man (Howie) who was 

charged with a variety of offences against his common law 

wife (Linda), including assault, death threats, sexual 

assault, and forcible confinement. In the first excerpt, 

Alice is working on the Victim's Version section: 

It is to be noted that Linda's social worker, Mar
tin Hanna, told this worker .• That's hearsay. 
Jesus, l wonder if l can put that in? It's just so 
important. She told her social worker that she was 
afraid of Howie. [stops tape recorder.] Okay, l've 
gotten several different opinions, but l think 1'11 
put it in anyway. This is, like, hearsay, but it's 
important for the judge to know, so let it be 
struck from the record .... Boy, l'm going to get 
into trouble for putting that in, but l've got to. 
(A;PRjHF) 

Despite (implied) advice against it, Alice did leave the 

hearsay evidence in the report; in fact, she included a con-

siderable amount of information she had received in a tele-

phone call from Mr. Hanna. The information concerned Linda's 

fear of Howie, and it contradicted what Linda had told 

Alice. In her discourse interview, Alice was asked what was 

most difficult about this PDR: 

.•• there's a lot of hearsay in the report which l'm 
not allowed to put in, in a court report, so l took 
the risk of putting it in, thinking that it's 
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important for the judge to know. She will have read 
the report by the time it cornes to court. So, you 
know, l'm the one that's going to get it, you know, 
from the lawyers in court for having put that stuff 
in. But at 1east 1'11 know that the judge knows 
about these concerns. So that was pretty difficult 
'cause this is pretty unusual for me to go out of 
bounds, and put stuff in the report that you're not 
supposed to. (AiDI) 

C1early, the consequences of breaking the rules of the 

genre are quite severe, given the social implications 

described by Alice. Howcver, asked if she would be willing 

to remove the hearsay from her report, Alice rep1ied: 

Nope. No, because l thought about that, and l asked 
severa1 people, and it was something that took me a 
lot of time to decide to put it in. So, l thought 
about it enough ta say l'm going to put it in. 
(A; DI) 

Alice elaborated on the likely effect of her decision 

(the case had not yet gone back to court for the disposition 

hearing): 

..• once it's in the cou~~ .e defence lawyer will 
say, "your Honour, this ~ 3arsay, therefore it's 
not lp-gal," and then it b~ struck from the 
record. In essence, the .• ~ne greffier, the pers on 
writinq down what's going on in court, will put in 
her notes that such a paragraph has been struck 
from the report. So, you know, but, like l say, the 
judge will have already read it, sa it's not kind 
of a big dea1 .... 1'11 be given a very hard time in 
court. Like the defence lawyer, before it's struck 
from the record, you know, she'll be going over my 
report asking me questions, and then she'll get ta 
that part of the report and, you know, start giving 
me a hard time about how come l put that ln ...• 
1'11 be cross-examined on that and, "l1ow dare" l 
put it in and .• It's part of the defence's p10y to 
try and discredit me, discredit me, you know .... 
That' s why l fel t, well, l was very ambi 'Talent 
about putting it in, because it's such a serious 
report; if the defence lawyer starts to discredit 
me for having put that in the report, then what's 
the judge going to think of the rest of the report? 
But l figured l'd take the chance because l figured 
it was important. (A;DI) 
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Alice believed that the judge needed to know about the 

victim's fear of the client, so she took a risk: but it was 

a calculated risk: 

It's weird to say, but when you write the se 
reports, you often have in mind who's the judqe 
that's going to be reading thern. l think l was. 
Because l knew it was a woman judge, l think l gave 
myself a bit more leeway: maybe that's why l felt 
comfortable in putting sorne of the hearsay in, 
because of the judge. It's a bit weird to say, but 
maybe if it had been a different judge, very legal
istic, l might have thought twice about that. 
(A;OI) 

Alice's decision was complex, involving a number of roles 

and relationships, as well as the community expectations 

contained in the genre's restrictions on reporting. However, 

just as the workers felt that the agency guidelines were, 

from time to time, overly intrusive, so too did they some-

times feel that the regulations concerning evidence were too 

restraining. In effect, they believed that the Itrepeated 

strategy" of the PA and POR genres, rneant to guarantee 

replication of social action, occasionally flattened out 

important distinctions between individuals. In the case of 

the PA, most anyone's life would begin to look aberrant 

under the relentless inquisitiveness of the genre. And the 

generic restrictions of the PDR prevented the workers from 

arguing that a particular offence was not an isolated inci-

dent. 

The many exarnples provided in this chapter -- Sophie's 

POR for the "iron lady," the shifting roI es and relation-

ships the texts invoked, and the effects of genre --

describe an intricate and active context for writing. To 
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understand any single aspect of that context, from the cog-

nitive process of the individual writer to the communal 

expectations contained in genre, requires a broad view, one 

which encompasses the full complexity of social action and 

interaction. The implications of this view, especially for 

writing pedagogy, are Many and daunting. How can teachers 

"teach" the type of local knowledge that so clearly guides 

these social workers? What writing knowledge is general, and 

therefore transferable te any situation? How can instruction 

and assignments prepare students for the bewildering array 

of relationships any one text can involve? How sheuld genre 

be approached in the classroom? These questions and others 

are addressed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: Implications 

Introduction 

The study reported in the preceding chapters describes 

writing as a complex and dynamic human activity. Everything 

about that activity -- the forrn of texts, the thinking of 

writers, the response of readers -- was shaped by the writ

ing context, by the community within which the writing 

occurred. Indeed, the PA and PDR are inconceivable without 

reference to the human relationships and events which shaped 

them and which, in turn, they shaped. This collaboration, 

the reciprocal and dynamic connections arnong writers, read

ers, texts, and contexts, is the essence of a sociaJ theory 

of writing. 

Ta say that writing is a social act is by ~o rneans a new 

observation; rhetoricians have always recognized the public 

nature of discourse. However, recent considerations of writ

ing, including this study and others like it, have allowed 

us to look at the social nature of wri ting wi th new eye~,. 

Moreover, contemporary contributions to writing theory have 

come from a variety of disciplines and offered unusual per

spectives on compositl.:)n. As a result, the implications 

arising from the current interest in writing as a social act 

are not merely restatements of old notions. Those implica

tions have begun and will continue to transform writing 

theory and practice. In this chapter, sorne of the implica-
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tians confirrned or created by the writing in Court services 

are addressed. 

Implications for Theory 

Perhaps the most important theoretical implication of 

this study arises from the degree to which the social work

ers were influenced by their discourse community. Each 

retained an individual identity and brought sorne idiosyncra

sies to the writing of reports, but much of their overall 

perspective and behaviour was determined by the rhetorical, 

legal, therapeutic, and social param~ters ~f the community 

with wh am and for whom they wrote. This perception of the 

writer's role in community extends the notion of writing as 

social action beyond the current discussion in composition 

studies. Social theory has portrayed the writer as a colla

borator in the writing process, as opposed ta an isolated or 

atomistic creator, and thlS study contributes detailed and 

lively examples of that collaboration in action. In addi

tion, however, the study suggests that writers are not only 

members of discourse communities, but also their agents. The 

social workers in this study acted on behalf of their commu

nit y and wrote, in a sense, as its delegates. 

One way to conceive of this relationship between the 

writer and his or her community is, once again, to draw com

parison~ to ecological systems. Indeed, without denigrating 

individuals or underestimating the importance of their con

tribution, it is possible to liken the individual writer in 
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a discourse community to the single cell in a complex organ

ism. According to Cooper, "The metaphor for writing sug

gested by the ecological model is that of a web, in which 

anything that affects one strand of the web vibrates 

throughout the whole" ("Ecology" 370). The writer, like the 

~ingle cell or strand, perforrns a particular function within 

a larger organism, and ultimately serves that larger entity. 

However, the metaphor does not irnply that the writer simply 

fulfils a predetermined role; aIl ecological systems depend 

on synergy. There is a reciprocal relationship between the 

individual writer and the environment, each affecting and 

altering the other. At l~ast, there is such re~iprocity in 

healthy systems. 

This conception of the writer as part of a complex system 

raises two related questions. First, what are its implica

tions for writer-reader relations? That is, how are separate 

individuals linked within the cornmunity? And, second, what 

does this view imply about the autonomy of the writer within 

the authority of the community? Sorne answers to these ques

tions are proposed in the following sections. 

Writer-Reader Relations: The Metaphor of Audience 

Writing implies a reader. The act seems straightforward 

and unremarkable: the writer writes, the reader reads. How

ever, despite t~e apparent simplicity of the arrangement, 

the idea of the writer's "audience" has always been an 

important and difficult concept in composition and rhetoric. 

The problem is fundamental: where and what is the "audience" 
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and how does one come to "know" i t? 

The current social constructionist perspective on writ-

ing, with its attendant focus on discourse communities, has 

further complicated the writer-reader relationship. How daes 

"audience" fit with "community"? Are the terms complemen-

tary? Synonymous? contradictary? The idea of "audience," 

with its evocations of classical rhetoric, implies a group 

at sorne distance from an author who controls the discourse 

and manipulates the readers. The idea of "cammuni ty ," wi th 

its postmodern and poststructural connotations, reduces the 

importance of the author and locates power (and the writer) 

within the group. 

Concern for the writer-reader relationship is ancient. 

Plato argued that rhetoricians must classify human souls and 

speeches in order to "show why one soul is persuaded by a 

particular form of argument, and another not" (271a-d). 

Aristotle answered this challenge in Book II of his Rhe-

tarie, where he attempted to describe "the various types of 

human character in relation to the emotions and moral 

states, to the several periods of life and the varieties of 

fortune" (131-32). As both Ede and Kroll ("Writing for Read-

ers") have pointed out, Aristotle 1 s method of matching types 

of people with persuasive techniques, and the image of 

"audience" it implies, has remained influential. 

Underlying the Aristotelian method, in many of its con

temporary versions at least, is the assumption that broad 

segments of the "audience" will respond in similar ways to 

certain arguments. The elderly will respond one way, the 
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young another; the rich one way, the poor another; and so 

on. This seems true enough; after ail, voting patterns, con

sumer habits, opinion polls, and other gauges of public 

response do indicate quite sharply deflned demographic 

trends. A related assumption appears to solve the problem of 

"audience": successful writers will be those who most effec

tively combine their stereotypie knowledge with their persu

asive strategies. The audience analysis techniques commonly 

found in composition textbooks are based on this assumption, 

as is much audience-related research. 

However, Park points to the problem with this conception 

of the writer-reader relationship when he explains that "the 

basic image from which the concept of audience derives is 

that of a speaker addressing a group of people in sorne 

fairly weil defined political, Iegal, or ceremonial situa

tion" (249). In other words, "audience" is literaIIy correct 

in reference to those present during formaI speeches; how

ever, when applied to written discourse, "audience" becomes 

a metaphor. Somewhere in the transfer of rhetoricai concepts 

from the classical to the modern tradition, the audience 

changed from fact to figure of speech, but much composition 

theory and practice seems unaware of that aitered reality. 

Kantor and Rubin explain: "The whole rhetorical tradition 

derives from the field of classical oratory and the concerns 

of the speaker for appealing to and influencing an audience" 

(56). Walter Ong puts it this way: "when orality vias in the 

ascendancy, rhetoric was oral-focused; as orality yielded to 

writing, the focus of rhetoric was slowly shifted, unrefIer,-
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tively for the most part, and without notice" (9). One 

resul t of the unreflective use of "audience" is an overly 

literal interpretation of the metaphor: "all those folks out 

there in chairs" (Park 249). 

As the conditions described in this study suggest, call-

ing readers an "audience" may lead to two misconceptions 

about the wri ter-reader relationship. First, "audience" 

implies a gap or dichotomy between those who compose texts 

and those who use them; and, second, it assigns a collective 

label to what is often a disparate group of individuals. 

Under the first misconception, in which the reader is 

seen as audience "out there," the wr i ter becomes orator or 

actor and the text operates as performance rather than 

interaction. The writer is outside and separate from the 

group. The relationship is one to many, but many as collec-

tive. The audience here becomes an aggregate -- the opposi-

tion, the jury, the voters, the congregation, the mob -- the 

motivation becomes manipulative: the orator seeks to move 

the crowd. Instances of discourse are completed statements, 

not moments in a dialogue. 

The actorjwriter image has a certain romantic richness 

and may complement the notion of "persona" in literary dis-

co\'rse, but between actor and audience is the proscenium 

arch and the imaginary "fourth wall" of the theatre. Actors 

on stage stare into the bright front-of-house lights and see 

only the dark, indistinct shape of a faceless crowd. It is 

true that good actors sense the audience, adjusting their 

performance by heeding the subtle cues of sound and silence, 

276 

, 
, 



but the audience only responds, never initiates, and the 

relationship begins with curtain up and ends with curtain 

down. In their role as readers of the PDR, the judges, law-

yers, clients and others were more like actors than 

audience: the social workers performed with their readers, 

not to them. 

Under the second misconception, "audience" as collective, 

individual readers blend into a homogeneous mass. But the 

readers described in this study were individual rnembers of a 

complex social structure created by the variety of explicit 

and implicit roles, relationships, interactions, and expec-

tations within the community. Each reader had his or her own 

attitude and approach to the text; each had unique responsi-

bilities, relationships to others, and reasons for reading. 

The text had a different meaning for each reader, although 

everyone read the same words. This intricate web of individ-

ual writers and readers was not a fixed or immutable struc-

ture; it shifted somewhat from text to text, animated by the 

relationships, the alliances and oppositions, of the writers 

and readers within it. 

When the term "audience" is used indiscriminately to 

refer to readers, as if they were a collective entity at 

some distance from the writer, a number of other misconcep-

tions follow: 

- The writer-reader relationship is largely one 
way: the writer initiates the text and acts on 
passive readers. 

- rt is monologic: the writer speaks, the readers 
listen. 
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- It is singular (one-to-one): multiple readers of 
the same text form a single, monolithic entity 
called "the audience." 

- It is temporary: the writer's relationship to 
readers begins and ends with the text; the rela
tionship is embodied (giv~n form) or created by 
the text. 

This study, and the theory and research which support it, 

challenges these ideas about the link becween writer and 

readers. The writing in Court Services contradicts the 

notion that writers develop arguments for a particular group 

of people simply by drawing on their stereotypie knowledge 

of that group. To be sure, the social workers in this study 

occasionally relied on such knowledge -- for example, when 

they generalized about judges. However, the form and much of 

the substance of the PDR and PA were given to the writers by 

the community; that is, by the writers and readers them-

selves, or by their representatives. Community regulations 

governed the types of arguments that were advanced and 

determined what could and could not be said. Those commu-

nit y dictates were deeply ingrained, implicitly in assump

tions and procedures, explicitly in guidelines and legal 

prohibitions. Moreover, the arguments were not singular, 

based on broad inferences, but rather, multifaceted, sensi-

tive to a variety of reader roles and writer-reader rela-

tionships, and fine-tuned by attention to the individuals 

who filled those roles. Viewed from the perspective of Court 

services, the writer-reader relationship takes on quite a 

different shape. The following beliefs are offered as cor-

rectives to those listed above: 
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- The relationship implied by texts is not simply 
one way, from the writer to the reader, but 
between the writer and other writers, between 
readers and other writers, and between readers 
and other readers. 

- The relationship is not monologic, but dialogic; 
the text is the writer's "turn" in a conversa
tion. 

The relationship is not singular, but plural; 
through the text, the writer is involved in a 
variety of different relationships with different 
people. 

- The relationship may not be created, defined, or 
bound by the text; it often exists prior to the 
text, changes during composing, and may be conti
nued, altered, or ended by the texte 

When considered as a social act, writing can be seen to 

happen between and among people in ways not captured by the 

audience metaphor: "The social perspective ... rnoves beyond 

the traditional rhetorical concern for audience, forcing 

researchers to consider issues su ch as social roles, group 

purposes, communal organization, ideology, and finally 

theories of culture" (Faigley, "Nonacadernic," 235-236). From 

this perspective, the "writing process" is not the isolated 

mental activity of the individual writer, and the text is 

not an inert "product"; rather, both are part of a larger 

process: a conversation among members of a discourse commu-

nity. Or, to return to the ecological metaphor, write~s, 

readers, and texts are seen as elements in a system: mutu-

ally dependent and mutually defining. 

current discussions of the social nature of writing have 

benefitted from reader-response theory, and therefore 

acknowledge the active participation of the reader in the 

making of meaning. However, the writing activity described 
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in this study suggests a further dimension to this collabor

ative act. The judges, lawyers, social workers, clients, and 

others who read the documents produced by Court Services 

brought their own expectations to the reading of the texts, 

but they also approached the reports in the roles the y 

filled within the community. Those roles were sanctioned and 

regulated by the community, through procedures, guidelines, 

restrictions on reporting, and job descriptions. certain 

patterns of relationship developed between and among the 

people in the various roles. Sorne of those patterns were set 

and repeated, more or less identically, with each report; 

others varied depending on the idiosyncrasies of individual 

cases. Given this complex social dynamic, the idea of read

ers as an "audience" seems limited. In Cooper's words, "the 

ecological model transforms •.• the abstract 'general 

audience' into real readers" ("Ecology" 371-72). 

A new vision must replace the monolithic conception 

implied by "audience," and its accompanying suggestion of 

one-way relations between writer and reader. Composition 

theory must account for the enormous variety of roles and 

relationships that exist because of the human interaction 

around and through texts. This requires that we expand our 

thinking and speculating; rather than narrowing concepts 

into overgeneralized categories, such as "audience," compo

sition scholars should be expanding the possibilities and 

welcoming multiplicity. Just as the writrr's process chan1es 

for every act of writing, so too does her stance toward 

readers. 
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A more flexible understanding of readers would acknowl

edge them as collaborators in the process of making meaning. 

Furthermore, it would recognize the leading role readers 

often take when they initiate or motivate a text. The 

"audience" metaphor suggests that readers watch the 

writer's play; but in this study the writers and readers 

were participants in the same drama. within the discourse 

community, writers and readers play complementary roles. In 

effect, it is the community that "writes" the text; the 

writers and readùrs simply enact the discourse which is 

required to conduct the community's business. 

This foregrounding of community makes a subtle but ~mpor

tant difference in ~ontemporary composition theory. It 

shifts the focus from the particular discourse of a commu

nit y, the emphasis in most writing-across-the-surriculum 

programs, to the community sanctioned processes which gener

ate the discourse. It highlights relationships, activities, 

and procedures, rather than documents or individuals; in 

short, it stresses dynamics over the apparently static fea

tures of community. Thus, readers, in their multiplicity and 

in their constantly shifting relationships to writers and to 

each other, are favoured over "audience," with its implica

tions of sameness and passive reception of the writer's per

formance. 

This view upsets traditional and contemporary notions of 

the writing process and the place of the writer. Composition 

scholars have rejected the romantic myth of the individual 

creator in favour of a more collaborative model. Thus, 
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responsibility for the making of textual meaning has passed 

from the writer to the community, with the writer playing a 

central but essentially cooperative role. However, this 

study points to a darker side of this partnership between 

the writer and his or her communi ty. Posed as a ques·tion, i t 

is this: How much autonomy does the writer have within the 

authority of the community? 

Autonomy versus Authority 

The social workers in this study fulfilled a particular 

role within a structured web of relationships. Although each 

POR case presented unique dynamics and involved different 

individuals in the roles of judge, lawyers, client, and fam

iIy, there was an inevitability to the proceedings, a simi

larity to aIl other cases. This repetition was governed, in 

part, by design, as the titles of the various roles suggest: 

the judge judg~~, che defence lawyer defended, the prosecu

ter pro~ecuted, and so on. The PDR was an element in a com

plex routine. Basic underlying assumptions also guaranteed 

repetition. Thus, for exampIe, sophie spoke about being 

"programmed to think of the kid as a bad boy," because Court 

Services operated on the premise that the clients it 

received were delinquent. Most importantly, the genre of the 

POR assured the community of repetition in its procedures, 

as described in the preceding chapter. As lia socially recog

nized, repeated strategy for achieving similar goals in 

situations socially perceived as being similar" (Bazerman, 

Shaping, 62) , that is, as a genre, the POR was sensitive ~o 
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the community's roles and relationships and embodied the 
"1 i\ 

community's assuroptions. ' 

The point is, because of the assumptions and expectations 

lrnplicit in the genre, the social workers wrote to specifi

. cations provided by the community. This raises important 

questions about the individual's power to shape texts within 

the pervasive influence of the gr,oup. How rnuch freedol1\ did 

the workers have ta say what they wished? Were the workers 

conscious of the world view irnposed on thern hy virtue ~f 

their rnernbership in the Court Services discourse community? 

Testirnony offered by the workers in the previous chapter 

suggests that they had some sen~;e of and resentm~nt toward 

the community's authority as well as enough leeway to chal-

lenge it occasionally, albeit at sorne risk. However, was 

this merely token autonamy, a small spa ce to manoeuvre 

within the community's constraints? 

Persistent contextual factors .. - set roles and relations, 

fundamental assumptions, the "repeated strategy" of genre 

-- affect what writers can and cannot say. Also, and more 

ominous,ly, they determine what and, how wri ters c~n know. 
" 

Berlin describes the relationship between discourse and 

knowledge from a social perspective: 

Meaning emerges not from objective, disinterested, 
empirical investigation, but from individuals 
engaging in rhetorical discourse in discourse com
mllnities -- groups organized around the discussion 
of particular matters in particular ways. Rnowl
edge, then, is a matter of mutual agreement appear
ing as a product of the rhetorical activity, the 
discussion, of a given discourse community. 
(Rhetoric and Reality 165-66) 

It follows, then, that restrictions on discourse neces-
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sarily limit knowledge: tlle categories of inadmissible evi-

dence prohibited the discussion of certain types of informa-

tion in the PDR; in effect, this was censorship of knowl-

edge. Conversely, regulations governing what must be said 

create compulsory knowledge: for example, a standard feature 

of the PDR forced writers to indicate whether the client's 

family was intact, separated, or Dlended. The form of the 

report, and the formulaic procedures which accompanied it, 

shaped discourse and knowledge. By following the form and 

the procedures, the Court Services social workers viewed 

their clients through a lens provided by the community and 

explained them in the community's terms. Coe puts it this 

way: 

Rhetorical structures are ••. the social memory of 
standard responses to particular types of rhetori
cal situations and subject matter. Like language, 
form is thus social. One function of discourse com
munities is to provide, prescribe, and prefer 
forms .... Insofar as a form is socially shared, 
adopting the forro involves adopting, at least to 
sorne extent, the community's attitude, abiding by 
its expectations. (19) 

Coe' s use of "form" here to mean "the social memory of 

standard responses" is synonymous with Bazerman's definition 

of genre (above) and Miller's description of genre as "typi-

fied rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations" 

(159). However, wher.eas the concept of genre as social 

action looks outward to the community, Coe's discussion of 

form points inward: "Like any heuristic, (forrn] moti vates a 

search for information of a certain type: when the searchers 

can anticipate what shape of stuff they seek, generation is 

less free, but much more efficient: by constraining the 
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search, form directs attention" (18). A communi ty' s generic 

forros guarantee repetition of social action, but they also 

regulate perception and, therefore, cognition. 

The implications are grave. To return to the earlier 

metaphor from an ecological model of writing, genres are 

like genetic coding: they are the organism's instructions ta 

the cells. By directing the individual's attention, genr~s 

ensure the production of discourse and knowledge appropriate 

to the community's project or goal; they guide the develop

ment of the community. In the context of Court services, 

this function of genre may seem benign. After aIl, individ

ual workers could take advantage of the genre's flexibility 

by ignoring sorne of the questions suggested by the PA guide

lines, or by disguising PDR evidence that bordered on the 

inadmissible. They had some freedom to resist the regula

tions and, therefore, the focus of attention that the genre 

imposed. Moreover, they could directly affect the genres 

that influenced them through the discussion of reporting 

that was the topic of occasional committees, as described in 

the previous chapter. However, member~ of other discourse 

communities may not have as much power. 

For example, Bazerman argues that the form of articles 

reporting psychology experiments, as prescribed by the APA 

Publication Manual, is a "codification of behaviorist rhe

toric" (Shaping 275). Despite major changes in psychology 

over the pa st twenty years, and the increasing influence of 

a cognitive perspective, Bazerman contends that "The offi

cial APA style ... embodies behaviori~t assumptions about 
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authors, readers, the subjects investigated, and knowledge 

itseIf" (259). If this is so, then users of the genre ar2 

unconsciously adopting a particular perspective or world 

view, one not explicitly stated in the Publication Manual. 

Bazerman describes this effect: 

[The manual] offers a programmatically correct way 
to discuss the phenomena under study; rnoreover, it 
stabilizes the roles, relationships, goals, and 
activity of individuals within the research commu
nit y in ways consistent with the comm~nity's 
beliefs about human behavior. (275) 

Thus constrained, the writer may be unwittingly rnanipu-

lated by the community, via the generic features of text and 

context. Rather than working as a collaborator with and 

within the cornmunity, the writer becornes an agent, a scribe 

or mouthpiece who sees and says what the cornrnunity deerns 

appropriate. The picture seems dire, perhaps exaggerated or 

overdramatic. However, when one considers the implications 

of even minor generic features, their possible impact on the 

writer does not appear far-fetched. For example, the pro-

scription against the use of the first person pronoun in 

much "formaI" wri ting can create a subtle but powerful 

effect: the knowledge expressed exists without reference to 

individuals (nIt is believed"). This separation of knowledge 

and knower creates what Dorothy Smith calis "documentary 

reality." .l.ndeed, the knower may disappear entirely, as in 

this example from one of George's PAs: 

Regan- ''1g this young man's delinquent activity it 
is fe~! that he has learned his lesson. Despite 
this, it is assessed that Dean could find hirnself 
in difficulty with the law again. 

Who feIt? Who assessed? Ironically, in a community that 
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distrusts thJrd party information enough to ban it as hear-

say, the generic rule ~gainst the first person pronoun 

results in pdssjve constructions that sound very much like 

someone else's knowledge. This is but one of rnany consis-

tent textual features; together with the repeated aspects of 

context, they create "assumptions about authors, readers, 

the subj ects investigé1ted, and knowledge i tself," just as 

Bazerrnan suggests the APA Publi~ation Manual does. smith 

describes the phenomenon: 

Socially organized practices of reporting and 
recording work upon what actually happens or has 
happened to create a reality in documentary form, 
and though they are decisive to its character, 
their traces are not visible in it. (257) 

Although there has been sorne debate about the power of 

the group to oppress the individual (e.g., Trimbur), compo-

sition theory has, on the whole, uncritically accepted the 

notion of discourse community. Indeed, as a number of theo-

rists have pointed out, "cornmunity" suggests a voluntary and 

support ive gathering (Cooper "Why"; Harris; Williams). But 

there is clearly a darker side to group influence. Faigley 

points out one negative feature: "commentators on writing 

processes from a social perspective have neglected the issue 

of what cannot be discussed in a particular conununity" 

("Nonacademic" 539). The flip side of that restriction is 

what must be said, and how it must be said. Discourse commu-

nities permit, prescribe, and prohibit. Through those 

actions, the cornrnunity develops a habit of mind in its rnern-

bers. When the routines which create that habit are open for 

discussion, change may occur. So, for example, the workers 
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in Court Services could alter the way they viewed the~r 

world by revi~ing the form of their reports. However, even 

they struggled with, and occasionally succumbed to, the 

vision forced on them by the CJener~c factors of text and 

contexte In communities where those factors are unexamined, 

the potential for "group-think" is high; that is, there is 

pressure ~o accept community assumptions and values without 

critical appraisal. The propensity of communities to shape 

their members' views and beliefs must be considered in the 

evolving social theory of writing. The last words on this 

come from Coe: 

A form may be generative insofar as it motivates a 
search for more information; but any form also 
biases the direction of the searching and con
strains against the discovery of information that 
does not fit the form •..• Form can, in this sense, 
be ideological: when a particular form constrains 
against the communication of a message contrary to 
the interests of sorne power elite, it serves an 
ideological function. Insofar as form guides func
tion, formal values may carry implicit 
moral/political values. (20) 

****** 
As composition theory develops, it is important to 

examine basic assumptions and principles. In a rapidly 

changing field heavily influenced by diverse disciplines, 

contrary notions are bound to coexiste Such clashes are not 

only inevitable, they are also beneficial, since they reduce 

the possibility of stagnation. The current social theory of 

writing seeks to place the act of writing in a wider context 

th an that afforded by previous perspectives on composition. 

In particular, the theory is concerned with explaining the 

place of the individual in community and the relationship 
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betwecn the writer and the social context within which he or 

she writes. As a focus for that concern, the notion of dis

course communities has provided composition scholars with a 

site for observations as weIl as parameters within which to 

observe. The broad view of writing as social action is 

reduced somewhat by attention to specifie groups and the 

ways in which writing oc~urs within them. 

As this study indicates, the observation of discourse 

communities may weIl result in challenges to traditional 

and/or recent composition theory. For instance, the concept 

of "audience," with roots deep in the classical rhetorical 

tradition, appears unable to account for the complexity of 

writer-reader and reader-reader relations in Court Services. 

And to the notion of genre as social action, which is a 

recent conception, must be added the view of genre as a reg

ulator of community knowledge and a shaper of individual 

perception. These implications for tlieory also have implica

tions for further research. 

Implications for Research 

Since the mid-nineteen sixties, writing theory, research, 

and instruction have been in a state of constant change and 

discovery. However, the emerging social perspective on writ

ing, though perhaps not revolutionary, has caused dramatic 

reconceptualizations in aIl aspects of the discipline. 

Nowhere are these changes more obvious than in the ar~a of 

research. From a somewhat tidy cognitive perspective, sym-
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bolized by the boxes and arrows of Flower and Hayes' cogni

tive process model of writing, we have shifted to the unruly 

spectacle of writing as a social act. By providing a 

detailed description of one writing context, this study has 

brought sorne arder to that spectacle, but more such profiles 

are needed. If we are to understand writing as a social act, 

and benefit from that understanding, we must have sorne sense 

of the many different dynamics at work in discourse communi

ties. Faced with the task of studying writing in the world, 

the composition researcher must confront two central ques

tions: What ta look for, and how ta look. In the following 

section, sorne answers to those questions are proposed. 

A Focus for Research: What ta Look For? 

The basic premise of a social constructionist the ory of 

composition is that no two settings for writing are exactly 

alike. Indeed, any single setting is in a constant state of 

change. The anti-foundational philosophy that supports much 

recent discussion in composition is based on the belief 

that human experience, and our understanding of it, is 

shaped by the ever-changing historical and social forces 

within which we exist. As a result, it is difficult to make 

generalizations about writing and writers, since the dynam

ics of each setting are different. What appeared even 

recently to be universal principles, now seem continqent on 

the practice of individual writers and the local conditions 

of "/riting. For example, a statement such as, "The writing 

process is recursive," was gospel until researchers discov-
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ered that in sorne circumstances writers seemed to have quite 

linear processes (e.q., Selzer). The present study has con-

firrned the infinite variety of context and the danger of 

overgeneralizations. "The writer adapts her process and 

product to a specifie audience" may well have been a safe 

statement once, but this study challenges the assumptions on 

which the statement is based. Much of Alice's process and 

product was determined for her, and there were many POR 

readers, not one specifie audience. In fact, it might be 

argued that in certain situations the cornrnunity, rather than 

the writer, deterrnines the individual's writing processes 

and products. 

On one hand, this interpretation shifts the impulse for 

writing from the solo writer to the group, and suggests that 

goal-setting, planning, generating ideas, and other eomposi-

tion activities norrnally associated wlth the individual 

might be considered the outgrowth of cornmunity norrns and 

practices. On the other hand, there was enough variation 

among the four participants in this study to argue that con-

text affects but does not necessarily eradicate individual 

action. 

There are two lessons for research in this double out-

look. First, composition researchers should continue te 

build up a broad picture of writing as social action. Their 

• foeus should go beyond individual texts and writers to the 

larger social prncesses of which writing is a part. What 

funetion do texts serve in a community's production of 

knowledge? What events and procedures accompany and influ-
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ence the composition of texts? How do texts influence the 

settings in which they are written? How do they affect the 

community's work and the structure of its relationships? 

Second. the individual's role within community should be 

considered. In particular, we need to know more about the 

power of the community to instill certain assumptions and 

values in its members through the persister.t repetition of 

discursive practices. What blinkers do wrlters don when they 

voluntarily obey the writlng regulations of their disci

plines? Must they ignore, suppress, or compromise personal 

beliefs in order to fulfill thelr obligations to their dis

course communities? When do the demands (and privileges) of 

rnernbership threaten the integrity of personal knowledge? 

What happens when individuals challenge comrnunity rules? 

This ~esearch approach acknowledges a universal and 

defining characteristic of aIl discourse communities: the 

creation of texts. At the same time, such a focus accepts 

the diversity of goals, activities, relationships, values, 

conventions, ând content that go into the composing of 

texts. This, in a sense, is the anti-foundational solution 

to the problern of composition research from a social per

spective, since it favours change over stasis. That is, 

rather than ignoring the historicaJ, ideological, social, 

and cultural factors that shape human writing activity, such 

a research agenda chooses those very factors as its focus. 

FOl exarnple, the present study raises a number of ques

tions about writer-reader relationships that cannot be 

addressed, much less answered, without reference te broader 
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social issues. In particular, the place of the PDR client 

and his or her family seerns peculiar and unaccounted for by 

recent theory or research reports. Although these people 

are an intygral part of the report -- its subjects, in fact 

-- they are only peripherally involved. Despite the profound 

effect it can have on their lives, they are essentially pow

erless readers, unable to affect the text in any substantial 

way. In a sense, when the family reads the POR, they are 

eavesdropping on a conversation about them. They become 

objects of discussion, not participants. 

There are other texts that do not include all readers as 

equals. Sexist language makes women inferior partners in the 

dialogue. unnecessarily technical or otherwise ~oded lan

guage excludes sorne readers or places them in relationships 

of dependency. Consider contracts, insurance policies, and 

other written agreements; ostensibly these texts are for all 

the people concerned, but, in fact, readers to whorn the 

documents refer often feel they are listening in to a con

versation between lawyers, technocrats, bureaucrats, or 

civil servants. And what about the PA and many similar texts 

that are secret, that remain hidden from the very people 

they describe, assess, explain, and affect? What balance of 

power is there between the writers and readers of a given 

document? What influence does a reader have over the many 

documents that affect his or her life? conversely, what 

influence do those documents have on the person? 

A whole spectrum of relationships exists between and 

arnong readers, a fact not much explored in composition 
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research. The effect of the PDR on relations between the 

adolescent clients and their families, between the two law

yers, between the clients ~nd judges, and between other 

readers is central to a full understanding of the text and 

contexte Texts change the social structure of the communi

ties within which they operate. They set in motion, alter, 

end, or otherwise influence the interactions between and 

among their readers. In many organizatio~s, the c.c. (carbon 

copy) or distribution list on documents alerts aIl readers 

to aIl other readers and exploits th~ complex interactions 

that occur once a document has entered a community. Yet, 

this crucial dynamic is barely mentioned in composition 

theory, which has stressed writer-reader relations. More

over, to my knowledge, reader-reader relationsnips have not 

been explored by research. People studying writing in dis

course communities should become sensitive to this 

phenomenon. Aside from the announced reader(s), does anyone 

else receive a text? Why? What patterns of distribution 

exist in organizations? What justifications are there for 

those patterns? How does multiple readership of a document 

affect the structure of relationships in a group? 

Another social consideration, not much addressed in this 

study, concerns relations between writers. Especially in 

academic discourse, references to other writers create 

alliances and oppositions that can have profound effects on 

the creation of knowledge within a discipline. Favourable 

comments about one member's work, and criticism of another's 

efforts, might result in or support the formation of oppos-
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ïng camps within a community. And citing the "correct" scho

lars in a given field can have an in~luence on the success 

of grant applications and manuscripts submitted for pUblica-

tion. 

The present study has ~uggested that the rhetoricai con-

cept of "audience" and the composition research into 'that 

concept have not provided an adequate explanation of the 

great variety and complexity of writer-reader, reader-

reader, and writer-writer relations. composition researchers 

must begin to explore this great diversity of human interac-

tion and to de scribe how these relationships shape discourse 

and knawledge. 

This study aiso suggests the need for further research 

into the effect of generic features of text and context on 

the individuai members of discourse communities. In Court 

Services, those features inciuded the roles writers and 

readers fiiied and the prescribed forms and procedures asso-

ciated with the texts. These roles and genres were developed 

and sanctioned by the community as a means of guaranteeing 

the repetition of the social action necessary for the commu-

nit y ta fuifii its mandate~ Neither the roles nor the genres 

were entirely unique: judges and lawyers exist eisewhere, 

and a version of the PA was used at other points of service 

withjn the agency. However, aiong with the community's 

underlying assumptions, the roles and genr~s combined to 

create certain context-specific discourse and knowledge. By 

playing the raIe assigned and by employing the community's 

genres, the social workers in this study adopted a particu-
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lar outlook. Though they had.some freedom within the con

straints of role and genre, as described in the previous 

section, these repeated features of the context did compel 

them to see and think in certain ways. This dynamic raises 

questions worthy of further research. 

For example, using Bazerrnan's analysis ot the APA Publi

cation Manual as a model, we need to know more about how 

genres embody particular theoretical positions. How do 

forrns, or other repeated aspects of context, shape the writ

ing and thinking of individuals? To what degree are commu

nit y members aware of their commitment to the group's values 

and beliefs? Can they step out of their roles, or disregard 

textual conventions? In any given context, are individuals 

involved in the review or revision of established roles 

and/or texts? In terms of the individual writer's autonomy, 

is it possible to de scribe a continuum of dependence, with 

complete freedom at one end and full compliance with the 

community at the other? We need a greater sense of the reci

procity that fuels discourse communities, the qive and take 

between individuals and the group. In addition, to return to 

the ecological model once again, we need to understand how 

healthy systems create a balance between individual freedom 

and the well-being of the entire organism; a~d we need to 

explore the dynamics in unhealthy systems, where critical 

discourse is silenced. 

There is no end to the questions one could pose about 

writing as a social act. As an arena for that act, discourse 

communities offer endless variety and constant change. While 
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answers to our questions emerge from research, the communi

ties we study are evolving, and no two are ever alike. As a 

result, we should proceed with caution, avoiding overgener

alizations or dogmatic assertions and, instead, striving to 

capture a moving picture of writing in action. In the fol

lowing section, the methods used ,in this study are discussed 

in terms of their suitability for further research. 

A Method for Research: How to Look? 

There seems little doubt that research which seeks to 

challenge or confirm a social theory of writing must take a 

broad perspective. Close analysis of texts or writers with

out reference to their contexts is no longer acceptable. As 

a result, methods which allow a panoramic view have been 

imported into composition research from, among other 

sources, anthropology, sociology, and linguistics. Although 

the methods are given various names -- ethnographie, natu

ralistic, holistic, qualitative, descriptive -- they do 

share sorne characteristics. Perhapu the Most important simi

larity is their systemic approach to the examination of phe

nomena, their concern with the full context under study. In 

the application of these methods to composition questions, 

this has meant attention to as much of the writing context 

as possible, and recognition that the context is more than a 

mere backdrop to the writing. In sorne studies, this concern 

with context has caused researchers to enter the research 

setting as participant-observers, or merely as observers, 

for up to a year. 
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Although issues of ccnfidentiality made on-site observa

tion impossible for this study, other features of the meth

ods listed above were employed. For example, a var~ety of 

data collection methods was used, including two types of 

interview, composing aloud protocols, and examination of 

artifacts (notes, drafts, final reports); multiple sources 

help to increase the reliability of findings. In addition, 

the study, and therefore the data collection, was spread out 

over almost a year, reducing the likelihood that the novelty 

of the research tasks would alter significantly the writing 

activity of the participants. Moreover, the research tasks 

-- the interviews and protocols -- focussed on writing the 

participants were familiar wlth and did regularly as part of 

their jobs. Finally, the report of findings is offered in 

the form of a "thick description," a detailed account of the 

system which determined the setting's writing processes and 

products. 

The initial interview, designed to gather background 

information, and meant to replace the slower (and disal

~owed) on-site observation, was helpful but insufficient. 

The fact that the interview was standardized (similar for 

each participant) permitted comparison among the social 

workers' responses to questions; however, observation would 

almost certainly have led me to a greater understanding of 

the setting. As preparation for the initial interview, the 

wide-ranging discussion with the unit supervisor was valu

able but, again, insufficient. Time spent in the setting 

observing, questioning, and reflecting would probably have 
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allowed me to develop a more thorough interview. 

The "think'-aloud" protocols proved to be an effective 

method of gathering information about the participants' con

textual concerns during composing. And the fact that they 

were collected while the social workers composed actual 

reports in "real time" gives the data greater ecological 

validity than the data from protocols produced in lab-like 

settings. The drawbacks of the protocols for this study were 

their length and the lack of control l had over their pro

duction. The former problem was reduced somewhat by taking 

excerpts from the protocols, rather than transcribing entire 

recordings. To solve the latter problem, l kept in touch 

with the participants and continued to encourage them over 

the period of the study. l would not hesitate to use the 

composing aloud method again, especially in conjunction with 

the discourse-based interview. Together, the pair make a 

powe'ful research method: one captures the writer during 

composing, the other guides the writer through a retrospec

tive account of the composing process. 

The discourse interview was effective at uncovering 

beliefs or conventions that went unstated during composing. 

Confronted by an option to retain, delete, or substitute 

part of their texts, the social workers often articulated 

community rules that might otherwise have remained implicit. 

Furthermore, by presenting the social workers with sections 

of their protocols during the discourse interviews, l was 

able to get explanations for puzzling comments or decisions. 

Overall, the methods used for this study were effective 
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at answering the questions which motivated the research. The 

use of protocol methods in a natural setting with real writ

ing tasks, as opposed to a lab-like setting with researcher 

designed tasks, represents an important contribution to 

writing research methods. "Think-aloud" protocols can 

provide detailed and often dramatic evidence of the individ

ual writer's awareness of the setting within which she works 

and the effect of that setting on her writing processes and 

products. Though protocol methods have fallen into sorne dis

favour in recent years, largely because of their association 

with a cognitive process theory of writing, this study indi

cates that they are effective as a means of testing a social 

theory of composition. 

composition studies has been richly influenced by a 

variety of disciplines. Along with the theoretical perspectives 

offered by those disciplines come research traditions and 

methods. l believe that writing researchers should remain 

open to a range of approaches and procedures. 

Implications for Teaching 

The process theory which guided composition research and 

pedagogy until quite reeently was rich in instructional 

implications. Much of that theory was developed from studies 

of individual, often expert, writers~ when the composing 

behaviour of those writers was compared to the writing pro

eess of novices, the differenees appeared to be mainly stra

tegie. As a result, the process of applying theory to teach-
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ing seemed relatively straightforward: teach students to 

mimic the mental activities, or strategies, of effective 

writers and they, in turn, would become effective writers. 

Two basic assumptions supported this belief. First, it 

was assumed that cognitive strategies were general and could 

be employed in aIl writing situations. Second, writing was 

considered an essentially individual act, occurring in the 

world but originating in the head. However, as predicted by 

social theory, and confirmed by recent research, writing 

processes and products rely heavily on human interaction and 

the details of contexte In other words, writing is collabor-

ative and shaped by specifie conditions. Although sorne gen-

eral writing strategies may weIl apply across aIl contexts, 
• 

much knowledge about how one writes is particular to where 

one writes: it is local knowledge. 

This fact creates a problem for composition teachers. It 

is clearly impossible to prepare students for aIl the writ-

ing contexts they may encounter. Indeed, during their aca-

demic careers, students write within many different dis-

course communities. Furthermore, even in a single disci-

pline, such as biology, they will find that conditions 

change from class to class, teacher to teacher, level to 

level. What value would there be in teaching social work 

students the form of the PDR or PA, when those forros are so 

deeply rooted in the context which produced them and, any-

way, are subject to more or less constant revision? with 

genre conceived of as social action, merely teaching the 

repeated textual patterns of a discipline's documents 
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ignores the social enactment of those texts. Unfortunately, 

the structure of roles and relations that supports that 

social interaction is also subject to constant change and 

subtle variation. Having a Youth Court judge speak to social 

work students rnight weIl prepare thern for writing a PDR 

for that judge at that particulal' time. If they work in 

Court Services after graduation, "they will face Many differ

ent judges and circurnstances. A rash of violent incidents by 

adolescents would alrnost certainly result in profound, if 

perhaps temporary, variations in the attitudes of the Court 

Services community. The multiple forces acting on the writer 

in any given context cannot be anticipated, much less 

taught. So, what must teachers do? 

As LeFevre says in her discussion of a social perspective 

on writing, "changes in practice have preceded the articula

tion of corresponding theory" (122). Even before the present 

discussion of writing as social action began, teachers were 

aware that cognitive strategies, no matter how numerous or 

sophisticated, were insufficient preparation for writing. In 

composition classrooms, this knowledge led to a variety of 

collaborative activities, including pre-writing discussions, 

peer editing, and conferencing. In the field as a whole, the 

need for attention to writing across the curriculum (WAC) 

has been discussed since the early 1970s (and, under differ

ent names, since much earlier; see Russell). Whether or not 

the WAC movement has been or can be successful is uncertain, 

but its very existence points to an awareness among teachers 

that writing in history differs in significant ways from 
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writing in chemistry. 

This study suggests that writing instruction in qeneral, 

including WAC programs, would be most effective if it 

focussed on variations in collaboration and context rather 

than on specifie types of text or language. In other words, 

the ernphasis should switch from artifact ta activity: 

instead of teaching students about the lab report or the 

specialized language of a particular science, teachers 

should create opportunities for students to experience sorne 

of the social dynamics that accornpany writing in the world. 

One essential element in any classroom situation which 

airns ta simulate or recreate the conditions of a discourse 

community is consequence. Writing in the world has results: 

it changes, challenges, questions, answers, explains, 

instructs, and so on. Texts affect the social structures 

crc~ted by a cornmunity's roles, relationships, genres, and 

activities. They enter and influence the process of the com

munity. For instance, most writing in organizations has 

political consequences: it affects or adjusts the relation

ships of power within institutions. A simple memo supporting 

a colleague's proposaI may mark the writer as friend or foe 

to others in the organization. Likewise, an academic article 

becomes part of an ongoing debate, aligning the writer with 

sorne in the field, and pitting her against others. 

For school texts to matter, they must be more than mere 

exercises, they must have an impact on people. In a writing 

class, assignments which involve students in interaction 

with others may take a variety of forms. Students might 
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identify a si~uation that bothers them or causes th~m prob

lems and then write a letter or report to someone in a posi

tion to change that situation. This could be done in groups 

or individually. If copies of the document are sent to oth

ers with a stake in the situ&tion, sorne of the very rea] 

dynamics of writing will likely result. For example, a let

ter concerning racism in the school, and critical of school 

policies or inaction, could be sent to administrators, the 

school newspaper, and the student government, and might 

cause sorne of the reverberations that accompany texts in all 

discourse communities. Such a letter could make the same 

demands as more traditional essays or compositions, with the 

added dimension provided by a variety of readers, possible 

responses, and the opportunity to witness writing in action. 

Arnong the many potential lessons to be learned from this 

assignment is the way in which the various readers' raIes 

and relationships to others determipe the nature of their 

responses to the original texte Another discussion might 

centre on the letter of complaint as a genre and attempt to 

identify the social action that typifies the genre. 

In an attempt to give engineering students in my composi

tion course an experience with authentic rhetorical situa

tions, l have them write papers on technical or scientific 

topics for students at a local high school. A recent varia

tion on that assignment had them working in teams of three 

to prepare a paper on physics for a senior (grade Il) class. 

They began by reading the high school physics text and 

selecting a topic they believed was poorly or inadequately 
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explained in the textbook. In their teams they discussed 

their topic, explained concepts to each other, argued, drew 

diagrams, and went off to do more reading. Next, each team 

collaborated on a first draft. Naturally, they read and 

responded to each other's work as they drafted. That draft 

was reviewed in my classroom by a committee of peers: each 

team received comments on ~heir draft from at least one 

other team. Once a second draft was prepared, each team met 

with sorne of the high school students for a discussion of 

the draft. Finally, the papers were presented to the physics 

class and my students received feedback from the high school 

students and their teacher. 

Outside of the composition classroom, school writing may 

matter more if it actually serves the processes of teaching 

and learning. Perhaps the most ambitious attempts to create 

writing assignments of consequence have been undertaken at 

St. Thomas University, in Fredericton, New Brunswick (Hunt 

et al.; Reither and Vipond). There, teachers in English lit

erature, psychology, religious studies, and anthropology 

have worked together to devise courses in which writing is 

used not merely to prove that knowledge has been gained but 

actually to produce knowledge. In effect, these teachers 

have turned the responsibility for learning over to their 

students. In Hunt's eighteenth century poetry course, stu

dents decide on the broad themes or topics for the course 

and proceed to conduct initial research on those topics. 

Class activity and discussion centres on texts produced by 

individual students or small groups and circulated to every-
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one. As might be expected, different opinions are expressed, 

controversies arise, debates ensue, further research is . 
required, patterns are discovered; in short, the writing 

creates the very dynamics that fuel academic discourse com-

munities. 

These are but a few examples of the many possible writing 

assignments that would exploit the effects of writing in 

actual social contexts. Though they are different in design 

and intention, a number of common features are worth noting. 

First, the texts in ail three situations are read by mul-

tiple readers. As this study has shown, concern for 

"audience" does not merely double with the addition of a 

second reader; in a sense, it triples, since the writer must 

now be aware of the impact the text might have on the new 

reader as weIl as on interaction between the readers. Each 

additional reader adds a new geometry of relations. 

Second, the various readers of the assignments 

approach the texts from different positions. In the first 

situation l the dean of students or director of studies has a 

very different mandate from che newspaper editor or the 

president of the student council. In the second situation, 

the high school students, the engineering students, and the 

physics teacher represent different levels of expertise. In 

the third situation, a text challenging a previously 

reported opinion might realign the classroom debate. The 

multiple readers of a document often read for different rea-

sons. They also might read different parts of the text, or 

read the same parts dlfferently. 
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Third, each task permits students to write about what 

they know or about what interests and concerns them. Natu

rally, such freedorn of choice is not always possible in 

school settings: the first assignment above leaves topic 

choice open, but the second and third constrain the selec

tion somewhat. However, even within the strict confines of 

sUbject-area courses, it is possible to give students a 

variety of topics, readers, and reasons for writing and 

reading. In fact, having students write about course rnate

rial to people outside the course, people who are less 

knowledgeable, has two advantages. First, as every teacher 

knows, teaching a subject is the best way to learn it. And, 

second, writing in the role of expert is the rule rather 

than the exception once students graduate from school. Iron

ically, rnost, if not all, school writing puts students in 

the role of novices writing to experts, a situation which is 

reversed in most, if not aIl, non-school writing. 

Fourth, each situation allows for cooperation among stu

dents, from initial selection of topics, through research, 

to actual co-authoring. This study, and others focussed on 

writing in context (e.g., Ede and Lunsford, singular Texts), 

have dernonstrated the extent to which colleagues assist each 

other in the preparation of texts. This collaboration may 

take the form of highly structured group efforts, or it may 

simply involve informal chats in the office, over coffee, or 

after work. Given similar opportunities, students will 

develop some of the ability to cooperate which is clearly 

essential to success in many writing contexts. 
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Indeed, collaboration should be at the heart of the com

position course, or any attempt to implement WAC programs. 

The business of academic disciplines is the production of 

knowledge, and that is done by communities, not by indivldu

aIs in a vacuum; discourse creates knowledge. Studies of 

academic and nonacademic discourse, sorne of which are 

reviewed in Chapter Two, describe a great variety of cooper

ative dynamics that might productively be rnodelled in the 

classroom. Document cycling, peer review, multiple authors, 

writer-reader interviews, and other opportunities to inter

act about or through texts create conditions for learning 

about writing and about the subject of the texts. 

The simplest forro of collaboration is talk. Surrounding 

and supporting most documents is a torrent of talk: meet

ings, telephone calls, interviews, speeches, conversations, 

discussions, and so on. For instance, an academic article 

might begin as an informaI conversatio~, grow to a confer

ence presentation, and end up in a professional journal. 

Along the way, the writer(s) might talk about it with col

leagues, family, friends, conference participants, and edi

tors. Similarly, a business proposal might start as a casual 

chat, develop through a variety of meetin~s, briefings, and 

oral presentations, and end up as a written document. 

Not all wrjting need be do ne by multiple authors for mul

tiple readers, nor must every text be as public as those 

described above. Students will benefit from writjng for 

themselves or for readers close to them: friends, family, 

teachers. Oiaries and journals allow a kind of private dial-
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ogue that makes use of the heuristic value of writing. 

Expressive writing, to use the term Britton and his col

leagues coined, encourages reflection and, because it is 

private, allows for chance-taking and discovery. When aIl a 

student's writing is public, he may weIl chose to explore 

safe ideas only. Just as the social workers in this study 

used their progress Notes for private speculation, ques

tions, and reflection, so too students can benefit from 

writing which is exploratory and not final. The catch here, 

however, is that though this type of writing is less public 

than the assignments described above, it must be no less 

consequential. In other words, students must see and experi

ence its value or it will become just another school exer

cise. 

Finally, studying a disc~'urse community, one perhaps to 

which they aspire, can prov1de students with a sense of how 

writing and knowledge work within a discipline. Once again, 

however, the focus of such study should be the community's 

actions, not its artifacts. Examining the PDR guidelines and 

examples of the report would be of sorne benefit to social 

work students, but a sense of the overall social action 

within which the PDR operates would be of greater value. In 

other words, identifying repeated textual patterns is of 

little use without some understanding of the full genre, 

including the roles and relationsbips created, altered, or 

sustained by texts. Assignments that promote such under

standing might include exploring the evolution of a docu

ment, from its inception as an idea, through its composi-
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tion, to the effects it has when published. Alternately, 

students could interview family members or friends to dis

cover the place of writing in a variety of contexts. The 

teacher could supply, or help students develop, a list of 

questions: What sort of texts are produced? What form do 

they take? What purpose do they serve? Who writes them? Who 

reads them? The purpose here, as with all the suggested 

assignments, is to increase the students' awareness and 

experience of writing as a social act. 

Conclusion 

This study offers evidence in support of a social con

structionist theory of writing. l have made no attempt to 

disprove that theory, as an experimental study might have 

done. l set no null hypotheses, controlled as few variables 

as possible, and relied on description and argument rather 

than statistical significance to draw attention to what 

seemed to me noteworthy, extraordinary, or unexpected. l do 

not believe we need proof of the social nature of writing. 

Rather, we need examples of how writing is social, of how it 

shapes and is shaped by its contexte We need descriptions of 

individuals within discourse communities, in order to see 

how membership in those communities affects writers and 

writing. We need profiles of writing in various contexts, sa 

we can learn more about writer-reader relationships, about 

the social action of genres, and the production of knowledge 

through discourse. Most importantly, perhaps, we need 
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examples of how discourse can influence the individual's and 

the community's conceptions of reality. 

This study presents an example of only one context at one 

point in time. However, although that context was clearly 

unique in certain ways, much of what occurred there bore a 

strong resemblance to descriptions of writing in other con

texts. Thus, this profile of Court Services contributes to a 

growing picture of writing as a social act. In particular, 

the study provides a number of new perspectives on sorne cen

tral concepts in composition studies. 

First, the description of writer-reader re1ationships in 

Court Services challenges the notion that readers forro an 

"audience." Frank Smith says that "Metaphors are the legs of 

language, on which thought steadily advances or makes its 

more daring leaps. Without metaphor, thought is inert, and 

with the wrong metaphor, it is hobbled" (117). The metaphor 

suggested by "audience" hobbIes our thinking about the 

social dynamics of writing and reading. 

Second, this research adds a dimension to the discussion 

of genre as social action. Bazerman speaks of genre as "a 

socially recognized, repeated strategy for achieving similar 

goals in situations socially perceived as being similar" 

(Shaping 62). The description of Court Services hints at 

another side to genre. It suggests that the repetition of 

discursive practices can lock writers and readers into cer

tain ways of seeing and knowing. The discourse regulations 

which social workers followed are examples of the degree to 

which the community can control the writer's process and the 
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production of knowledge. 

The social perspective on writing has breadened the scope 

of composition studies. But that new vision brings with it 

new problems and challenges. We will need te reexamine our 

assumptions, our questions, and our practices. In particu

lar, we will need te reconsider our teaching. students must 

be given the opportunity to see and experience writing as a 

collaborative act. As readers, they must be more than a 

passive audience; as writers, they must work with others to 

create meaning. In composition classes and within the dis

ciplines, the nature and function of discourse communities 

should be explored. The advantages and disadvantages of 

communities, the ways in which they promote and prohibit, 

should be discussed. Perhaps, above aIl, we need to be 

patient. If, as sorne suggest, the social perspective on 

writing raises composition studies to the status of a dis

cipline, we are very young and have much to learn. 
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Initial Interview Questions 

1. What is the purpose of the Psychosocial Assessment? 

2. What do Vou hope to achieve by writing the PA? 

3. Which part of the PA is most important? Most difficult? 

4. When you are writing a PA, what takes the most time? 

5. How long does it take ta write a PA? 

6. How do you collect and keep the information that goes 

into the PA? 

7. Do you use standard questions for client interviews, or 

do you follow the outline of the PA? 

8. Who might read the PA? 

9. Do you know ail the possible readers personally? 

10. How does knowing that other people could read the PA 

affect you? 

11. The PA guidelines say this: "Ensure that readers in other 

points of service cou1d clearly understand the facts." 

What does that mean? 

12. What is the purpose of the Predisposition Report? 

13. What do Vou hope to achieve by writing it? 

14. What part of the PDR is rnost important? Most difficult? 

15. When you are writing a PDR, what takes the most time? 

16. How long does it take to write a POR? 

17. How do you coilect and keep the information that goes 

into the POR? 

18. Who might read the POR? 

19. How does knowing that aIl those people will read the POR 

affect you? 
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20. Do you know who the jUdge and lawyers will be when you 

are writing a PDR? If so, how does that affect you? 

21. What is the purpose of keeping progress Notes? 

22. What do you write in your PN'? 

23. Who reads the PN? 

24. Are you a good writer? 

25. How did you learn to write PAs and PDRs? 

26. When you first started, did you look at other people's 

reports? 

27. Do you ever show your drafts to other people? 
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"Think-Aloud" Protocol Instructions 

While you are writing, think out loud. Say everything that 

occurs to you or goes through your mind as you think about the 

writing you are doing. There is no "right" or "wrong" thing to 

say, so don't edit, censor, or select from what you are think

ing. When you aren't actually putting words on paper, remember 

to think out loud. Before you begin writing or whenever you 

pause, just say what you are thinking. When you write, say the 

words you write out loud. When you read, read out loud. Don't 

stop when you are trying to make a decision or solve a prob

lem; make your decision or solve your problem out loud. 
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Appendix 3: Letter to participants. 
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Dear 

It's been a while since l explained ta you the tape 

recorded "think-aloud," so l thought a brief reminder of its 

purpose and procedure might be helpful. Sorne of the people who 

generously agreed to help me in my research have not yet had 

the dubious pleasure of thinking aloud while writing, and 

those who have may have forgotten why they were doing it. 

Basically, l am interested in learning about the writing 

process you go through when producing a report - the sources 

of your information, the choice~ you have, and the decisions 

you make. l want te understand hO~r1 a report' s purpose, topic, 

and audience affect you. so, briefly, here is what l'm asking 

you ta do : 

While you are writing, think out loud. Say every
thing that occurs to you or goes through your mind 
as you think about the writing you are doing. There 
is no "right" or "wrong" thing to say, sa don't 
edit, censor, or select from what yeu are thinking. 
When you aren't actually putting words on paper, 
remember to think out loud. Before you begin writ
ing or whenever you pause, just say what you are 
thinking. When you write, say the words you write 
out loud. When you read, read out loud. Don't stop 
when you are trying to rnake a decision or solve a 
problemi rnake your decision or solve your problem 
out loud. 

Despite the artificiality of thinking out loud while you 

write, l'd like you to try to be as natural as possible. In 

other words, l hope the procedure does net change the way you 

would ordinarily write. If you find that the process affects 
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you adversely and makes you less effective in your work, 

please do not hesitate to tell me. l don't want to interfere 

or make your work more difficult. 

Those people who have completed a report while thinking 

aloud say that after sorne initial discornfort the writing goes 

smoothly. The trick is to focus on the report itself, and let 

the thinking aloud take care of itself. 

l know that sorne of you are wondering what l could possibly 

find interesting in what you see as a mundane, day-to-day 

activity. But l can aSSULe you, the tapes that l have listened 

to are fascinating. They are full of information that will help 

writing researchers and teachers. 

Once again, l can't thank you enough for your tirne and 

effort. Please let me know if you have any problerns. 

Sincerely, 
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1. Standard pre-discourse interview questions. 

- What was your goal or intention with this report? In 

other words, what did you hope to achieve with it? 

- What messages did you hope to convey? 

- Are you happy with the report? 

- What was most difficult about this report? 

- Was the report successful? Why, or why not? 

2. Standard post-discourse interview questions. 

- How did the various readers of this report affect you 

while you were writing? For example, were you aware of the 

judge who would eventually read the report? The client? The 

parents? The lawyers? other professionals? 

- Can you be specifie about where and how readers affectcd 

you? 
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Centre de services sociaux Ville Marie 
Ville Marie Social Service Centre 

PROTECTION DE LA JEUNESSE - YJlUTH PROTECTION 
,IlIItlS 1 LI ta"1 eouI' IllVlell 

bill Mut SI Ut_IS SI (H.M8"1340 1 MU.' Rill H2S IR~ - 21llll.l3 

I~ M'MUS Ilva alMKI.la QuI MY" 313. 1~141 fii41!11' 

Date (Assessment written) 

1. HASIS OF ASSESSMENT 

Guidelines for 
PSYCHOSOCIAL ASSESSMENT 

Indicate date{s) of offence(s), ddte case was received at Court S~rvices 
and date that case was ass~gned ta worker. State the name dnd position 
of the referr~ng professional, their point of service dnd the r~ason tOI' 

the referral. 

This report is based on material obtained from the following sources: 

a) interviews total number of interviews, list ing them in chrono
logical order with the dates, locatlon and persons 
present at all interviews. 

b) telephone contact total number of telephone contacts, listed 
in chronological order, with the dates and persons 
contacted. 

c) reports list all wrltten reports obta~ned, lncluding the date 
they were written, the professional involved and the 
point of service. 

2. DESCRIPTION OF CHARGE 

a) Official Version: 

Describe charge as outl~ned in: 

i) r~sumé des faits - police report 
11) préc~s - S.P.G. flle 
iii) copy attached ta request for pre-disposition report 

Givet as clearly as possible, a picture of the reported incident dnd 
related facts - ensure that workers ln other points of service could 
clearly understand the facts. 

. .. / 

f 
f 
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~"nI" UB ,"",IC"I SOC'.UI 1/111. Ma". 
VIII. M.". Socl., 5.",lc. C.n',. 
GuidehnE.s for Psychosocial Assessment Page 2 

2. DESCRIPTION OF CHARGE (contd.) 

b) Child' 5 Version: 

Include in the youth's descriptlon of the incident, the following 
information (to the degree applic.!ble): 

the role played by the youth <leader/follower) 
level of activity 
incident planned or impulsive 
use of tools (describe) 
under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
precipitating factors (i.e. argument vith parents, break-up with 
girlfriend. ,"chool problems. etc,) 
how "'as he caught (at the time of offenc:, or latert if later, 
describe circumstances) 
accomplices - how many. known juvenile offendars 
what happened to the merchandise or money - if spent, on vhat or vhom 
vic t .lm' 8 relat ionship to yout h (if any) 
describe youth's reported feelings prior to, during. and iDmediately 
following offence, as well as currently 
how did youth feel about meeting with youth worker 
what consequences does youth feel should be undertaken 

c) Parent 1 ses') Verslon: 

were police able to infom parents - if not, who did yout h select to 
be contacted by police - when and by ",hem vere the parents eveneually 
informed 
their description of the facts - any discrepancies vith youth's version 
do both parents' knov (if not, why not - fear of abuse etc.) 
what vere their reactions (anger, fear, etc,) to the youth and 
his/her offence 
what vere their reactions (anger, fear, etc.) to the police process 
what consequences or measures did they take and what was the out come 
oow do they feel the youth worker .should deal with the situation 

d) d) Victim's(s') Version: 

how ",as the victim ' s version obtained (official reports, face to 
face, telephonu, etc.) 
description ')f the facts 
impact on v:1ctim (short/long term) 
does the victim knov the accused 
what does the victim think should be the consequence 

f , 

... / 
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Guidelines for Psychosocial Assessment Page 3 

3. PREVIOUS OFFENCES. LEGAL DISPOSITION, WORXER'S INVOLVfMENT 

a) Official Charges: 

4. 

list in chronologie al arder - old Article 40's. or Y.O.A. charges 
outline the measures talten for each charge (voluntary meatlures, 
if old 40, or closed. alternative measuree, or Court for Y .O.A.) 
and the outcome 
outline the service that youth and famUy have received in relation 
to previous charges 

b) Self -reported Of f ences: 

indicate if none, or some 
if some, include brief description outlining age of onset. type 
of offence, variety, duratian. intenlility, as well as youth's belief 
as to reason(s) he/she was not apprehended (or charged) 
describe youth's feelings rel not being apprehended (or charged) 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

a) Mother: 

b) Father: 

- date of birth 
information re. own family of origin (stability of case. 
number of siblings, death or divorce of parents. placement: 
foster care, hospitilization etc. or any other t-ç:aumatizing 
events 
country of origin (if immigrant to Canada, age at time of 
immigrat 10n) 
education level 
economic background 

- work history. including period of unemployment 
- any history of physical or emot1onal 11lness 

substance abuse (drugs, alcohol, etc.) 
80y history of delinquency in her family 
relationsh1p with her famUy of orig1o, in-laws, and fr1ends 
date of own marriage - history of divorcesl separation, etc. 

dat e of bit'th 
information re. own famlly of origin (stability of care, 
number of siblings, death or divorce of parents, placement: 
foster care, hospitilization, etc., or any other traumatizing 
events 
country of origin (if immigrant to Carwda. age at time of 
immigration) 
education level 
economic background 

- work hiatory, including period of unemployment 
- any history of phystcal or emot10nal 111nes8 

substance abuEe (drUS_, aleohol, etc.) 
80y history of delitaquency in hia family 
relationship with hia family of ori&1n. in-lavs, and friende 
date of own marrias_ - hiatory of divorcee/sepsration, etc • 

. . . / 

, 
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Guidelines for Psyehosoc tal Assessment Page 4 

4. BACKGROUND INFORMATION (contd.) 

c) Youth: description of youth's earlier years (include information 
that you will not be putting in section entitled "Present 
Social Situation") 

date and place of birth 
- number of siblings 

early childhood experiences (adoption, 10s8 or separation 
from parents - death, divorce, foater care, hospitilization, 
private placement arrangements, etc. 
radical changes in family' s econamic situation 
previous school functioning and history (starting with 
Grade one) including both academic and behavior 

- community aetivities (history of sports, clubs, groups, etc.) 
- history of friendship with peers 

history of relationship with extended family/siblings 

5. ERIeR SOCIAL SERVICE INVOLVDŒNT (eTHER THAN COURT SERVICES) 

In chronologieal order, describe: 

a11 soc !al service int ervent ions (including peychiatric and psychological) 
both voluntary and involuntary (i.e. Youth Protection, Chapter 48) 

ioe l ude reason for ref erra!, name and locat ion of p ract it ioner, duration 
of contact and reason for termination, and client's(s') perception of the 
service of fered. 

6. PRESENT SOCIAL SITUATION OF YOUTH 

a) Description of Youth: 

Brief physical description 8S well as affective expression ,and attitude 
toward interviewer • 

• b) Health: 

Descrtbe in detail any specifie health problems (both physical and 
psychiatrie, inelude references ta any psychologieal or psychiatrie 
aS8'!!8_enta). 

e) Description of Family by ïouth: 

Vouth's description of his/her family, inciuding the amaunt and type of 
supervision be/sh& feels he/she receives, and by whom. Include youth's 
description of 80y disciplinary mesaures he/she receives, by whOlll, and 
the levei of frequeney. Dce. he/slle feel parents are in control of 
hiID/her, care about him/her? 

... / 
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6. PRESENT SOCIAL SITUATION OF YOUTH (contd.) 

d) Financial Situation: 

Comment on youth' s finances, including allowance, savings, inheritancl!, 
etc. 

e) Elnployment: 

Chronological listing of emp1oyment, including duration of jobs, numbl!r 
of hours per week, salary. and attitude towards worlt. 

f) Scheol: 

Describe present status. both academically and behaviorally, .1S Wl!ll dU 

youth's perception of scheol. Include comments of Ilchool personnel wlllm 
relevant. 

g) Community: 

Describe invelvement in clubs, groups, sports. etc. 

h) Friends: 

!nclude number of c 108e friends (or indicate if no close frieRds), 
indicating length of friendship, reason for friendship and whether 
friend" are involved in delinquencies and/or known to Court Services. 

i) lnt erests: 

Describe how youth spends free time, hobbies, etc. Indicate if youth 
is ~nvolved in subStance abuse (if yes, outline type, quantity and 
duration) • 

~: g), h). and i) may be combined in one section if worker prefers. 

1. PRESENT SOCIAL SITUATION OF FAMlLY 

a) Description of Parents: 

lnclude any noteworthy physical attributes as weIl as affective 
express10nll of each parent. 

b) Health: 

Significant i11ness or handicaps Qf a11 family members (inc1uding 
psychiatrie i11ness). 

. .. / 
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7. PRESENT SOCIAL SITUATION OF FAMILY (contd.) 

c) Family Situation: 

Provide brief description of interaction between family members in 
the interview. Also indicate if any other pe'l"sons are living in 
the home and out line thei r role. Describe activit ies undertaken 
~ the family together. Comment on whether any other family members 
are in conflict with the law. Indicate if any problem exists with 
regard to alcohol, drug~, or gambling. Give a brief description of 
sibl1ngs (including school and work). 

Clearly outline the parents' description of the type and degree of 
supervision given to the youth (i.e. curfew, friends, etc.). Indi
cate which measures are taken to discipline the youth, by whom, and 
how effective are they. Do parents feel they have control of the 
youth? Any discrepancies or consistencies with youths' description 
of supervision and control. 

d) Socioeconomic Situation: 

Provide a brief description of the fam1ly home (owned/rented, Bize, 
~tc.). neighborhood. expenses. income, serious debts, length of tilDe 
in that community. Include also description of current jobs of both 
parents and length of time at the job. 

e) Conununity: 

Clubs, groups, sports, etc. of family members. 

f) Interests: 

Use of spare time by family members. 

8. ASSESSED STRENGTHS (What will enable your work with this youth and his/her 
of f ence - i. e. what is there for you to worlt witb) 

a) Mother: 

b) Father: 

c) Youth: 

Enumerate any factors that you feel are strengths in relation
ship to dealing with the youth and his/her offence. 

Enumerate any factors that you feel are strengths in relation
ship to dealing with the youth and his/her offence. 

Enumerate any fact\lrs that you feel are strengths in relation
ship to dealing with the youth and his/her offence. For 
example: ability to articulate well, express emotions appro
priately, school and/or work success, stable peer group with 
positive influence, participation in structured c01lllllunity 
activities, family and cOIIIIIlunity supports, etc. 

d) Other situations or factors that you consider strengths. 

. .. / 
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9. ASSESSED LIABILITIES (What vlll impede your wark with this youth and hls/ 
her offence) 

a) Mather: 

b) Father: 

c} ~: 

Enumerate any factors that you feel are liabilltlca in 
relationship ta dealing wHh the youth and his/her oHence. 

Enumerate any factors that you feel are llabi1itlea in 
relationship ta dealing with the youth and hls/hcr offencc. 

Enumerate any factors that you f eel are l:Uibilit lell ln 
relationshlp to dealing with the youth and his/her offcnce. 
For example: his/her reactlon to lack of continuity of care, 
unstabl.e family history, lack of success in school or wo rk, 
learnl.ng disabil1ties, illness or handicapa (both medical 
and/or psychiatrie), 1ack of frien.ls, involvement in peer 
groups vith negative values, lac k of int erest, substance 
abuse, etc. 

d} Other situations or factors that vou consider l1abilities. 

10. SUMMARY 

Outline your overall impressions of the youth vith facts (examples) to 
support your views. 

11. RECOMMENDATION AND REASONS FOR DISPOSITION 

a) List all the factors that you have cons1.dered, bath pro and con. 

b) autUne your recommendations vith reasons for your decision. 

12. PROGNOSIS 

Indicate how successful you think the measures that you have recommended 
vil1 be and vhy. 

What is the riait you see of rec1divism by this youth. 

HD/llt 
86.04.14 (date of typing) 
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Date: -
PREDISPOSITION REPORT 

0.0.9. : 

AOORESS: 

TELEPHONE : 

PRESENT LOCATION: 

FAMItY COMPOSITION 

Mother: 

O.O.s. : - where possible 

Address: 

Telephone: 

Occupation: 

Father: 

Address: where possible 

Telephone: 

Occupation: 

Siblings: where possÙlle 

Worker 

Date of Intake: 

Court St"ltus: (e.q. Awa1t1nq pred1Spos1t10n report: date ot dec1s~on: Judqe's name 

~4b 



SUHMARY CF OFFENCES 

1) al Descrl.ption of charges 

adolescent's involvement in offence: 

precipitatlong factors~ 

poll.ce's versloon; 

bl Adolescent's VerSl.on 

Adolescent's version of the facts; 

Adolescent's attitude regarding offences; 

Adolescent's wlollingness to make amends; 

cl Parents' VerSlon 

Parents verSloon of the facts; 

Parents attl.tude; 

Measures taxen by parents followlng offence; 

d) Vl.ctlom's verSloon 

- When pesub le and appropriate; 

2) a) Offloc~al Antecedents 

Summary of prloor dehnquencies for whl.ch the Court was seized elther 
under the old Juvenl.1e Delinquency Act or the new 'ioung Offenders Act 
and provlncl.al and munl.cl.pai laws for wh loch the adolescent was found 
guilty. 

b) Prlor Alternatl"ves Measures 

Summary of Alternative measures undertuen in the past 
wlth the adolescent and his parents and the results obtaloned followlong 
such a contract. 

BI ASSESSMENT OF ADOLESCENT 

1) Descrlbe the adolescent according to age, maturity, character, and 
personali ty . 

2) Evaluate adole~cent's degree of motivation and his capacl.ty to curb his 
dell.nquent behavlour. 

3) Assess any plans put forward by the adolescent to change his conduct 
or to partloCl.pate ln actlovl.tl.es or undertake measure to ~prove himself. 
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ASSESSMENT OF ADOLESCENT' 5 SOCIAL SITUATION 

1) School/Work 

• 

2) 

• 

Raport on schoo.L attendance and performance record; 

Raport on employment record i 

Describe Any siqnificant factors on how the adolescent relates 
w~th peers, teachers, employers. 

Lifestyle 

Adolescent's recreatl.onal activities; 

Types of indivl.duals or qroups w1th whom adolescent soc1alizes: 

Consumption of druqs or alcohol. 

0) FAMILY ASSESSMENT 

• 

• 

1) Assess relationshl.p and dynam1cs between adolescent and parents: 

2) Assess sl.bl~q interactl.on; 

-
3) Assess degree of control and influence of parents over ~olescent; 

4) Assess faml.ly's potentl.al l.n a1dinq the adol~scent to curb h1S 
problematl.c behavl0ur. 

E) SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDAT!ONS 

• 1) Summary 

'!'he summary should gl.ve a global picture of the adolescent' s evolutl.on 
and of his l.nteract~ons Wl.th his faml.ly and soc~al IlU.ll.eus l.n arder 
to help the court understand the adolescent' s invol vement l.n 
delinquencl.es. 

2) Racoœmendations 

a) The recommendatl.ons to the court must taJce lonto account: 

the aval.lability of ressources, commun 1. t y servl.ces, and facl.ll.tles; 

the adolescent's potent1al to follow throuqh Wl.th the recommendatl.on: 

the recommendatl.on must focus on correctinq the dell.nquent s1tuatl.On; 

the recommandation must be clear, Justifiable, concrete and 
operatl.onal. 
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à) The recaIIDIII!ndation must remain "'1. "hin the Judqe' s possibl.e 
dispositions (as per article 20 of the Younq Offend8rs Act): 

the adolescent may be d.i.scharged a.bsolutely (case closed); 

the adolescent may be fined no more than S1000.00, 

the adolescent may Ce ordered to financially cOlllPensate 
the vlctlm for loss of inccae, lou of property, injury. 

Restitution: the adolescent may be ordered to replace stolen 
property or repair damages. 

If restitution is not possible. the adolescent lII&y œ ordered 
to repay the V1Ctim accordinq to the cost of the lost or 
damaqed property. 

'nle adolescent may Ce ordered to cc:mpensate the victim by way of 
personal servlces: 

The adolescent may Ce ordered to do community work (no more th4n 
240 nours which must not extend over l yeu). 

The court may make an order of prohiàition, seizure or forfel.ture. 

The court may order that an adolescent àe detained in a hospital 
!or treatment purposes; if adolescent, parents and hospita.l Agree. 

The adolescent may be ordered on probatl0n (see art. 23 for 
posu.ble :ondltl.OnS of probatl0n). 

The court may COlllllUt an adolescent to custody, to be servad 
continuouslyor lJlternll.ttently (eg. weekends), for a period 
not exceedlnq two years; or three years if under the Crimin&l 
COdI the punl.Shment for the offancl 15 imprl.sonment for life. 

Any other reasonaàle conditions as it deems advisable vith regar~ 
to the bast interesu of society and the ado~escènt • 

This indicates ...mat would be appropriate to include in a predisposition 
report but is net aalled for under article 14 of the Younq Offenders Act. 
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Appendix 8: Sample progress Notes. 
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CII_"~· 
Work.r: ~ ____ _ 

Ca.e .... r: -----------------------

Type of Cont.Act 1 ,I,c. 

w ,. , .. 

PAO~AESS NOTES - OPEN ACTIVE ONlY 

TYPES or CONTACT 

'.rlOnl tnvotved 

~-

-----------_ .. 

Intervl.. 1 Correspondenc.: C 
ytslt y Court. CT 
Telephone C.II: T Other 0 



Appendix 9: Sophie's Predisposition Report (Louis Crane) 
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Centre de services sociaux Ville Marie 
Ville Marie Social Service Centre 

PROTECTION DE LA JEUNESSE - YOUTH PROTECTION 
SER~ICES A Il couR COURT SERVICES 

0161 RUE ST DENIS ST CHAMBRE 340 A MONTREAL H2S 2R5 - 2739533 

June If _ 

PREDISPOSITION REPORT 

IDENTIFYING INFORMATION: 

F am i 1 Y N ame: 

o.O.B. : 

C_, __ 

•. 07.01 

Address: 1991 __ .... , Apt 11 
Montreal, Quebec 

Telephone Number: 

Present Location: 

Language(s) speken: 

LEGAL INFORMATION: 

Court Status: 

Decision Date: 

Legal File Number(s): 

Presiding Judge: 

? 2 
Herne 

English 

Awaiting Predisposition Report 

June _ .. 

500-03-000lIl-'" 

The Henourable ••••••••• 

. . . /2 
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C.n',. d ••• ,.,/c ••• oc/eu. Ville Me"e 
Ville "'e". Soc/.' S.",/ce C.nt,e 

Predisposition Report 
F - .. l, 1l1li 

COURT SERVICES INFORMATION: 

Worker: 

Point of Service: 

Date of Report: 

FAMIlY COMPOSITION: 

Blended, mother d;vorced (from ..... 
has legal custody. 

Mothe~ (Biological) 

Father: (Biological) 

Stepfather: 

Siblings: 

Page 2 

: ---.. ~--:---' - Crlmlnologist 

Montreal Court Services .... ,-
father since over 10 years), mother 

d.o.b.: 1948.05.10 
Address: ••• __ •• _, H1 

Montrea 1, Quebec 
Te1. No.: d 
Occupation: House manager 

; ; .. 
d.o.b. 1943.04.25 
Address: Toronto 
Tel. No.: unknown 
Occupation: Tile Setter 

71 
d.o.b.: 1947.11.11 
Occupation: unemployed 
Common-law husband for the past 
8 years. 

, 19 Y.o. - home, student 
5 y.O. - our sU~Jet 
, 11 y.o. - home, student 

10 y.O. - home student 
, 6t y.o. - home, student 
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Centre d • • erY/c,' .oc/.ult Ville Merle 
VIII. M,"e Soc/,' S'rY/ce C.nt,e 

Predisposition Report 

BASIS OF REPORT: 

On May l1li, .... , ..... appeared before Judge 

Page 3 

..... 7 and pleaded guilty on a count of robbery WhlCh occurred on October 

......... The Judge postponed her decislon to June III, .... and 
ordered that a predisposltion report be available to the Court on that date. 

This worker was assigned to prepare the said report on May .... , ..... 

The informatlon conveyed in this report was gathered from the following 
sources: 

A three (3) hours interview with 1l1li and his mother on May .... , ~ 

· Another lnterview for two (2) hours with .... _ alone on May _, .; 

· A two hours home visit on June 1st, 1988; 

· Phonecalls were made to: - Mr. j vice-principal for grade 10 
at l" ; on May -.t, ... ; 
- To [ a, guidance counsellor at the same school also on 

May", ... 
- The vlctim D.H. on May .... , 4111, and to his friend D.C. the 

same day. 

This worker also consulted the precis de police, the adolescent's 
school report card and tested the adolescent with the Jesness inventory, 
the P.E.N.D., the S.O. and the Heimler scale of social functioning. 

A) SUMMARY OF OFFENCE 

1. Descriptlon of charge: 

On May", _. 
before Judge 

pleaded guilty on the following count 
of the Montreal Youth Court: 

liOn, or around October -., _. in Montreal district of Montreal, 
committed the robbery of a sum of money belonging ta D.H. thus, committing 
the criminal act described in article 303 of the Criminal Code". 

2. Adolescent's Version: 

d & told this worker that October III, l1li, was a day off fram 
school. The youth claims that he went to the Arcade 
alone to play, because none of his friends were available that day. Ii 
stated that he had never been in this arcade before, and that it was almost 
deserted when he walked in. 
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The youth sald that whlle he was wandering to find a new game to play, 
he was approached by two older guys who told him "Come in the back for a 
second". 1 exp la 1 ned that the IIback" of the arcade was on 1 y twenty 
feet away from where he stood, so he became curlOUS and flgured that there 
might be a special game there or somethlng else of lnterest. 

When he arrived in the back, ..... said that there was only two boys 
playing on machines. It was then that one of the guys asked the two boys 
for a quarter. The boys replled that they had no money. One of the big 
guys asked "You check them out". claims that he was intlmidated 
because the ~uys were blgger so he complied and searched the pockets 
of one boy ....... remembers that one of the two boy was punched ln the 
stomach by a guy but does not remember WhlCh boy nor when it happened. II1II 
removed the wallet of the boy he had searched and handed lt to one of the 
guys who removed the money from l t t1nd gave 5.00$ to Th l sol der guy 
kept the rest of the money, dropped the wallet and ran away wlth hlS accompllce. 

stated that the two vlctlms followed them outslde and that he was left 
alone ln the arcade so he declded to go back home . 

..... did not tell anybody about what had happened and was arrested two 
months later at the Atwater Metro after being recognized by one of the 
victims. 

3. Attitude: 

could not describe what had happen very accurately and believes he 
could not even recognize any of the persons involved in thlS incldent today. 
The youth claims that he had no idea of what was gOlng to happen when he 
was asked to step ln the back by the two men who approached hlm and stated that 
he realized what was going on, only when one of them asked the boys for money. 
5 sald that he dld not attempt to run and that he complled wlth the man's 
order to search the boy because the bUllt of these two older guys was enough 
for him to feel threatened. believes that they recrulted him to 
outnumber their vlctims, and that the guy gave hlm the five dollar because 
he had searched the boy for them. When asked why he had not informed the 
pol ice or his parents, _ answered tha·t he "dld not want to make a blg 
deal out of thlS". 

4. Parentis Version: 

~rs. told this worker that on December l1li ...... she recelved 
a phone call from the police saying that as • was at the statlon and had been 
involved in a robbery at an arcade. The mother stated thdt she was eager to 
see ..... arrive home and when he did, she asked hlm what had happened. At 
that moment, her son apparently told her the same verSlon as the one conveyed 
in thi 5 report. Mrs. E states that she was confused about her son' s 
story. and could not understand why 2 felt threatened. She told hlm that 
he just had to say liNO. It's not my policy" and leave the premlses. The 
mother dld not lmpose any measures on 1 in view of the role he played in 
the offence and also because the police had told her that she would receive 
Court papers ln the mail. 
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5. Victim's Version: 

D.H. told this worker that he was ln Canada since only four (4) months 
when this lncldent occurred. He stated that he did not have any school on 
October III, l1li. and went downtown with hlS friend O.C. where he was suppose 
to meet his own father to pure hase a pool table as his birthday gift. He 
arrived too earl to meet his father so the two boys went to IIkill some time ll 

in the Arcade. At sorne pOlnt three black boys - 1 tall and 
two average s lZe - approached them and asked for a quarter. They repl ied 
that they dld not have any quarters and the tallest of the three, told 
another to se arch him. The black boy searched him and took his wallet. 
D.H. sald he trled to get lt back and that is when the tallest of the group 
who was watching came and punched him in the stomach. The boy who searched 
hlm removed the money from the wallet and gave lt to the tall guy. who ran 
out wlth the money. Then the boy who searched him apparentlj tal d D.H. that 
he would go to catch the tall one for them and ran out with the third one. 
D.H. stated that he stayed there because he was too afraid to follow them, 
and waited wlth hlS friend for an hour to report the incident to a passing 
patrol car. 

D.H. was hoplng that fje could get his 85.00$ back since this money was sent 
to him for his blrthday from an uncle living abroad, and once put together 
with his father's money it was suppose to buy him a pool table that he never 
got because of this incident. 

D.H. also stated that he was not seriously hurt by the punch he received 
in the stomach and that inspite of this adventure, is not scared of goin9 in 
arcades. The youth explained that he would never allow something like this to 
happen again because now that he has more friends he would know how to react 
that is to fight for his property. 

6. Officlal Antecedents 

None 

7. Prior Alternative Measures 

None 

B) ASSESSMENT OF ADOLESCENT 

_ is a 15.1 year old mulatto adolescent of average size and built. 
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During the interviews 2 1 was cooperative but constantly sought thlS 
worker's directions ln answerlng the questions, as lf he wanted to say only 
what he thought thlS worker wanted to hear. His difficulty to verballze 
increased when the tOplC was ca11ing for personal feellngs or opinlons on 
the actua1 offence. ThlS dlscomfort was almost absent when dlscusslng facts 
or non-threatenlng subJects. 

The results obtalned by _ in the vanous cnmlnometrlC lnstruments were, 
for the most part, non slgnlficant or at 1east not revea11ng of a dellnquent 
or problematic personality. The resu1ts however suggest a low level of 
maturlty as well as a tendency to repress or suppress unpleasant feellngs. 
The youth is apparently satisfled wlth every aspects of hlS llfe and posses~e~ 
a strong sense of self-esteem. ThlS mlght explaln why lS qUlte 
uncrltlcal of himself and of others. When asked what he could lmprove ln hlS 
personallty, could only thlnk of hlS helght, Slnce he wants ta become 
a great basketbal1 player. 

In short, lS an lmmature 15 year old youth who has good emotlonal 
adJustment but who lacks lnslght and affects WhlCh keep hlS speech at the 
superficial level of facts. 

IL 7 believes that he will never run lnto troubles agaln and stated that 
he has learnt from thlS experlence that Arcades are not a safe place to be. 
The youth expressed the oplnlon that a falr measure for his lnvolvement would 
be a probatlon without any follow-up Slnce there are no chances of hlm gettlng 
into more troubles ln the future. 

C) ASSESSMENT OF ADOLESCENT'S SOCIAL SITUATION 

Schoo 1: 

i attends the in grade 10. The youth i s at the 
appropriate academic level for his age, hlS attendance is regu1ar and h1S 
marks are within the average for the three main subJects, whereas h1S 
results for optiona1 ones are below the passing mark. 

Mr. , vice-princlpal for grade 10, students, percelves 1 as 
an unmotivated youth who is not doing very well, and who lS dlsruptlve ln 
class. The vice-prlnClpal clalms that is a very "mo'Jthy" adolescent 
but a1so a smart one who lS able to remain within the llmlts of tolerance 
of the school to avoid being suspended. 

Mrs. L2 ra, gUldance counsellor at the 1 has a very dlfferent 
perception of • She belleves that D is a very open and frlendly 
youth who is constantly on themove and who likes to be surrounded by frlends. 
The adolescent came to see her in arder to explore hlS future academic 
orientation and apparently signs up everytime there lS a speclal actlvity in 
schoo 1 . 
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._ has no record of employment as of today. 
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The adolescent expressed the idea of getting himself a job this summer 
in order to earn just enough money to get by. stated that he does 
not need much money to be happy. 

L ifestyle: 

II1II does not consume drugs or alcohol. 

According to the mother ...... would have many friends. Mrs. 
knows her son's acqudintances and approves of most of them. The mother told 
th1S worker that ..... does not pose any disclpline problem at home. He 
respects his curfews and usually lets her know when he cannat be home on time. 

During schooltime. • goes to play basketball with his friends at the 
11 ......... every Mondays and Fridays. This place is however closed for 
the summer and' 7? is now consldering 901n9 to a Catholic camp for the two 
first weeks of July. 

D) FAMILY ASSESSMENT 

Mr5. lives with her common-law husband and her five children in 
a nice apartment of the South Cent@ of Montreal. The family members appear 
to be very united to one another ~ld both parental figures contribute to the 
household as well as the discipline of the children. 

II1II cla1ms to get along well with his brother and sisters. particularly 
with Wanda who is the oldest. Mrs. stated that Elis a very quiet 
and soft boy who thinks more than he talks at home. The mother claims that 
1111112 respects her rules even though he does not always obey immediately 
when asked to do something. She also believes that her son is too lax about 
his studies. 

Mr. • participates in the upbringing of the children and ev en went 
ta & school to discuss problems with the vice-principal. The 
mother believes that her husband can be Quite demanding towards but that ;1 
is mostly to avaid him ta make certain mistakes Mr. _ made when he, 
himself wac; about & age. The youth acknowledges the fact that his step
father is sametimes "picking on him" but says that this does not bother him. 
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is a 15.11 year old adolescent who cornes to the attentlon of the 
Court for the first time in relation with a charge of Robbery WhlCh 
occurred last October..... The youth has no antecedent and no other 
offences were committed by him Slnce then. 

No major areas of concerns could be identified in thlS adolescent's 
life which could explain hlS lnvolvement or reactlon with regards to the 
actual matter. is attending school regularly even though he mlght 
experience sorne difflcultles wlth certaln academlc subJects and/or teachers 
but hlS situation is fdr from being alarmlng. The youth lS involved ln 
healthy sporting actlvities and beneflts from the support of adequatt and 
car i n 9 f am il y . 

F) RECOMMENDATION 

In view of the lnformation contained in the actual report but more 
specifically consldering: 

1. The age of commlSSlon of the offence (15.3 y.o.) 
2. That this is a flrst offence 
3. That the youth is under control at home 
4. That he is attending school regularly 

but also considerlng: 

5. The accessory but nevertheless active role played by in the 
commission of the offence 

6. The seriousness of the offence 
7. The dubious circumstances of ..... involvement in the offence and 
8. The fact that he never reported this crime to anybody prlor te hlS 

arrest, 

This worker believes that even though the parental controls are adequate • 
•• would benefit from being superv;sed by a six (6) month probation with 
follow-up, in which a formal interdictlon to go to any arcade should be 
included according ta the mother's request. 

In addition. 1 could perfarm a suggested number of thlrty (30) hours 
of community work as an incentive to make better use of his sparetime whlle 
reminding him that getting involved in an offence even without the lntentlon 
to do 50, is not to be encouraged. 

It is believed that if II1II feels the supervlslon of the probation and 
an additional concrete consequenceonhls life (like the COl1lT1unlty work) 
he might learn from this experience and avoid gettlng involved in future 
offences. 
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Please the Court to receive these recommendations and to dispose of 
them in whatever way it will consider to be in the best ;nterest of the 
youth and of society. 

.. 
~- Criminologist 
~ 
Montreal Court Services 
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