
 

 

 
 1 

 

 Pedagogy at the Crossroads: 

 The Place of the Expressivists in Composition 

 

Scott C. Holstad 

California State University, Long Beach 

  

 For nearly the last three decades composition scholars have 

examined the ways in which writing is taught in the American 

educational system. Battle lines have been drawn, and heated 

discussions have ensued. At stake is the very heart of the 

educational system: the student. At issue is the increasingly 

complex role the student plays both within the academy and 

within society in general. As changing cultural values challenge 

established traditions, corresponding demands placed on the 

student and on the academy escalate. From the outset, 

composition theory and instruction have remained integral, 

albeit static, components of our educational system, yet the 

purpose of composition and the values privileged by English 

departments are being challenged now more than ever. Within this 

context, a prevalent theoretical camp has emerged to address the 

issues. 

 During the late 1960's a group seen as "Expressivists" or 

"Neo-Romantics" arose, calling for a type of revolution within 
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the academy. Concerned with the role of the student writer, they 

emphasized process over product and promoted an individualistic 

experience-based pedagogy, focusing on integrity, personal 

development, personal content, and personal "voice." Major 

proponents within the Expressivist camp include Peter Elbow, Ken 

Macrorie, and Donald Murray. 

 The Expressivist Camp defines itself in opposition to and 

as a reaction against the composition practice which has 

prevailed in the United States since the latter 19th Century.  

This pedagogy, referred to in this paper as Formalism or 

Current-Traditionalism, values form and structure and an 

adherence to the strict conventions of standard English usage:  

mechanical correctness is the Current-Traditional law. Deriding 

Current-Traditional practices as stifling and reductive, 

Expressivists sought to cultivate a pedagogy to address issues 

and concerns which Current Traditional practitioners failed to 

acknowledge. 

 Over the past two decades, numerous composition teachers 

have embraced the tenets of the Expressivists, quite often as a 

reaction to the stifling tradition of the Current Traditionalist 

legacy. The Expressivists, advocating personal voice and 

expressive discourse, seem to present an ideal pedagogy for 

contemporary liberal education. Yet, as popular as it may 

sometimes be to ridicule the perceived limitations of Current 

Traditionalism, we see evidence of continued Current 
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Traditionalist thought and pedagogy manifested at all levels of 

education. How often have Freshmen in Composition classes around 

America had the importance of mechanical correctness impressed 

upon them to the exclusion of other elements? What are the 

reasons for this phenomenon, and what are its implications?  

Additionally, are the students the Expressivists attempting to 

produce able to function successfully in our society?  Do the 

values privileged by the Expressivists fit our current 

educational needs?                

  The Dartmouth Conference of 1966 was the vehicle which 

prompted the emergence of the Expressivists (Fulkerson 344).  

The 1960's, of course, were a time of reaction and change. The 

sterile coldness of the 50's, combined with an ultra-

conservative socio-political agenda created a climate rife with 

dissent. By the 1960's, various segments of society (quite often 

traditionally marginalized groups such as women and African 

Americans, as well as disillusioned youth) were at the center of 

a cultural revolution. 

 In the midst of this social upheaval stood the Academy.  

The establishment within university English departments had, 

from the outset, maintained a Current Traditionalist pedagogy.  

The prescriptive, mechanized methods employed by the Current 

Traditionalists seemed, by the 60's, to parallel Cold War 

America conservatism, and came to be regarded with derision by 

the new theorists within the departments. The hierarchy within 
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the departments valued form, emphasizing mechanical correctness 

and, up to this point, as Ken Macrorie states, student papers 

written under Current Traditionalist guidance actually were "not 

meant to be read but corrected" (81). The new theorists called 

for a pedagogical revolution, away from the emphasis on form and 

grammar, toward a process-based theory focusing on the 

individual. This shift allowed for creativity, thought, and the 

notion of "finding" and retaining one's identity (or voice). 

 The Expressivists react then against Current Traditionalism 

by viewing the self as the key ingredient to writing. The major 

purpose of education held by the Expressivists is to help 

students realize self actualization in their quest for (a 

personal) truth. James Berlin remarks that a major viewpoint of 

the camp is the idea that truth can be intuited, not taught, and 

is conceived as a result of a private vision that must be 

constantly consulted in writing (54), and, as Donald Stewart 

argues, "the unified aim for writing courses should be 

(producing) writing of integrity" (Faigley 529). 

 The shift, then, in emphasis from product to process, with 

the Expressivists' focus on the individual now seen in numerous 

English departments, effectively empowers the student-writer, 

allowing for a meaningful and diverse self-reflective style of 

writing while encouraging personal growth and self confidence.  

This emphasis on process is evidenced in the qualities valued by 

the leading proponents of the Expressivists. 



 

 

 
 5 

 Donald Murray is a strong advocate for the concept of 

process over product. In his essay, "Teach Writing as a Process 

not Product," Murray asserts that, "instead of teaching finished 

writing, we should teach unfinished writing (89, 90), and argues 

that we should "respect the student, not for his product, but 

for the search for truth in which he is engaged" (91). In 

distancing himself further from Current Traditionalist thought, 

Murray contends that for the Expressivists, "Mechanics come 

last" (91). 

 Similarly, Ken Macrorie values the student's search for 

truth and asks for honesty in his student's writing. He 

advocates revolution in the Academy and, like Murray, reacts 

against Current Traditionalism. In his essay, "To Be Read," 

Macrorie attacks the establishment by stating, "For decades we 

have been smearing the bloody marks in the margins of what we 

call 'themes'." He then blasts the end result of Current 

Traditionalist methods by referring to it as "phony writing" 

(82). 

 Peter Elbow sees writing as a natural process and he 

describes it in Writing Without Teachers as a developmental 

process involving figuring out meaning and putting it into 

language (14). Elbow's goal is textual generation, not textual 

perfection. He aligns himself with his Expressivist colleagues 

in their opposition to Current Traditionalism when states that 

good "writing does not follow rules but reflects processes of 



 

 

 
 6 

creative imagination" (Faigley 530). 

 Expressivists emphasize several concepts in their 

individual-oriented, process-based pedagogy. Among these 

concepts are the idea of "believing" or accepting oneself; the 

idea that writing badly is inevitable, and indeed crucial to 

learning to write well; belief in the metaphor; the notion of 

finding one's "voice," and employing language in the search for 

meaning. These concepts are important for contemporary Liberal 

Arts students. As students find their voice, their fear of 

failure induced by years of receiving countless red marks is 

gradually replaced by a feeling of self confidence, empowering 

the student to achieve a type of self-actualization. These 

concepts valued by Expressivists differ dramatically from those 

emphasized by Current Traditionalism, such as form, structure, 

and correctness; concepts which, in the eyes of the 

Expressivists, can be seen as reductive and do little more than 

intimidate students and intensify their dislike for writing. As 

far as methods, whereas Current Traditionalism utilizes the 

Modes of Discourse and the stereotypical prescribed five 

paragraph essay always focusing on mechanical correctness in 

order to address its objective, the Expressivists employ 

informal, almost personal methods, such as journaling, free 

writing, clustering, et cetera as a means of generating "real" 

(sincere, honest, experience based) text. Each of these latter 

methods presumes a radically different conception of knowledge 
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and its source for student writers. 

 A large chasm also exists between the Expressivists and 

Current Traditionalism in the method and purpose of testing 

student's skills. Current Traditionalists often judge student 

writing on the number of errors and mark off accordingly. Their 

hope seems to be that students can be conditioned to one day 

avoid errors. Expressivists utilize journals and portfolios as a 

way of judging progression in the student's writing ability.  

Rather than focus on comma splices, the Expressivist theorists 

focus on content. "What is the student trying to say and how 

effectively is he saying it?" These are the types of questions 

asked by Neo-Romantics when attempting to judge successful 

writing. Gordon Rohman defines good writing as "that discovered 

combination of words which allows a person the integrity to 

dominate his subject with a pattern both fresh and original" 

(Faigley 529). A successful piece of writing, then, for 

Expressivists would contain strong personal content and be based 

on experience. 

 Although, as mentioned previously, quite a few people have 

embraced Expressivist ideology, a major question persists. If 

the Neo-Romantic Camp can be viewed as a revolutionary break 

from and improvement upon the Current Traditionalist ideology, 

why is Current Traditional pedagogy still so prevalent in our 

educational system? 

 On an initial level, some obvious weaknesses exist within 
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the Expressivist pedagogy. Critics of Expressivists are quick to 

point to the very thing Neo-Romantics consider their strength: 

the informal, often expressionistic style of writing produced by 

Expressivist writers. Opponents cite this style as 

unprofessional. Unfinished. Fragmentary. Too "touchy-feelie."  

The critics contend that the Expressivist style is not 

"practical" and is not the type of knowledge valued by the 

"real" world; it will not give a person “marketable skill” in 

preparation for that "real world." Some critics might observe 

that, no matter how much the Expressivist Camp feels textual 

quality will one day "arrive" with enough practice, textual 

generation will not necessarily lend itself to quality writing. 

 That the idea of formal grammatical skills, as well as writing 

ability, would appear and/or increase in proportion to the 

amount of text generated is utopian and, simply, unrealistic. 

 It seems, however, that there might actually be some deeper 

problems within the Expressivist Camp. Perhaps the starting 

point would involve a discussion of the role of the student in 

relation to both the Academy and society in general. 

 The Current Traditionalist view of education would hold 

that the purpose of education is to produce, as my colleague 

Lynette DeJean suggests in our paper "The Big Picture in Four 

Frames: A Discussion of Composition Theory", "law-abiding 

citizens who play by the rules, who have a marketable skill that 

can be utilized to make them productive members of society."   
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 The Expressivist view of the purpose of education is to 

help enable students to achieve self actualization. The point is 

to create balanced, well-rounded citizens, not robots with 

assembly line skills. This outlook is, undoubtedly, admirable 

but it tends toward naive Romanticism in that it ignores the 

distinct possibility that these may not be the values our 

pragmatic market-oriented economy desires. 

 Subsequently, while the Current Traditionalist student 

might stereotypically play the apprentice role in school and 

cultural elitist/materialistic moneygrubber afterwards, the 

Liberal Arts Expressivist will stereotypically emerge from his 

self-exploratory quest an impoverished intellectual. Perhaps 

this suggests that Current Traditionalism simply has a firmer 

grip on the reality of our culture. 

 Furthermore, authority becomes an issue. Current 

Traditionalism's authority is structure/form based, which leaves 

little to the individual's imagination, but provides tangible 

evaluatory means. Conversely, the Expressivists place the 

responsibility/authority squarely on the head of the student, by 

assuming that the student can and will become responsible for 

taking on his or her process of self-discovery; by assuming that 

mechanical correctness will appear with time. Those students 

exist, however, for whom mechanical correctness (and perhaps 

even basic writing skills) will never magically appear. There 

are those students too who are not capable of assuming these 
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roles of authority. And frankly, there are those students who do 

not want to think; who do not want the burden of responsibility. 

 It seems as if many contemporary students are grade-driven for 

the sole purpose of assuming their place in society based on a 

practical, skills-oriented education and the idea of finding 

personal "voice" simply might not be the type of knowledge 

sought by them. This manifestation of a distinct separation 

between the practical and the idealistic intellectual (liberal 

arts) is representative of the values our society privileges.  

Perhaps one could assume that the Current Traditionalists, as 

evidenced through the type of knowledge they value, are aware of 

and cater to the kind of education desired by our society - an 

education based on practical marketability. Perhaps, then, the 

reason why Current Traditionalism remains so prevalent in our 

educational system is because it satisfies a basic social need 

and ideological belief. Conversely, while the Expressivist 

pedagogy remains admirable, its primary shortcoming is that it 

does not realistically address the unstated-yet-clear 

needs/demands of our society. 

 Society, and subsequently our educational system, is again 

undergoing massive change. Pedagogical camps emerge (Social) in 

order to respond to new issues and concerns. There is now a 

greater awareness of cultural and language differences. New 

concepts are popularized, such as the idea of interdisciplinary 

studies and "writing across the curriculum." Can the 
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Expressivists adequately address these issues and re-prioritize 

their agenda to more sufficiently fit society's needs while 

maintaining their individualistic pedagogy? 

 While it may be necessary for Expressivists to re-evaluate 

their position in order to retain their legitimacy as a vital 

pedagogical force, there is evidence to suggest this "re-

vamping" may not be possible.  Donald Murray, in his book A 

Writer Teaches Writing, seems to be arguing against the type of 

interdisciplinary studies now being seen in the Humanities when 

he asserts that the educational system needs more specialized 

teachers (104, 105). He feels that students cannot write 

effectively because Lit teachers (as well as graduate students, 

et al), not properly trained composition professionals, are 

teaching the majority of composition classes. This attitude may 

imply an unwillingness to make the necessary adjustments to 

interdisciplinary studies and writing. 

 Elbow also seems occupied more with his reaction against 

Current Traditionalism than with improving the effectiveness of 

Expressivist practice when he states in Writing Without Teachers 

(with perhaps just a trace of bitterness) that the reason for 

the persistence of Current Traditionalism, a system which 

rewards "boring and obvious writing," is the fact that "it 

promises structure and control and that's just what you yearn 

for when you're having trouble with writing" (72). Elbow may 

currently feel that the apparent opposition between academic 
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discourse and expressive writing is false, however, what he and 

other Expressivist theorists continue to fail to address in 

their idealism is the probability that our society might just 

want a pedagogy of exhortation, composed of structured boring 

obvious writing, rather than a pedagogy of knowing. 

 It seems, then, that the Expressivist Camp, ideally a 

utopian individualistic pedagogy and initially quite 

revolutionary, has been bypassed by current social and 

educational demands while failing to understand the realities of 

the society in which it exists. In order to truly revolutionize 

the Academy, the needs/demands of society would have to be re-

prioritized. While not completely impossible, the Expressivists 

just do not seem up to the task. 

 The Expressivist-influenced Liberal Arts graduate is 

undoubtedly well rounded. The question is not whether or not the 

Expressivist student will be able to function successfully in 

society. Rather, the question is: Does society want today's 

Expressivist student? Furthermore, do we as educators in the 

Liberal Arts (and especially English Departments) have a 

responsibility to educate students with a "practical", market-

oriented type of education which seems to be privileged in our 

society? Perhaps it is time to acknowledge that the 

Expressivists have not satisfactorily served the needs of our 

society, and until they are able to either adapt to fit 

society's needs or are able to revolutionize society itself, 
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Current Traditionalism will continue its reign. 
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