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Abstract: Although the process model of composition studies, influenced by literary theory, psychology, and linguistics, has brought about beneficial changes in the teaching of writing, it is limited because it sees writing as being primarily a cognitive process, failing to recognize the social aspects of writing. What is needed is an ecological model of writing, which sees writing as an “activity through which a person is continually engaged with a variety of social constituted systems” (367). Writing interactions are based on intimacy (a measure of closeness with the reader) and power (a measure of how much the writer can control the actions of others), and these relationships, along with the writer’s purpose, understanding of audience, and perception of the rhetorical situation, are signaled through the writer’s use of conventions and textual forms which rise out of the interaction between the writer and the writer’s participation in various groups that structure her society.

“The problem with the cognitive process model of writing has nothing to do with specifics: it describes something of what writers do and goes some way toward explaining how writers, texts, and readers are related. But the belief on which it is based—that writing is thinking and, thus, essentially a cognitive process—obscures many aspects of writing we have come to see as not peripheral” (365).

“The isolation of the solitary author from the social world leads him to see ideas and goals as originating primarily within himself and directed at an unknown and largely hostile other” (366).

“In contrast, an ecology of writing encompasses much more than the individual writer and her immediate context. An ecologist explores how writers interact to form systems: all the characteristics of any individual writer or piece of writing both determine and are determined by the characteristics of all the other writers and writings in the system” (368).

“The systems are not given, not limitations on writers; instead they are made and remade by the writers in the act of writing” (368).

“The system of textual forms is, obviously, the means by which writers communicate. Textual forms, like language forms in general, are at the same time conservative, repositories of tradition, and revolutionary, instruments of new forms of action. A textual form is a balancing act: conventional enough to be comprehensible and flexible enough to serve the changing purposes of writing. Thus, new forms usually arise by a kind of cross-breeding, or by analogy, as older forms are taken apart and recombined or modified in a wholesale fashion” (370).

“[Engaged writers in a system] enter the field of discourse, finding in the exchange of language certain structures that they modify to suit their purposes. Nor for them do purposes arise solely out of individual desires, but rather arise out of the interaction between their needs and the needs of various groups that structure their society” (373).

Questions for each of the quotations above:

1. What does this mean?

2. How does this understanding of writing interpret relationships among the writer, the reader, texts, and context?

3. What would this statement, if taken seriously, seem to demand of the teacher of writing?

