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The pedagogy of process has been commercialized and stripped of its power by publishing companies over the past thirty years.  As a consequence, the field has witnessed a resurgence of formalistic writing, which is currently represented in Gerald Graff’s He Said/She Said.  However, some composition scholars have tried to either replace or rescue the sincerity of process pedagogy in the name of our students.  William Thelin’s Writing Without Formulas is a text that seeks to salvage and complicate the flattened versions of process to which many of our students have become accustomed, while adding a socio-critical dimension that attempts to broaden the world view of the student.


Thelin writes in the preface that this text has, “intentionally diverged” (xii) from previous text book models that focus on “modes of discourse or genres” (xii) and instead the intention of Writing Without Formulas is to “encourage students to understand important rhetorical concepts and arrive at effective ways to approach and arrange their writing.” In other words, this book looks to favor the functions of writing over the forms. In order to accomplish these goals, the book is arranged in three original sections: Part I, which addresses key concepts of writing; Part II, which focuses on the physical tasks of writing; and Part III, which includes a compilation of topics for class discussion and writing topics.

The concepts addressed in Part I include reasons for writing, critical analysis, organizational strategies, audience awareness, and language choices.  The importance of and uses for these concepts are explained through the text and then demonstrated by professional and student writing samples.  Writing activities directed at student practice and participation are scattered throughout the chapter to complete the examination of the topic at hand.

  Part II focuses its attention on the often daunting physical tasks of writing.  Sometimes students need help and advice to just sit down and put the words on paper or to go out and get the information they need and Part II gives them the tools to do so.   The section is organized similarly to the previous section, however it provides a heavier amount of explanation than Part I, balanced by fewer student examples and writing samples.  For example, Chapter 6 explores the individuality of students’ writing processes by describing a student’s resistance to a structured writing process and then exploring methods of helping a student to find his/her own process such as seeing patterns, breaking through writer’s block, and discovering strategies for drafting and revision.  The other chapters of Part II utilize similar strategies to approach other writing tasks: Discovering Your Writing Process, Uses of Collaboration, Purposes and Strategies for Reading, Writing with Evidence, and Writers and Research.

  Part III is a compilation of topics Thelin has found to be of interest to students over his 20 plus years of teaching experience. In the introduction of the section, Thelin writes that, “The topics spring from aspects of our culture, common emotions, and ideas and ideals often thought to be in conflict with one another” (293).  This section asks students to approach the topics of Holidays and Celebrations, Hobbies, The Supernatural, Humor, Honesty and Deception, and Pets, Pests, and Beasts, through a critical lens by, “questioning societal assumptions, looking beyond obvious conclusions, and interpretations, and perhaps making familiar topics a bit strange or unfamiliar” (293).
As a third year composition instructor, using this book in the classroom helped me climb out of the seemingly inescapable rut the commercial writing process books left me in.  I was going through the motions, insisting that students use the structured prewriting techniques, write in the form that was most common and easily explained, and revise with conveniently copied checklists that offered little insight.  I had been teaching about writing using books that defied the many concepts crucial to the composition of good thoughtful texts.  These books left little room for variation in process, style, or structure.  They also gave very little explanation as to why certain elements were important in writing. Because Writing Without Formulas concentrates on the concepts of writing and not the modes of writing, I was able to approach my instruction in a less rigidly formatted way and give my students the explanations they needed and deserved.   

Thelin’s introduction invites, or even dares, an instructor to begin at any point in the book and then use the sections as needed, reflecting the recursivity of writing through the content and organization of the book itself.  Because the first two sections of the book address concepts and not stringent methods or modes of discourse, the instructor can move fairly seamlessly through the book without fear of missing a step or losing a student. In this way, a teacher can individually assess his/her classes and choose the chapter most accommodating to the needs of the class.  This mobility in instruction can be initially daunting to both instructor and student. As a graduate assistant at the University of Akron, I was fortunate to have guided instruction of the book’s usage from the author.  Writing Without Formulas was initially a frightening concept for both my students and myself.  Because the book is so interdependent, I was never sure whether I was starting in the right place or using the most useful sections for my students.  I had fallen comfortably into a linear method of teaching and most my students arrived in my classroom ready to learn in the same flattened manner. However, as I became more familiar with the book and its intentions, my anxiety turned to relief.  The key to using this book effectively is to become familiar with its content.
Once an instructor gains this familiarity, the writing concepts addressed in the book can be an invaluable tool for the instruction and development of students’ writing in the classroom.  The often difficult and intricate concepts addressed in Parts One and Two are clearly explained and demonstrated for both student and teacher comprehension.  As a new instructor, I often knew what I wanted from student writing, but didn’t have the means of effectively explaining it.  This text was an invaluable tool not only for my students’ development, but for my own as well.  Chapter Two’s discussion of critical analysis was especially effective in my classroom experience. The chapter not only explains the concepts, but gives creative ways for a student to accomplish this challenging feat including interrogating the obvious and, my favorite, twisting the cliché.  Writing Without Formulas tackles most of the key abstract writing concepts, in a concrete, approachable manner.  My only disappointment in these chapters was that although implicitly included in other sections, the importance of voice in student writing was not explicitly addressed.

Part Two of Writing Without Formulas aids the student in approaching writing tasks and the instructor in demonstrating how to complete them.  Process is a key factor in “Confronting Writing Tasks,” as can be seen from its prominent placement at the beginning of the section.  The process discussed in Chapter 6, however, is a fuller, more complete version of many previous, “process” texts.  This is obvious from the title of the chapter, “Discovering Your Writing Process.”  Writing Without Formulas strays from a structured, linear version of process and instead gives the student writer options and guidelines for developing his/her individualized writing plan, instead of stringent rules and cookie cutter versions of process.  This section also includes suggestions for what seems to be one of the most prominent student obstacles: writers block.
While Parts One and Two offer valuable composition techniques and concepts that were applicable and accessible, Part Three posed several obstacles when used in the classroom.  The titles of the section did not stimulate the students’ interests or seemed misleading once the chapter was assigned.  Initially, many of my students were either turned off by the chapter headings or felt betrayed as they began to read through the chapters.  After discussing a few of the book chapters, my students tended to want to choose their own topics and veer away from those presented in their text.
Although the topics were not always desirable to the students, the quite a few of the readings and writing prompts sparked fruitful and complicated classroom discussions.  A small group discussion of Warren St. John’s essay, “Seriously, the Joke is Dead” turned in to a class conversation about the bigotries expressed through the jokes that were still told.  An opening for writers in Chapter 12 concerning gender and hobbies allowed for an introduction and discussion of homophobia in dominant American culture.  Many of the essays and writing prompts challenged students to analyze their world views and to connect their own experiences to larger ideas.
After two semesters of using Writing Without Formulas, I decided to use another text in my classroom.  I wanted to approach new writing topics and didn’t want to become stagnant in my approach.  Four weeks into the semester, I missed using this text.  In fact, when addressing key writing concepts, I very often return to the effective advice and explanations offered in Writing Without Formulas.  I anticipate returning to this book as the core text in my next semester and using supplementary readings and topics according to the direction that particular class takes.  I highly recommend composition instructors to do the same.
