
ELEMENTS OF VOICE IN STUDENT COMPOSITION 

A DISSERTATION 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH, SPEECH AND FOREIGN LANGUAGES 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

BY 

LYNN MARIE ROBINSON KNOWLES, B.A., M.A. 

DENTON, TEXAS 

AUGUST 2014 



ABSTRACT 

LYNN MARIE ROBINSON KNOWLES 

ELEMENTS OF VOICE IN STUDENT COMPOSITION 

AUGUST 2014 

Voice. That elusive quality desired by composition instructors. That 

indefinable characteristic identified on many large-scale essay scoring rubrics. 

This study is an attempt to reconcile the disparate views of voice in student 

academic composition. Beginning with an overview of voice as discussed by 

compositionists over the past century, the examination then turns to student 

composition and teacher response to student composition samples using 

national rubrics as guidelines. Responses to the study indicate that the differing 

views of voice are not so far apart: voice transcends any one element of 

composition; it encompasses both content and style. The dissertation concludes 

with a new approach toward voice in composition and pedagogical implications. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: WHY LISTEN? THE NEED TO EXAMINE VOICE 

IN STUDENT COMPOSITION 

Assigning an essay to my high school students means grading 90 student 

compositions. Of those 90 essays, 85 or so will feel very much the same, eliciting 

one of two automatic responses on my part: this essay is good enough, or this 

essay is not quite good enough. The remaining five essays will be a pleasure to 

read: They will sing in some way. I will be able to hear the student behind the 

essay. And I will smile as I nod along to the rhythm of the prose. Note the aural 

metaphors: sing, hear, rhythm. The best way that I can describe these essays is 

that they have voice-that special something that makes them personal and 

unique for the reader. 

College instructors across the United States express concern that their 

incoming students are not prepared for college-level composition, regardless of 

subject matter. Many students, they claim, still write using the traditional five

paragraph structure, producing "bland but planned essays" (Nunnally 67) that do 

not allow for "risk-taking" (Wesley 59). Instructors complain that students' writing 

lacks originality, inspiration, and, above all, evidence of critical thinking (Wesley 
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58). These are the qualities that composition teachers of all levels desire their 

students to demonstrate in their academic writing-the qualities of voice. 1 

At the same time, high school English teachers must prepare their 

students for state assessments, for the SAT® and ACT® tests for college 

admissions, for dual credit courses, and for college academic writing , including 

the College Board Advanced Placement (AP®) and College Level Examination 

Program (CLEP®) exams, used to award college credit. 2 And , like their university 

counterparts, high school teachers struggle with having to read cookie-cutter 

essays with no life in them (Roessing 41 ). 

Like me, both groups of instructors would prefer to read compositions that 

are interesting and engaging: essays that exhibit voice. Like other teachers

indeed , like any reader-many composition instructors feel that, "other things 

being equal, most readers prefer texts that they hear-that have audible voice" 

(Elbow, "What Do We Mean" 10). As the title of Peter Elbow's article-"What Do 

We Mean When We Talk about Voice in Texts?"-suggests, composition 

instructors find it difficult to come to agreement on the definition of voice: Voice is 

that intangible element in a piece of writing ; teachers know it when they see it, 

but they have very little help in clearly defining voice, much less teaching 

students how to incorporate voice into their academic writing . If I, as a 

1 One of the conclusions of the study is that critical thinking is a component of voice. This finding 
will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 
2 SAT, ACT, AP, and CLEP are all registered trademarks. For the sake of readability , the 
registration mark will not be used in the text of the dissertation . 
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composition instructor, cannot define voice clearly for students, I certainly cannot 

effectively teach students how to include voice in their compositions; I have no 

place to anchor instruction . This circular problem is merely the first of many 

incongruities in the study of voice in composition . 

Nevertheless, in recent years, voice has become an accepted and 

important element in composition instruction ; many state and national testing 

agencies, regardless of level of assessment, now identify voice as a quality of 

good writing. 3 But despite the significance of the concept of voice in writing, 

relatively little research has been done on the topic, as Peter Elbow has 

observed: "no one comes forward any more in our field to argue for [voice] or 

even to explore very seriously why it's so alive" ("Reconsiderations" 171 ). Even 

though the dimension of voice is included in many essay scoring rubrics, little 

support exists to help instructors teach voice, since "the same commercial 

programs that can indeed help students develop ideas, improve organization, 

and correct significant usage errors , do little or nothing to develop this rather 

elusive trait, which often makes the difference between 'approaching' a standard 

and 'meeting' it" (Spalding et al. 24) . Thus, those who create and score 

standardized tests are looking for something that cannot easily be identified and 

3 Those states are: Alabama , Alaska , Arizona, Arkansas, California , Georgia , Kansas, Louisiana, 
Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina , South Dakota , Texas, Utah, Vermont, Virginia , Washington , West 
Virginia, and Wyoming. For a full discussion of voice in state writing assessments, see Jeffery, Jill 
V. Voice, Genre, and Intentionality: An Integrated Methods Study of Voice Criteria in the 
Evaluation of Secondary Students ' Writing . New York University. Dissertation . 2010. 
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therefore cannot readily be taught, putting test-takers, and their writing teachers, 

at a disadvantage before the student puts pencil to writing test booklet. 

This dissertation examines the results of multiple stages of research into 

the theory and practice of voice in composition. Chapter Two examines the 

scholarly discourse surrounding the concept of voice in composition, including a 

brief history, but focusing primarily on the incongruities between different views of 

voice, including the debate between expressionist and functionalist views of 

voice. Chapter Three outlines a limited research study conducted with high 

school students - an examination of teacher response to student composition, 

focusing on the conflicts inherent in the discussion of voice. Chapter Four 

examines teacher responses to student compositions when looking for voice. 

Chapter Five provides a detailed examination of teacher and student views of 

voice as related to the canons of rhetoric. Chapter Six translates the theory of 

voice into classroom instructional practices with sample lessons appropriate for 

both high school and college classrooms, recognizing the convergence of high 

school and college composition instruction through AP testing and dual credit 

courses. The dissertation concludes with suggestions for further research into 

teaching voice in composition. 
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CHAPTER II 

LISTENING TO THE CHOIR MASTERS: A LITERATURE REVIEW 

OF SCHOLARSHIP IN THE AREA OF VOICE IN COMPOSITION 

The line between high school and college composition instruction has 

been blurred to the point of near elimination. Increasing numbers of high school 

students take dual credit courses, which earn them simultaneous high school and 

college credit. This is in addition to the large numbers of high school students 

who "place out" of freshman composition via the AP Language and Composition 

exam, typically taken at the end of the junior year of high school. 4 

Composition students in both high school and college are encouraged to 

write with voice , but neither they nor their instructors understand exactly what 

writing with voice means; they just know it when they see it. This lack of a 

definition is problematic for composition instructors, but more so for students, 

who do not know how to perform the task they are being asked to perform: write 

with voice . While an examination of the scholarship of voice will not provide a 

clear definition of the term, it will clarify the differing views of voice in 

composition . 

4 The trend toward students receiving college credit for First Year Composition while still in high 
school is discussed in great detail in College Credit for Writing in High School: The "Taking Care 
of" Business, edited by Kristine Hansen and Christine R. Farris, published by the National Council 
of Teachers of English in 2010. 
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Voice in Composition Studies 

The first mention of the term voice relative to modern composition was in a 

speech delivered by Walker Gibson at the College Entrance Examination Board 

meeting in 1963, later published as "The 'Speaking Voice' and the Teaching of 

Composition" in the collection Landmark Essays Volume Four: Landmark Essays 

on Voice and Writing, edited by Peter Elbow. Gibson, a pioneer in the discussion 

of voice in composition, describes voice as "the role chosen by an author in a 

piece of writing" (13). This aurality-based concept of voice as the author's role 

became central to composition instruction in the late 20th and early 21 st centuries, 

and, despite the lack of a clear definition, the metaphor of voice is now widely 

accepted by composition instructors, textbook publishers, and testing agencies 

as a desirable element of composition. 

Early in its use in the field of composition, the concept of voice was closely 

tied to the expressionist process movement led by Donald Murray which became 

mainstream in composition instruction in the late 1960s. The expressionist 

movement, associated with the process approach to writing, arose from the 

Romantic movement of the early twentieth century and countered the prevalent 

current-traditional approach to composition instruction, which had focused on the 

perfection of the form of the written essay. Composition historian James Berlin 

refers to this approach to composition instruction as "Brahminical romanticism" 

because of its focus on self-realization (44-45). Compositionists involved in the 
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new expressionist movement believed that the content of a piece of writing was 

more important than its structure; the individual behind the writing, and the truth 

inherent in the writing, mattered more than the form of the writing. The goal was 

to use writing to explore the world and the thoughts and feelings of the individual 

writer, leading to a personal transformation; the writer could use the act of writing 

to discover the truth about his subject and, by extension, about himself. Through 

this process of personal growth and discovery, a writer could develop a voice, 

and this voice would enhance his writing .5 

The Metaphor of Voice 

Perhaps the biggest tension within the study of voice is that, while 

teachers desire voice in student writing, there is no one clear definition of the 

term. Kathleen Blake Yancey explains this disconnect in her 1994 introduction to 

Voices on Voice: "[T]he more I seemed to know about [voice], the less certain I 

became, and the less I actually knew. In some cases, my confusion arose 

because of the absence of a simple definition" (vii). For many teachers, the 

definition of voice is "I know it when I hear it," a statement that reinforces the 

aurality of "voice," perhaps best explained in Darsie Bowden's 1999 Mythology of 

Voice, where she traces the idea of voice in writing from its role in primitive oral 

culture: Early storytellers depended on voice to convey their messages to their 

5 The primary compositionists who express this view include Peter Elbow (Writing without 
Teachers, his collection Landmark Essays on Voice and Writing, as well as select articles) , Tom 
Romano (Clearing the Way, Crafting Authentic Voice) , the contributors to Kathleen Blake 
Yancey's collection, Voices on Voice , and Ken Macrorie (Telling Writing) . 
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listeners. Bowden agrees that "voice is a metaphor that is richly provocative. It is 

difficult to define, difficult to know how to use in one's writing, and difficult to 

analyze and explain in the writing of others" (vii). Despite these complications, 

voice has become an important metaphor in the field of composition, as Bowden 

acknowledges: "However it is framed, voice is a pivotal metaphor in composition 

and rhetoric studies because it focuses attention on authorship, on identity, on 

narrative, and on power" (viii). As Kathleen Blake Yancey points out, the 

metaphorical element is an important starting point when examining voice in 

composition: 

Voice provides a convenient metaphor for both the writer and the 

act of composing. Like all metaphors, it moves from what we know, 

often intuitively, to that which we seek to describe. At the same 

time, voice seems to bring to writing and the text a quality we don't 

have otherwise: the individual human being composed of words in 

the text. (viii-ix) 

For many compositionists, voice is that attribute of writing that is most personal; it 

enables the reader to interact with the text by imagining the author engaged in 

conversation; the reader gets a sense of the writer being present, sharing his 

ideas directly. 

Ironically, for some readers, including composition instructors, voice is 

perhaps best recognized when it is missing in writing-another incongruity 
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evident when examining voice in composition. Readers typically "notice when 

voice is present in a text, and miss it when it's absent" (Danielewicz 422). Indeed, 

"it is difficult to imagine extended written communication that is both effective and 

lacking in voice" (Spalding et al. 25). For expressionist leader Donald Graves, 

when voice is removed, "the writing collapses of its own weight" (227). Voice is 

necessary to give a piece of writing a life of its own; a piece of writing with voice 

can stand alone without its author's physical presence and make the author's 

point clearly and convincingly. 

Voice of the Author 

True to the roots of the word in oral culture, most attempts to define voice 

begin with authorship, often comparing the written word to oral expression, the 

foundation of the metaphor of voice. In fact, the same term is used for individual 

expression in both spoken and written forms: voice. Compositionists have used 

characteristics of the spoken voice to explain the written voice. For example, 

James Moffett describes reading as "listening to somebody talk ... [while] writing is 

monologuing" (117). Instead of dialogue, writers produce soliloquies. But readers 

seek a dialogue, so, somehow, writers must "adjust to the loss of vocal and facial 

expression, gesticulation, feedback, collaboration, and the other characteristics 

of conversation" (117). Without that interpersonal feedback, a writer must rely on 

another way to reach his audience and connect with his reader; the writer cannot 

observe the reader's response to the writing and so has to anticipate the reader's 
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reaction to the message. Peter Elbow points out that, compared to the act of 

speaking, "writing has to achieve its subtleties with fewer resources" ("What Do 

We Mean" 5). This approach to voice reflects the beginnings of rhetoric in an oral 

culture, where the speaker could adjust his delivery based on his audience's 

responses to his words to ensure that his listeners understood his message as 

he intended it. 

But some compositionists have questioned the metaphor of voice, 

challenging the view of voice in writing as a parallel to voice in speech. Janet 

Emig disagrees with the idea of written voice as a replacement for spoken voice, 

contending that voice in writing does not equate to voice in speech ("Writing as a 

Mode of Learning"). Others see the use of the metaphor as a phase in the 

development of the concept of voice. Peter Elbow observed in 1994 that "the 

metaphor [ of voice] is so common that perhaps it will one day become literal" 

(Landmark Essays xxi). But for now, Elbow argues that "texts have no voices; 

they are silent. We can only talk about voice in writing by resorting to metaphor" 

("What Do We Mean" 6). Still others argue that the metaphor is no longer useful. 

While recognizing the importance of voice in shifting composition instruction 

away from the current-traditional approach, Darsie Bowden believes that voice as 

a metaphor has outlived its usefulness; the metaphor of voice "has become so 

embedded that we no longer question it" (viii). For Bowden, voice in composition 

carries its own meaning apart from the metaphor tying voice to speech. 
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In 1994, Peter Elbow, a longtime expressionist and proponent of voice, 

identified and explained five types of voice in writing. "Audible voice" consists of 

the sounds of the language in the text; the reader hears the text, if only in his 

head as he reads silently. "Dramatic voice" indicates the character or implied 

author in a text; the reader connects to the character on the page, a character 

that exists in either fiction or in nonfiction. "Recognizable voice" or "distinctive 

voice" refers to the characteristics that the reader can identify as the writing of an 

individual author; the reader responds to the familiarity of the writing, recognizing 

it as coming from a specific author. "Voice with authority" exists when the writer 

claims his place in a discourse community; the reader who is a member of the 

discourse community recognizes that the author has a right to be speaking about 

the subject. "Resonant voice," or "presence," occurs when a reader recognizes a 

relationship between the words of the text and the writer of those words; the 

reader experiences a transaction as he connects the words to the writer behind 

them. This final definition, Elbow argues, is the most disputed because it is "the 

only meaning that requires a link between the known text and the unknown 

actual author" ("What Do We Mean" 2). All of Elbow's definitions emphasize the 

role of the author in a piece of writing, in line with the expressionistic view of the 

content of a composition reflecting the writer behind the text, and, hence, the 

voice of the writer. 
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Tom Romano, another expressionist and advocate of voice in 

composition, embraces Elbow's final definition of voice: the writer's presence in 

the text (Crafting Authentic Voice 5). In order for a piece of writing to be effective, 

he argues, the reader must somehow recognize within the text a real person 

behind the words. Elbow expounds on the idea of this resonant voice with the 

observation that "it involves making inferences about the relation between the 

present text and the absent actual writer" ("What Do We Mean" 17), allowing the 

reader to "sense the fit between the voice in a text and the unknown writer 

behind it" ("What Do We Mean" 23). This connection is possible when the writer 

leaves behind in the text what Donald Graves refers to as "the imprint of 

ourselves on our writing" (227) . For the reader, this imprint suggests the 

continual presence of the author in the text. Jane Danielewicz points out that this 

textual voice "recalls a human being behind the words; it is that texture of 

immediacy, the weightiness of belief, the flavoring ingredient that allows meaning 

to be heard, understood, and possibly acted upon" (424). Voice provides a 

means for an author to make himself present for the reader. With voice, the writer 

can connect with the reader, thereby enhancing the delivery of the message. 

Voice as Invention 

A closer look at some scholars' writings reveals the view that voice is 

more than the author's presence in the text; voice has also been tied to the 

traditional rhetorical canon of invention. In this epistemological approach to voice, 
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a writer's voice is the product of the knowledge he brings to the text. Voice 

serves an epistemic function in allowing the writer to express what he 

understands about the topic. Donald Murray believes voice is part of the planning 

stage of the writing process, when the author is searching for what he has to say 

and how he wants to say it. At this stage, "writing is exploration" and "form grows 

out of meaning" (A Writer Teaches Writing 1-2). Exploration leads to 

understanding, which can be expressed passionately, with voice. Thus, this 

expression of voice in writing arises from the passion that Tom Romano indicates 

leads to voice, most often in personal writing (Writing with Passion). Even some 

of those compositionists who see voice as an element of style are willing to 

consider voice as an element of invention. Toby Fulwiler, for example, has 

specifically questioned whether voice comes from use of style or from choice of 

topics: "these topics about which I write, along with my attitudes toward them, 

may prove to be stronger determiners of what I would call 'voice' than any 

specific linguistic trait" (45). From this perspective, then, the presence of voice is 

determined more by the ideas in a piece of writing than in the way the text is 

written. In this view, topic-and the idea-generation behind it-carries more 

weight than the final style of the written piece. Invention precedes style; subject 

precedes form. If a writer has nothing to say, it doesn't matter how he says it

the reader remains uninterested. 

13 



For many expressionists, voice as an element of invention relies on a 

writer having choice of topic, as choice ensures the writer's engagement with the 

topic. The writer's passion for his subject matter will enable him to convey his 

thoughts in a way that reveals himself to the reader-to write with voice. As early 

as 1971, Janet Emig asserted that student writers place more voice in "reflexive" 

personal writing than they do in "extensive" academic writing, noting that 

students write more fluently when they choose their own topics ( Composing 

Processes 91 ). Her research into high school student composition was significant 

to those involved in the expressionist movement, who believed that the writer and 

his message were more essential than the format in which the message was 

delivered, in direct opposition to the Greek sophists' insistence on form in 

rhetoric. Emig's research indicates that voice is a product of invention: student 

writers have more voice when they can choose their topics and write about what 

they know. Expressionists thus called for writing assignments that would allow 

student writers to express their thoughts about subjects which were meaningful 

to them and emphasized the need to provide students with choices in their 

writing assignments. In 1976, Winston Weathers also identified authorial voice as 

tied to choice in writing (200). Like other expressionists, Weathers believes 

student writers should have choice in their assignments. Through this choice, the 

student writer can learn what kind of voice is appropriate for a particular audience 

and situation, providing a means of establishing ethos in a given context. 
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Echoing Emig's observation that students are more vested in personal 

writing and therefore write better and with more voice when they can choose their 

topics, Tom Romano has consistently linked voice to passion. That passion is 

most evident in writing in which the author has a personal stake and the written 

voice stands in for the writer in the head of the reader, a blend of Elbow's 

recognizable voice and resonant voice. With choice, an author will more likely 

write with passion, which provides a connection between author and reader. In 

this view, being able to choose one's topic puts the writer in complete control of 

the stage of invention, and a passion for the topic will lead to more interesting 

and better developed ideas. But even Romano argues that "assigned topics and 

authentic voice are not mutually exclusive" (Crafting Authentic Voice 27), 

allowing for the presence of voice in academic writing, regardless of the amount 

of control a writer has or does not have in determining the topic. It is this use of 

voice in an academic context that is of primary concern to this researcher and the 

focus of this dissertation. 

Benefits of Voice in Writing 

Some scholars, while having no clear definition of voice, have nonetheless 

identified the benefits of encouraging student voice, leading to an academic 

justification for including voice in the composition curriculum. For many of them, 

the greatest benefit is the sense of energy that students feel when they are 

writing. Elbow sees voice as the main source of power in writing: Even student 
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writers have a "natural way of producing words" with "a sound, a texture, a 

rhythm-a voice-which is the main source of power .... This voice is the force 

that will make a reader listen to you, the energy that drives the meanings through 

his thick skull" (Writing Without Teachers 6). Likewise, Donald Graves sees voice 

as the "dynamo" of the writing process: "Voice is the imprint of ourselves on our 

writing . It is that part of the self that pushes the writing ahead" (227). For him, 

voice "underlies every part of the [writing] process" (227). Voice allows the writer 

to render his ideas on paper, affecting the idea, the process, and the delivery. 

For Romano, too, voice "generates writing ," and voice becomes bolder as 

the writer loses self-consciousness and more distinctive as the writer's 

confidence increases (Clearing the Way 7) . Similarly, Gail Cummins believes that 

discovery of voice leads to confidence in writing, as "the voices inside us [help] 

guide our writing" (54). As students gain self-assurance in writing, their writing 

becomes stronger and more meaningful-writing with voice. A writer with self

confidence can and will work his way through the difficult stages of the writing 

process, especially in the classroom setting. In some educational situations, "the 

opportunity to develop and express voice helps writers persevere through the 

often difficult process of [writing] and motivates them to consider the many 

factors that influence rhetorical choices" (Spalding et al. 25) . Development of 

voice leads to both improved writing ability and improved writing quality: "When 

the voice is strong, writing improves as well as all the skills that go to improve 
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writing" (Graves 229). Like Graves, many writing teachers believe that 

development of voice leads to good writing, which leads to further development 

of voice; the production of one improves the production of the other.6 For 

expressionists, the connection between voice and invention leads to improved 

writing style; as with any craft, practice leads to a better product. 

Expressionists believe that voice can also help provide structure to writing , 

often through a kind of natural organization that occurs during the writing 

process. Ken Macrorie believes that voice gives unity to writing ; when voice is 

present, "everything seems to belong together and the whole speaks in one 

rhythm that cannot easily be denied or forgotten " (161 ). An overall sense of 

coherence created by voice draws the reader into the text. Graves has said that 

voice provides a window frame that outlines what the reader sees and provides 

structure for meaning (228) . For these compositionists, voice can provide a 

framework for the writer's ideas, pulling everything together for the reader and 

providing a textual context for the writer's ideas. This use of voice to generate 

writing and to provide a framework for expression is the ultimate skill in writing 

fluency that composition instructors want their students to acquire . This skill 

begins with a student's ability to clearly express in writing what he knows about a 

topic, regardless of whether that topic is personal or academic in nature. 

6 See in particular Peter Elbow's Writing without Teachers , Chapter 2, and Tom Romano's 
Clearing the Way, Chapters 2 and 3, and Crafting Authentic Voice , Part 3. 
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Voice as the Epistemic Role of Invention 

In Telling Writing, published in 1970, Ken Macrorie characterizes voice as 

a strong expression of ideas in text, what he calls "truthtelling." Macrorie's 

approach to writing as epistemic in nature goes on to emphasize the idea of a 

truth, not the truth, leaving open the possibility of multiple voices from the same 

author. The truth can change as a writer changes over time and as a writer 

tackles different topics. In any case, "all good writers speak in honest voices and 

tell the truth ," and this truth is "the first requirement for good writing" (15). The 

reader depends on the writer to convey his ideas in a truthful manner. For Tom 

Romano, "writing well means writing honestly" (Clearing the Way 38) . Truth in 

writing establishes ethos on the part of the writer. 7 

Donald Murray echoed the idea of truth in writing in 1972, when he made 

the connection between potential truth and potential voice in "Teach Writing as a 

Process Not Product. " Here, he argues that all writers are capable of discovering 

and sharing truth , and all writers are capable of developing voice in their writing. 

For Murray, the writer "uses language to reveal the truth to himself so that he can 

tell it to others" (4). It is the job of writing teachers to help students learn how to 

use language appropriately, especially for academic situations and audiences. 

Composition instructors "must listen carefully for those words that may reveal a 

truth , that may reveal a voice. We must respect our student for his potential truth 

7 The perception of a writer's ethos became a central idea in teacher discussion of voice in the 
student study, as is explained further in chapters 4 and 5. 
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and for his potential voice" (5). In order to arrive at this truth-a kind of 

authenticity on the part of the writer as perceived by the reader-as well as the 

accompanying voice, the student must find his own subject and use his own 

language. The choice of subject leads to the use of specific language that is 

appropriate for the audience, which in turn creates voice, which then allows for 

the clear presentation of truth as the writer understands it. In an academic 

context, this expressed truth reveals a student's comprehension of the subject 

matter. Peter Elbow echoes the need to help students develop voice in the 

search for truth in his 1994 introduction to Landmark Essays on Voice and 

Writing: "The question is not just whether one has a strong or distinctive voice but 

whether that voice feels like 'one's own"' (xliv). The author's voice may seem to 

vary from piece to piece, but, while different, the reader perceives each voice as 

being authentic to the writer in the given situation. 

Voice as Ethos 

In a deeper exploration of authenticity in writing, many scholars have 

chosen to explore textual voice in relationship to Aristotle's proof of ethos, the 

credibility of the writer. For the reader, a writer's integrity exists only in the words 

on the page, only in a particular piece of writing, and a writer can create 

credibility within a specific context of situation and audience. Considering this 

fluid nature of ethos, Peter Elbow has identified two key dichotomies in the area 

of voice in composition: real virtue vs. appearance and voice as self vs. voice as 
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role. Does the author have real virtue, or does he just appear to have virtue? Is 

this the voice of the real writer, or is the writer assuming a role in this piece of 

writing? Despite Aristotle's assertion that "that which is natural persuades, but 

the artificial does not" (1404b), Elbow recognizes that ethos, what he calls 

"virtue," can be created when the writer adopts a persona in a piece of writing. 

This creation of virtue returns to Gail Cummins' interpretation of Walker Gibson's 

original definition of voice in writing: an "author's created persona, his mask or 

voice" (48). Writers can illustrate different personae in different pieces of writing; 

therefore, a writer's virtue, or ethos, cannot be determined from an individual 

piece of writing. What matters is the persona evident in a piece of writing, the 

writer's role, not the actual beliefs of the writer in the real world; truth and 

authenticity only matter within the context of the writer's expression on the page. 

In academic writing, students can adopt the ethos necessary to deliver a 

particular message to a particular audience in a particular situation. Darsie 

Bowden elaborated on this concept in 1999, when she identified voice as rooted 

in ethos, which in the sophistic view is an artificial creation, developed to suit the 

occasion (23). As such, voice, particularly the wrong voice, could interfere with 

the audience's reception of the message; it could even "backfire" on the author 

(Elbow "Reconsiderations" 177). 

This expression of truth is tied to the use of an appropriate voice, which 

depends on situation and audience, as well as on the message itself. Without an 
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appropriate voice, which encourages trust on the part of the reader, a writer will 

be faced with a reluctant or even skeptical audience; when the voice is louder 

than the message, the audience withdraws. Acceptance on the part of the reader 

is especially important in argumentative and persuasive writing, the prevalent 

academic writing required in high school and college, where "the power of a text, 

its ability to be persuasive or credible, lies in the writer's voice" (Danielewicz 

420). Indeed, "when we find ourselves noticing weaknesses more, it's often 

because of a problematic voice. A winning, believable, and attractive voice 

probably makes us notice virtues more" (Elbow, "Reconsiderations" 177). This 

sense of credibility places voice within the purview of academic instruction: the 

academic environment, high school through post-graduate, frequently requires 

students to write argumentation, which, in turn, requires a strong-though 

modulated-voice in order to be effective. 

Voice in the Rhetorical Situation 

Just as a writer's ethos can change from situation to situation, so too can 

a writer's voice. This potential difference is particularly true in academic writing, 

in which the author must adapt his style to the situation and audience in order to 

be accepted in a particular discourse community. Bowden argues that the type of 

voice in a piece of writing depends on the rhetorical situation, with different 

rhetorical events resulting in different voices from the same author. But she goes 

further and argues that the element of voice is not enough; the student must 
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enter the discourse, adopting different voices when necessary to claim a place in 

the particular academic community (65-66). Peter Elbow explains this intellectual 

voice as one that "situates itself within the conversation" ("What Do We Mean" 

27). This "well-situated voice" is "surely one of the main ways in which [a writer] 

can give [his] voice authority" ("What Do We Mean" 27). Similarly, Gail Cummins 

contends that the writer needs to know role-relationships, an idea consistent with 

transactional theories of composition, which characterize composition as an 

interaction of some or all of the elements of the rhetorical situation : subject, 

object, audience, and language (52). As many compositionists have pointed out, 

truth-for both the writer and the reader-arises from this interaction .8 

But an individual author may exhibit multiple voices . Walker Gibson is 

clear in his belief that a writer does not possess just one "real" voice. He ties 

voice to the choices a writer must make to fit his message to a particular 

situation , taking into account who the writer is, what the subject is, and who the 

audience is (16) . The writer's voice will vary from piece to piece, as different 

audiences and situations are addressed. This change in voice reflects the 

author's desire for different outcomes. A writer's repertoire of voices is a logical 

extension of the idea that, in speech , "people have demonstrably unique 

voices ... [but] we all display enormous variation in how we speak from occasion 

8 Compositionists who have discussed truth arising from the interaction between writer, text, and 
reader include: Peter Elbow, in his introduction to Landmark Essays on Voice and Writing ; Ken 
Macrorie in Telling Writing ; Donald Murray in "Teach Writing as a Process Not Product;" and Tom 
Romano in Clearing the Way. 
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to occasion" ("What Do We Mean" 3). Written voices, too, vary from occasion to 

occasion, with audience affecting voice. Toby Fulwiler observes that his "public 

voice," the voice of his publishable writings, is "protean, multiple, and shifty, 

having more than one manifestation, depending upon whom it is addressing and 

why" (45). Thus, voice, the identity of the writer within the writing, arises from an 

awareness of purpose and audience, and can vary from piece to piece. 

Voice as Style 

But there is another view of voice apart from the author-based 

approaches. For some, the concept of voice is a matter of semantics: rather than 

viewing voice as expression of the author, they see voice as synonymous with 

writing style. Indeed, an examination of the work of these compositionists shows 

that they would place voice as a function of the classical canon of style. As an 

expressionist, Donald Murray uses the term "style" in defining "voice," preferring 

the term "voice" to the term "style" when discussing writing, thus emphasizing the 

idea of the writer being present in the text (The Craft of Revision 152). In her 

examination of voice, Darsie Bowden has said that voice in writing began as 

synonymous with tone, then became associated with active and passive voice in 

verbs, then grew to include all elements of style, then became voice in its own 

right (39-42). Bowden argues that use of the term "voice" focuses on the writer, 

while use of the term "style" focuses on the entire interaction between writer, text, 

and reader. Other compositionists insist that style is-or leads to-voice. Beyond 

23 



semantics, qualities of voice in writing have been more readily identified than 

have clear-cut definitions; the result is definitions of voice in terms of style, often 

focusing on diction and syntax. 

Identification of voice as an element of style leans toward a classical 

approach. James Moffett, for one, ties voice to stylistic choices, including word 

choice, phrasing, sentence structure, and organization (116). Diction and syntax 

provide a means of establishing voice, all within the framework of appropriate 

organization. The choice of words and their organization underlies the reader's 

sense of an author's voice. As a result of the stylistic devices used, the reader 

should be able to summon an image of the person behind the words. That 

connection to the writer makes the reader more willing to consider the writer's 

point of view. More specifically, Ken Macrorie says that voice can be achieved by 

use of alliteration, repetition, metaphors, and similes (2, 130-139, 152-153, 242-

249). The mention of these specific schemes and tropes harkens back to 

classical rhetoric and the figures of speech and figures of language outlined in 

the Rhetorica ad Herennium, from the first century BCE, and Quintilian's lnstitutio 

Oratoria, from the first century CE. Likewise, Donald Graves believes voice is 

present "if a cluster of skills emerge[s] in one paper" (288). A consistent and 

appropriate use of a specific stylistic element intentionally embedded in a piece 

of writing can lead to the perception of voice. 
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But voice can also result from an intentional misuse of style. In 2004, Tom 

Romano tied voice to register and judicious rule-breaking, citing invention-based 

elements of information, narrative, perception, surprise, and humor as 

components of voice (24). Voice arises from the use of an appropriate formality 

of discourse, and interest can be summoned when the formal rules of grammar 

and usage are not strictly followed. For Romano, "voice emerges as greater than 

the sum of its parts" (Crafting Authentic Voice 13). But even for these 

compositionists, voice in composition does not condone ignorance of 

grammatical conventions, as an author who does not adhere to conventions can 

lose the respect and attention of his readers. Even Cicero pointed out in Book I of 

de Oratore that an audience will pay more attention to mistakes in a piece of 

rhetoric than to what is done well. From this point of view, a writer loses ethos 

when the accepted conventions of writing are not followed. Voice pioneer Walker 

Gibson argues that grammar and usage errors interfere with voice in academic 

writing (14 ). If the reader has to struggle to understand what the writer is saying, 

the message is lost. Just as voice cannot obscure lack of knowledge, voice does 

not excuse errors in mechanics and usage. 

Voice in Academic Writing 

Some scholars have argued that the insistence on correctness in writing 

has led to the disappearance of voice from much academic writing. Academic 

writing often lacks voice because writers "worry about conforming to our 
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particular conventions of writing and their fear of mistakes." Elbow contends that 

"our culture of literacy has inculcated in most of us a habit of working actively to 

keep the human voice out of our texts when we write ... our culture's version of 

literacy has involved a decision to keep voice out of writing, to maximize the 

difference between speech and writing" ("What Do We Mean" 8). In Elbow's view, 

it is not that students cannot write with voice; rather, students associate voice 

only with personal writing, not with academic writing. But compositionists have 

called for the presence of voice in academic writing; the problem is, again, 

defining that voice. Joseph Williams argues for the presence of a professional 

voice in academic writing, which would of necessity be used to claim one's place 

in a discourse community, since "every group expects its members to show that 

they accept its values by adopting its distinctive voice" (71 ). Toby Fulwiler and 

Jane Danielewicz refer to this authoritative voice as a "public voice," observing 

that it "resu Its from the writer's engagement and position in the world ... a text with 

voice means the writer has the confidence and position to speak out and the 

potential to influence others" (Danielewicz 423). This authoritative voice is for 

many the desired outcome of academic writing. 

Awareness of situation and audience is crucial to appropriate use of voice. 

For Arthur Palacas, "some types of writing invite a more personal style, others a 

more objective one, and writers need to be aware of the differences" (121 ). This 

argument allows for a link between Janet Emig's reflexive and extensive modes 
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of writing, and reinforces the idea of writing that is appropriate to a particular 

audience, situation, and purpose. Specifically, Palacas contends that voice 

occurs when the writer's "factive" world interacts with his "reflective" world, a kind 

of transaction within the text. In this way, Palacas identifies voice as the 

interaction of two worlds: the writer's present world, which embraces the 

"unevaluated truths" the writer seeks to share, and the writer's "evaluative" world, 

where the writer reflects on those truths (123). That metadiscourse, a reflection 

within the text, allows the reader to infer the writer's presence. The key to voice 

lies in that self-conscious reflective world, where the author enters a transaction 

with his ideas via expression in writing. This idea echoes Mikhail Bakhtin's 

concept of heteroglossia-expression of multiple selves in writing-resulting in a 

Bakhtinian dialogue between content and context (The Dialogic Imagination, 324-

327). Similarly, Gail Cummins has recognized voice as the "reconciliation 

between what and who we are with what we project," another Bakhtinian 

definition connected to the idea of ethos (50). 

Summary of the State of Scholarship 

A review of literature regarding voice in composition reveals a cacophony 

of attitudes and approaches. Theorists view voice as having different roles in the 

communication process. Even voice as an expression of the author has many 

different connotations, including recognizable patterns identifying the writing as 

coming from a particular author and recognizing the writing as being appropriate 
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to a particular discourse community, a key component to successful academic 

writing. Some compositionists view voice as a part of invention, emphasizing the 

ideas of a written piece, while others view it as a manifestation of style, linking it 

to the delivery of the ideas on the page. Voice also reflects the writer's ethos, as 

the reader looks for an expression of a truth in the written words. When the 

reader acknowledges that truth, a writer has established ethos. No wonder 

teachers-and students-are confused about what exactly it means to have 

voice in writing: is voice tied to the author, to the content, or to the style of a 

written piece? If voice connects most clearly with the author, audience 

awareness is key to the use of appropriate voice. If voice connects most clearly 

with content, invention is key to establishing voice. If voice connects most clearly 

with style, effective expression is key to establishing voice. 

A Further Examination of Voice 

The questions raised by Peter Elbow in 1994 remain to be definitively 

answered, especially in the area of academic writing: What are the features of 

texts that many readers identify as voice? How much agreement exists on what 

constitutes voice? What textual features convey a sense of authority in a piece of 

academic writing? More specifically: Is voice an element of invention-as the 

expressionists claim-or an element of style-as the classicists would argue? 

This dissertation examines these questions through a qualitative examination of 

student writing and teacher responses to that writing: what teachers and students 
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mean when they talk about voice in academic writing in an advanced 

composition setting. The results indicate that voice provides a writer's ethos as 

he shares ideas with the reader; the presence of voice in composition therefore 

hinges on a return to the aurality of conversation; students need the opportunity 

to discuss ideas and rehearse argumentation orally before expressing 

themselves in writing. Their writing will then more likely reveal a writer's 

sincerity-what teachers recognize as "voice." 

The remainder of this dissertation examines the results of multiple stages 

of research into theory and practice. Chapter Three outlines a research study of 

student writing at a high school in Texas. These college-bound students are likely 

"placing out" of freshman composition due to their scores on the AP English 

Language and Composition exam, indicating the blurred line between high 

school and college composition instruction. Chapter Four examines teacher 

responses to student compositions, focusing on the element of voice. Chapter 

Five examines student responses to questions about the role of voice in 

classroom composition. This chapter thus reveals a practical view of voice in the 

composition classroom, illustrating a discordant community with a diversity of 

approaches toward voice in student composition. Chapter Six provides a 

selection of lessons useful for teaching voice in the advanced composition 

classroom. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

LISTENING IN: A STUDY OF VOICE 

IN STUDENT COMPOSITION 

Teachers frequently struggle to find effective ways to teach students how 

to write with voice. This problem begins with the lack of a real definition of voice 

as examined in Chapter One: Like many teachers, I know voice when I read it, 

but I struggle with defining voice or identifying specific elements of composition 

that lead to voice. Kathleen Blake Yancey has observed that, while there is no 

clear definition of the term, there is something so intuitive about voice that 

"virtually all writing teachers recognize it" (x). When voice in composition has 

been discussed, it has been predominantly in terms of either voice as self

expression in narrative writing or the political aspect of voice. Little work has 

been done on voice in academic writing, which can be defined as compositions 

assigned in a classroom environment designed to assess what students know 

about a topic and how well they can express that knowledge; academic writing 

often calls for an analytical or argumentative response and is often performed on 

demand, in a timed situation. 

If standardized tests and other assessment tools used in the secondary 

and college levels reward student essays that contain voice, composition 
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teachers must understand what constitutes voice in academic writing, as well as 

have strategies available to teach students how to incorporate voice in academic 

writing. The benefits extend beyond greater success in standardized testing: 

students who write with voice should be able to communicate more effectively in 

all areas and at all levels of academia, high school through professional writing. 

This desire to learn more about voice led me to study student composition in an 

academic context, including teacher and student responses to student writing: 

composition on the front lines. To that end, I chose to incorporate a qualitative 

study of teacher response to student composition which focuses on the element 

of voice within written responses to an academic prompt. This chapter outlines 

that study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine and define the elements that 

contribute to voice in academic on-demand composition, as identified by high 

school student writers and high school classroom English teachers, using student 

responses to a standardized writing assessment. Aside from their proximity to the 

researcher, these particular high school students were eleventh graders enrolled in 

English Ill AP; at the end of the course, they would take the AP English Language 

and Composition exam in an effort to "place out" of college freshman composition. 

Thus, these students are representative of high school composition students as 

well as students taking beginning composition in college. 
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The study was designed to explore the following questions in order to lead 

to an increased understanding of voice in composition, specifically: 

• How do students understand voice in composition? 

• How do students demonstrate voice in composition? 

• How do teachers recognize voice in student composition? 

• How do teachers assess voice in student composition? 

• How do teachers teach voice to students? 

• How is voice addressed in composition rubrics? 

• What are the qualities of an academic voice? 

• Is voice in practice the same as voice in theory? 

An assumption of this study is that these questions and their answers are 

recursive in nature. How students learn voice cannot be separated from how 

teachers teach voice. How teachers assess voice depends on how they 

recognize voice and how voice is demonstrated by students. Studying teacher 

responses to actual student compositions leads to specific follow-up questioning 

that focuses teachers on what they look for when they are assessing voice. 

How do students understand voice in composition? The concepts of 

participation and culture are tied to the idea of discourse community, requiring 

audience awareness. In the case of standardized testing, the student writing 

community consists of not only the classroom, but the greater test-taking 

population writing for unknown reader/graders. The question becomes more than 
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what constitutes voice: What does the student's voice sound like, and how does 

he create it? 

How do students demonstrate voice in composition? Or, more specifically: 

how do students think that they demonstrate voice in composition? Some 

students seem to write naturally with voice. Recognizing voice in those student 

essays can provide clues to help the teacher instruct other students in using 

voice in their compositions. Teaching voice relies on identification of elements 

that lead to voice and on increased awareness of the presence of those elements 

in one's own and in others' writing. 

How do teachers recognize voice in student composition? In his 

introduction to Landmark Essays on Voice and Writing, Peter Elbow asks, "What 

are the features of texts that many readers find audible?" (10). Do teachers agree 

on the elements of voice and the quality of their expression? "How much 

agreement do we get about audibility of texts-and among what kind of 

readers?" (10). In the case of academic writing, what textual features give 

readers a sense of authority? (Elbow 15). An ability to articulate what constitutes 

voice in text can better enable teachers to teach students what it means to have 

voice. 

How do teachers assess voice in student composition? Many teachers 

often grade for voice without first explaining their expectations about voice to 

their students, perhaps because teachers cannot articulate the meaning of voice. 
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When teachers assess voice, students are often unclear whether voice appears 

as an element of style or originates with ideas. When voice is missing in a 

composition, teachers often question a student's knowledge of topic. Voice 

allows students to reach teachers by revealing a kind of ethos in the text. 

How do teachers teach voice to students? If students do not naturally write 

with voice, how can students learn to create voice? A proposed pedagogy to 

answer this question, along with specific lessons aimed at improving voice, will 

be presented in Chapter Six. 

How is voice addressed in composition rubrics? Many writing rubrics 

include the element of voice; some do not include voice as a separate 

component, but imbed the concept in other areas of assessment.9 But even most 

rubrics that include voice do not define voice. 

What are the qualities of an academic voice? Is there an academic voice? 

Voice in narrative writing seems to be easier for students and teachers to 

identify. But a writer should be able to write with voice in an academic context as 

well. Does writing with voice in an academic context lend authority to the writer 

and his message? If so, what textual features give readers a sense of authorial 

authority? Does this voice need to be sincere? If so, what is a sincere voice? The 

9 For example, the rubric used by the state of Texas for its STAAR End-of-Course essay scoring 
includes the language "clarity and quality," "unified and coherent," "meaningful transitions and 
strong ... connections," "thoughtful and engaging ." All of these elements potentially contribute to 
voice in a composition . 
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answer to this last question about a sincere voice became a key finding of the 

study. 

Finally, does and can voice change over time? This study is based on 

students' individual responses to a single prompt, so the issue of multiple voices 

is not addressed, but teachers did respond to the strength and authenticity of 

student voice in this set of compositions. 

Methodology of the Study 

The goal of the study was to get feedback from students and teachers on 

how they understand voice to play a role in scoring student responses to a 

released SAT® essay prompt. 10 I wanted to get genuine one-draft responses in a 

simulated test situation, so students were not told initially that the study involved 

an examination of voice. The SAT was chosen because it is a nationally 

recognized standardized exam, and most students applying to college take the 

test. The essay component was added to the test in 2005 and is required of all 

students who take the exam. 11 The SAT rubric (Appendix A), geared toward 

academic writing , no longer includes a specific area for assessing voice, but 

scorer training addresses voice as a desirable element of composition. 12 

10 SAT and 6 Traits are registered trademarks. For the sake of readability, the registration mark 
will not be used after first reference in the text. 
11 While all students are currently required to write the essay for the SAT, not all colleges look at 
the composition score. College Board is planning to launch a redesign of the SAT in 2015 ; this 
redesign will include a different type of essay than the one currently required . 
12 While scorer training is not available to the general public, the investigator has participated in 
SAT scoring and has had access to the training materials. 
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In addition to the SAT rubric, teachers in this study also employed the 6 

Traits™ rubric (Appendix A), since it is the model used by many schools across 

the country and includes a specific area of assessment for voice. The 6 Traits 

rubric was developed in the 1980s by the Northwest Regional Educational 

Laboratory as a "shared vocabulary to describe what good writing looks like at 

every age .... a kind of language to communicate about writing " (Culham 53, 54) .13 

Many states and school districts across the United States use some form of the 6 

Traits rubric as a foundation for their composition rubrics . This rubric includes a 

specific area for assessing voice, which is geared toward narrative writing. 

Participants in my study were high school students and teachers at a large 

suburban high school in Texas. The socioeconomic status of this school is middle

and upper-middle class, and parents are typically college-educated professionals. 

Of the approximately 3100 students enrolled in the high school, 95% are college

bound. One-third of all students enrolled in the school take Advanced Placement 

courses. 14 For the study, participants were limited to eleventh-grade high school 

students at the investigator's campus who were enrolled in AP English Ill. These 

are the students who are taking standardized tests for college admissions, and 

these particular students were anticipating receiving college credit for freshman 

13Chartered in the Pacific Northwest in 1966 as Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 
Education Northwest conducts education-based research projects with schools, districts, and 
communities . The 6 Traits has been expanded to the 6+1 Traits®, which includes presentation as 
a scoring category. Since this study was based on a timed writing , I used the original 6 Traits 
rubric, which does not score presentation . 
14 Statistics provided by the counseling department of the site school. 
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composition via the AP English Language and Composition exam, providing a look 

at students in advanced composition courses. These students are writing for both 

high school and college. Ninety-six students participated in the classroom 

assignment, a timed, on-demand in-class essay administered near the end of 

their junior AP English course; all students were end-of-term juniors taking 

Advanced Placement English. Of those students, 32 agreed to participate in the 

study, allowing their essays to be used for this dissertation; only their essays 

were examined by teachers. Twelve of the 32 students who participated had 

been my students their sophomore year in English II preAP. Of the 32 

participants, seven students agreed to participate in follow-up interviews, which 

will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. 

Five teachers participated in the study: two have experience scoring SAT 

essays for Pearson testing; two teach a high-level preparation class for students 

likely to score Commended or higher based on their PSAT™ scores; 15 one has six 

years experience teaching English; one is a curriculum director at the district level 

who has 12 years experience in the English classroom. All of the teachers teach at 

the site high school, and all teacher scorers came to the project familiar with the 

expectations of the SAT essay component. 

15The site school has an intensive PSAT preparation program to coach high-scoring sophomores 
for the October PSAT their junior year. The result is a high number of National Merit Commended 
and National Merit Semi-Finalist and Finalist candidates. PSAT is a registered trademark. For the 
sake of readability, the registration mark will not be used again in the text 
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Profiles of the Teacher Raters 

Teacher raters were chosen for the study based on their experience with 

SAT and AP writing. After the scoring session was complete, teachers responded 

to an e-mail asking them to provide their approaches to teaching composition 

and scoring student essays, as well as their thoughts about voice in composition. 

Ms. Watson has 21 years of English instruction, 14 as a classroom 

teacher in grades 7-12 and seven as a curriculum specialist. 16 At the time of the 

study, she served as the district secondary English/Language Arts supervisor for 

the school district where the study took place. She describes her teaching style 

as student-focused and believes composition instruction should be based on 

gradual release of student skills . Watson came to the study with the view that 

voice situated in audience, purpose and occasion is essential for effective 

communication. She defines voice as the author's unique perspective, tone, and 

style, as revealed by word choice and syntax. When rating student essays, 

Watson tended to focus on how students grappled with complex ideas. She 

looked for specificity and elaboration , as well as how the student responded to 

the prompt on a personal level. She favored tight writing , where "everything 

contributed to meaning. " 

Ms. Milford has 25 years of experience teaching grades 7-12, and she has 

taught at the community college level part-time for three of those years. Most of 

16 All names, teacher and student, are pseudonyms. 
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her experience is with high school juniors and seniors. At the time of the study, 

Milford also taught a PSAT preparation course for the site school. 17 Milford views 

herself as using traditional teaching strategies combined with contemporary 

techniques. Her goal in composition instruction is to prepare students to write 

effectively in any situation , so she emphasizes that audience and purpose should 

determine content and style. While she highlights the importance of correct 

technique in formal and published writing , she tries not to let an over-emphasis 

on error-free writing stifle ideas and expression. In focusing on effective 

communication, Milford emphasizes the need for "clear and thorough" expression 

of ideas. She believes that voice serves to engage the reader and to make 

writing sound authentic. Although voice is particularly important in creative and 

personal writing , voice can also enhance academic writing. For Milford , voice is 

the original expression used by a writer that reveals his individuality and shows 

that the "writer feels strongly" about the topic . When rating student essays, 

Milford looked for originality, along with insightful, "higher-level thinking. " In order 

to earn a higher score in the study, an essay needed focus and polish, with good 

vocabulary and sophisticated transitions between multiple examples. 

Ms. Buchanan has a total of 17 years of teaching experience: 11 years at 

ninth grade and six years at twelfth grade. Her approach to teaching composition 

includes professional models that provide a "variety of examples" followed by 

17 The site school conducts an intensive preparation class for juniors who scored above 160 on 
the PSAT during their sophomore year. 
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whole class and small group practice. She offers many opportunities for revision. 

Above all, Buchanan believes that "writers must have something to say." She 

then helps students master the ability to convey their ideas in a clear, well

organized manner. For her, student voice involves strong vocabulary and a 

precise, deliberate use of syntax and structure, enabling her to "feel the presence 

of the mind that created the piece." Buchanan believes that, used sparingly and 

appropriately, humor, slang, fragments, and colloquialisms all contribute to strong 

voice. Buchanan has scored SAT essays for Pearson, the national testing 

agency, periodically since the inception of the essay on the exam. In rating 

student essays, Buchanan looked for information that she believed the student 

had internalized, resulting in insightful ideas and connections. Of the teacher 

participants, Buchanan was most interested in the influence of voice on the 

effectiveness of an essay. 

Mr. Glenn has been teaching high school for ten years, primarily at the 

senior level. For most of that time, he, like Milford, has worked with an intense 

PSAT preparation class for juniors at the site high school. He is a previous 

Pearson SAT scorer. As a teacher of twelfth graders, Glenn builds on what the 

students have learned in prior years. He stresses the importance of a writer 

being able to defend his assertions, providing as much explanation as is 

necessary for the reader to understand the writer's point. He believes that voice 

is important but that its level of importance varies by assignment. Glenn reminds 

40 



his students that part of their job is to meet audience expectations. He has found 

that voice can be a distraction in academic writing, usually because it tends to be 

more informal than most academic situations require. He defines voice as "a 

snapshot of a writer's real personality within a piece of writing." Glenn views 

voice as an indication that "the writer cares about the topic." When examining 

student essays for the study, he began by looking for a clear thesis, then looking 

at the validity of the support. He looked closely at degree of development, 

focusing on depth, specificity, and details. Of the teacher participants, Glenn was 

least interested in voice as an effective element of composition. 

Ms. Randall has taught English for six years, grades 9-12. She places 

herself firmly in the process camp, encouraging students to find ways to improve 

their own writing through revision. She wants her students to understand that 

there are many ways to express ideas in writing. Her goal is for students to 

address both topic and audience appropriately, engaging the reader while clearly 

expressing their ideas. While Randall admits that voice is difficult to define, she 

believes it is evidence of the writer's engagement with his topic; voice shows that 

the author is interested and invested in the topic. It is this investment which 

allows the writer's personality to manifest itself in the writing, showing that "you 

know what you're talking about." In scoring essays, Randall looked for 

development of strong examples and clear expression of ideas. 
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Table 1 
Teacher Rater Experience 
Teacher Years in Education Years in Classroom 
Ms. Milford 25 25 
Ms. Watson 21 14 
Ms. Buchanan 17 17 
Mr. Glenn 10 10 
Ms. Randall 6 6 

Procedures of the Study 

Both groups, students and teachers, completed a preliminary survey of 

five-level Likert continuum items designed by the investigator regarding degree of 

agreement with statements concerning aspects of the 6 Traits and SAT scoring 

rubrics (Appendix B). Statements were extrapolated from the expectations 

expressed in the two scoring rubrics. Students responded to statements about 

what they understood and how confident they felt about performing to meet 

aspects of the rubrics . Teachers responded to statements about what they 

understood and how confident they felt about recognizing aspects of the rubrics 

while scoring student compositions. 

The student survey was assembled based on areas addressed in both the 

6 Traits and the SAT rubrics. Students were asked to rate their confidence and 

concern about their abilities in: 

• addressing the writing task 

• understanding what is expected in development of thesis 

• clearly stating a thesis 
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• expressing point of view with feeling and conviction 

• developing point of view 

• understanding what is expected in writing the essay 

• coming up with ideas to support their claims 

• organizing the essay logically 

• remaining focused throughout the essay 

• using proper sentence structure 

• using a variety of sentence patterns 

• using specific vocabulary. 

Students ranked positive and negative statements for each attribute as strongly 

agree, agree, no opinion, disagree, and strongly disagree. The questions were 

placed in the survey in random order. 

With a limited number of released SAT prompts available, I coordinated 

with the classroom teachers to use the prompt they used in the classroom in a 

timed, mock testing situation (Appendix C). The prompt began with the following 

information: 

Knowledge is power. In agriculture, medicine, and industry, for 

example, knowledge has liberated us from hunger, disease, and 

tedious labor. Today, however, our knowledge has become so 

powerful that it is beyond our control. We know how to do many 
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things but we do not know where, when, or even whether this 

know-how should be used. 

This statement was followed by the assignment: 

Can knowledge be a burden rather than a benefit? Plan and write 

an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. 

Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your 

reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Students wrote in their English classes as a regular on-demand class assignment 

and were given the standard SAT-allotted 25 minutes to complete the essay. 

Students then completed a post-writing survey similar to the pre-writing 

survey, assessing how well they thought they performed on aspects of the 

rubrics (Appendix B). The student post-writing survey, based on the elements of 

the two rubrics, had students rate their confidence and concern about their 

performance in: 

• addressing the writing task 

• understanding what was expected in development of thesis 

• clearly stating a thesis 

• expressing a point of view with feeling and conviction 

• developing point of view 

• understanding expectations in writing the essay 

• coming up with ideas to support their claims 
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• organizing the essay logically 

• remaining focused throughout the essay 

• using proper sentence structure 

• using a variety of sentence patterns 

• using specific vocabulary. 

They again ranked positive and negative statements for each attribute as 

strongly agree, agree, no opinion, disagree, and strongly disagree. The questions 

were placed in the survey in random order. 

Teachers began their participation in the study by meeting together to 

work through an SAT essay scoring training session from The Official SAT 

Teacher's Guide published by College Board. The teacher-scorer training 

included pre-scored sample essays. The essay prompt in this training segment 

included the following quote from W. Somerset Maugham: "Something flawed is 

far more interesting than something perfect. Perfection is a trifle dull. It is not the 

least of life's ironies that this, which we have aimed at is better not quite 

achieved." The assignment asked students to address the idea of perfection: Is 

perfection something to be admired or sought after? Like all SAT prompts, this 

assignment asks students to develop their point of view on the issue then to 

support their position with reasoning and examples taken from their reading, 

studies, experience, or observations. During scoring calibration teachers worked 

to achieve consistent score agreement. They then discussed the pre-scored 
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essays and the scores they awarded individual essays, as well as specific 

elements that might contribute to voice, including diction, syntax, style, and 

ideas. They examined and discussed the training essays until they arrived at 

consensus with the scores awarded by College Board based on the SAT rubric. 

The SAT rubric is a 6-point scale (Appendix A) that specifically addresses 

the areas of: 

• development of point of view, including critical thinking and use of 

evidence 

• organization and focus 

• use of vocabulary 

• use of sentence structure 

• conventions 

Table 2 
SAT® Scorin Rubric 
6 Outstandin 
5 
4 
3 
2 

A score of 6 identifies the essay as outstanding, demonstrating clear and 

consistent mastery, although it may have a few minor errors. A typical 6 essay 

effectively and insightfully develops a point of view on the issue and 

demonstrates outstanding critical thinking , using clearly appropriate examples, 

reasons, and other evidence to support its position . It is also well organized and 
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clearly focused, demonstrating clear coherence and smooth progression of 

ideas, exhibits skillful use of language, using a varied, accurate, and apt 

vocabulary, demonstrates meaningful variety in sentence structure, and is free of 

most errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics. 

A score of 5 identifies the essay as effective, demonstrating reasonably 

consistent mastery, although it will have occasional errors or lapses in quality. A 

typical 5 essay effectively develops a point of view on the issue and 

demonstrates strong critical thinking, generally using appropriate examples, 

reasons, and other evidence to support its position. It is also well organized and 

focused, demonstrating coherence and progression of ideas, exhibits facility in 

the use of language, using appropriate vocabulary, demonstrates variety in 

sentence structure, and is generally free of most errors in grammar, usage, and 

mechanics. 

A score of 4 identifies the essay as competent, demonstrating adequate 

mastery, although it will have lapses in quality. A typical 4 essay develops a point 

of view on the issue and demonstrates competent critical thinking, using 

adequate examples, reasons, and other evidence to support its position. It is also 

generally organized and focused, demonstrating some coherence and 

progression of ideas, exhibits adequate but inconsistent facility in the use of 

language, using generally appropriate vocabulary, demonstrates some variety in 

sentence structure, and has some errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics. 
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A score of 3 identifies the essay as inadequate, but demonstrating 

developing mastery. A 3 essay has one or more specific weaknesses: it develops 

a point of view on the issue, demonstrating some critical thinking, but may do so 

inconsistently or use inadequate examples, reasons, or other evidence to support 

its position; it is limited in its organization or focus or may demonstrate some 

lapses in coherence or progression of ideas; it displays developing facility in the 

use of language but sometimes uses weak vocabulary or inappropriate word 

choice; it lacks variety or demonstrates problems in sentence structure; it 

contains an accumulation of errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics. 

A score of 2 identifies the essay as seriously limited, demonstrating little 

mastery. A 2 essay has one or more specific weaknesses: it develops a point of 

view on the issue that is vague or seriously limited and demonstrates weak 

critical thinking, providing inappropriate or insufficient examples, reasons, or 

other evidence to support its position; it is poorly organized and/or focused or 

demonstrates serious problems with coherence or progression of ideas; it 

displays very little facility in the use of language, using very limited vocabulary or 

incorrect word choice; it demonstrates frequent problems in sentence structure; it 

contains errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics so serious that meaning is 

somewhat obs cu red. 

A score of 1 identifies the essay as fundamentally lacking, demonstrating 

very little or no mastery. A 1 essay has one or more specific weaknesses: it 
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develops no viable point of view on the issue or provides little or no evidence to 

support its position; it is disorganized or unfocused, resulting in a disjointed or 

incoherent essay; it displays fundamental errors in vocabulary; it demonstrates 

severe flaws in sentence structure; it contains pervasive errors in grammar, 

usage, or mechanics that persistently interfere with meaning. 

The SAT rubric was compared to the 6 Traits rubric, which offers both 5-

point and 6-point scales. For the purposes of this study, the 6 point scale was 

used because it aligns more closely with SAT's 6-point scale, even though the 

scale used in the study only specifies characteristics of score points 2, 4, and 6. 18 

The 6 Traits rubric (Appendix A) specifically addresses the six traits of: 

• organization 

• content or ideas 

• voice 

• word choice 

• sentence fluency 

• conventions 

18 A rubric released by NWREL after the study was completed uses a 6 point scale, divided into 
score categories of proficient and not proficient. A score of 6 indicates the writing sample 
represents an exceptional writer; a score of 5 indicates the writing sample represents an 
experienced writer; a score of 4 indicates the writing sample represents a capable writer; a score 
of 3 indicates the writing sample represents a developing writer; a score of 2 indicates the writing 
sample represents an emerging writer; and a score of 1 indicates the writing sample represents a 
beginning writer. 
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Table 3 
6 T ·t WT G 'd raI s n Inq UI e 

6 = exceeds expectations 4 = meets expectations 2 = below expectations 
On:ianization Compellinq structure Clear thesis, smooth Lacks thesis 
Content/ideas Well-developed Generalities Unclear, limited 
Voice Enerqy & passion Seems sincere Lackina 
Word choice Precise, vivid Adeauate Limited , vaaue 
Sentence Flow with rhythm Complete sentences Sentence problems 
fluency 
conventions Minor errors Distracting errors Errors interfere with 

meanina 

A score point 6 , indicating exceeds expectations, identifies an essay in which 

energy and passion for the subject drive the writing, making it lively, expressive, 

and engaging. A score point 4, indicating meets expectations, identifies an essay 

in which the writing seems sincere and able to communicate with the reader on a 

functional level. A score point 2, indicating below expectations, identifies an 

essay whose text lacks life, spirit, or energy, usually because the writer is 

distanced from the audience, topic, or both. Definitions of scores of 1, 3, and 5 

are typically left to the scorer's professional judgment as determined by the 

school, district, or testing organization, as those are considered borderline scores 

between exceeds expectations and meets expectations, between meets 

expectations and below expectations, or lower than below expectations, 

indicating essays with significant problems in one or more traits . States that have 

used the 6 Traits rubric as a basis for their standards typically fill in definitions for 

scores 1, 3, and 5. 

After training and practice scoring, but before actual scoring, teachers met 
I 

for a round-table discussion specifically to discuss elements of voice, including 
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how those elements fit into the rubrics and what elements could reflect presence 

of voice. In this hour-long conversation, teachers referred to both rubrics, 

comparing attributes to be assessed. This discussion was intended to yield 

teacher perceptions of voice, including specific stylistic devices. Written notes 

were made of this discussion, and the conversation was recorded. 

After the discussion of voice, teachers calibrated on use of the rubrics. A 

separate set of student responses to the investigation prompt was used for 

calibration. Using a typical calibration protocol, teachers read a student essay 

and independently gave it a score. Teachers then shared scores and comments 

on each essay's features. They discussed their scores until reaching at least 

adjacent agreement (one point difference among all scorers) on the score 

assigned to each essay. This agreement ensured consistency in scoring the 

student essays being evaluated for the study. 

After calibration, but before scoring student essays, teachers completed a 

pre-scoring survey (Appendix B). This survey, assembled based on expectations 

expressed in the two rubrics, asked them to rate their confidence in their abilities 

to understand and recognize the following: 

• use of the rubric in scoring the essay 

• an effective response to the writing task 

• a clearly stated thesis 

• appropriate focus 
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• appropriate ideas used to support a claim 

• a point of view expressed with feeling and conviction 

• appropriate organization 

• sentence fluency 

• appropriate sentence pattern variety 

• appropriate and effective word choice 

• the "truth" of an essay 

• voice in an essay 

• proper conventions in an essay 

They ranked positive and negative statements for each attribute as strongly 

agree, agree, no opinion, disagree, and strongly disagree. The questions were 

placed in the survey in random order. 

Following the meeting in which teachers trained, discussed, calibrated, 

and completed the survey, they then scored the essays independently, using the 

SAT rubric as a basis for scoring the essays and the 6 Traits rubric as a specific 

indicator of voice. After scoring all essays, teachers gathered as a group to 

discuss the essays and the scores they awarded them, specifically examining 

possible elements of voice in the student essays. This discussion was recorded 

for later transcription. 

After discussion of the scored essays, teachers completed a post-scoring 

survey, compiled from elements of the rubrics, addressing how well they felt they 
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recognized and scored elements of the rubrics (Appendix B). This survey asked 

them to rate their confidence in their ability to understand and recognize the 

following: 

• use of the rubric in scoring the essay 

• an effective response to the writing task 

• a clearly stated thesis 

• appropriate focus 

• appropriate ideas used to support a claim 

• a point of view expressed with feeling and conviction 

• appropriate organization 

• sentence fluency 

• appropriate sentence pattern variety 

• appropriate and effective word choice 

• the "truth" of an essay 

• voice in an essay 

• proper conventions in an essay 

Teachers again ranked positive and negative statements for each attribute as 

strongly agree, agree, no opinion, disagree, and strongly disagree. The questions 

were placed in the survey in random order. 
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Throughout the training, calibrating , and scoring sessions, teacher 

comments were recorded . Teachers also provided the investigator with their 

copies of student essays with individual comments written on them. These 

comments, along with teacher remarks from the round-table discussion of scores, 

provide the core of the study results. 

After scoring and teacher discussion , students were also invited to 

participate in interviews; seven agreed .19 Their questions, too, were 

individualized, based on thei r essays, teacher responses to their essays, and 

their responses to the pre- and post-writing surveys. 

Summaries of the Student Essays 

In order to put the teacher comments in perspective, the section that 

follows presents a brief summary of the content of each of the essays.20 

Of the fifteen essays that teachers deemed possessed positive qualities of 

voice , only two viewed knowledge as a benefit. Amanda, who received an 

average score of 5.2 , argues that "without knowledge, we surrender our pasts, 

presents and futures ." She uses the eventual positive scientific results of Robert 

Oppenheimer's creation of the atomic bomb and the launching of Sputnik I to 

inaugurate the space race to prove that "without knowledge, we sacrifice all 

19 Those students were: Amanda, Beth , Caitlyn , Cole, David, Heather, and Isabel. I believe that 
the relatively low number of students agreeing to be interviewed is due in part to the fact that, due 
to time constra ints, the interviews occurred during exam time at the end of the school year. 
20 See Appendix H for text of student essays. The essays are transcribed from hand-written text 
just as the students wrote them . 
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potential." Olivia, who also received an average score of 5.2, uses awareness of 

damage to the environment and man's efforts to improve the world as an 

example that "the truth shall set you free." 

Four of the student writers whose essays were identified as containing 

positive elements of voice wrote qualified responses. Adam, who received an 

average score of 5.8, argues that the overflow of knowledge is a burden. He 

begins with the irony of Voltaire, who argued that books created arrogance, yet 

wrote profusely himself. Adam then observes that the easy access to but lack of 

quality of information found on the Internet has caused man to become 

paradoxically ignorant: information is at his fingertips, but it is difficult to separate 

the good from the bad. His final proof is the growth of Attention Deficit Disorder 

as a means of coping with a fast-moving world; this condition does not exist in 

less developed countries where there is no Internet. 

Using three pieces of literature to show characters who were or would 

have been better off not knowing the truth, Jerome, who received an average 

score of 5.2, argues that unnecessary knowledge creates a burden. In The 

Scarlet Letter, Dimmesdale must live with the burden of the knowledge of his sin, 

while Chillingsworth feels even worse when he discovers the truth about 

Dimmesdale and Hester Prynne. In Ender's Game, knowing his battle was real 

and not simulated would have inhibited Ender, so much so that he would not 
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have won the war. In The Great Gatsby, Daisy's confirmation of her husband's 

affair causes her to run over his lover. 

Similarly, Leo, who received an average score of 4.8, contends that it is 

often better not to know. His two disparate examples are the Manhattan Project 

and the triangular relationship between Chris, Christie, and Cassie. Without the 

Manhattan Project, there would have been no atomic bomb and no Cold War. In 

a domestic example, Christie thought her life was perfect until she discovered 

Chris was having an affair with Cassie. 

Using an extended example, Ryan, who received an average score of 4.4, 

posits that a tool is only as smart as its operator. With education, Frederick 

Douglass realized how bad his life really was, causing him to feel a sense of 

hopelessness. Then he discovered the word "abolitionist," and he used his 

education to become an abolitionist himself. 

In the essays with positive aspects of voice, nine students believed that 

knowledge is a burden. Beth, who received an average score of 5.2, 

acknowledges the innovations caused by knowledge but argues that "knowledge 

has also impeded society." Her two arguments are the Green Revolution and the 

atomic bomb. While the Green Revolution has created the benefit of new ways to 

produce more and better food, it has also led to a number of burdens: the 

western world experimenting in lesser developed nations, chemicals ruining 

marine life, food being shipped away from producers, destruction of the land by 
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erosion and desertification, and a growing need to import goods. And while the 

development of the atomic bomb led to the benefit of new technology, it has also 

led to the Cold War and, more recently, Al Qaeda and the Taliban. 

The Internet was a popular example. Caitlyn, who received an average 

score of 4.2, believes that "our knowledge has become so powerful that it is 

beyond our control." As examples, she looks at a student's academic 

development and the growth of the Internet. A high school senior is consumed 

with the pressure of getting into college, while a third grader is innocent of that 

pressure and can enjoy school. While the Internet presents a "galaxy of 

information," it is often knowledge no one needs and leads to a corruption of the 

mind. Caitlyn ends with a call to return to the simplicity encouraged by Thoreau. 

A favorite essay of teachers was Isabel's, also receiving an average score 

of 4.2, in which she employs an extended metaphor to compare the excessive 

information available via the Internet to a monkey with too many bananas who is 

at a loss, but refuses to give up what he has. She uses humor to make her point. 

With an average score of 3, Will's essay points out that men with 

knowledge have always ruled men without knowledge, and knowledge has 

tended to restrict people rather than liberate them. With the Internet, too much 

information is available, and the Internet has come to govern all of his decision

making. The result is a lack of experience: people learn about things, but they fail 

to really experience those things. 
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David, whose essay received an average score of 5, uses literature to 

prove that the course of action based on knowledge can be a burden. He 

discusses Gene's burden of knowledge in A Separate Peace and Upton 

Sinclair's expose on Chicago's meatpacking industry in The Jungle. Gene's 

awareness of being envious of Finny causes Gene to loathe himself. Gene's 

ultimate confession kills Finny, showing that knowledge cost a friendship and a 

human life. Because of his knowledge of the meatpacking industry, Sinclair was 

criticized after publication of his novel for being a muckraker. 

With an average score of 4.2, Gayle's essay begins with the anecdote of a 

student asking a teacher, "How does our society continue to develop every 

year?" The teacher's response is that "our society is just growing in determination 

to outdo their prior generation." The writer believes we have "become too smart 

for our own good." She uses the academic pressure of her high school then the 

song "American Dream" by Casting Crowns to prove her thesis that people are 

obsessed with perfection and lose sight of what is most important in life: both 

children and adults are losing out. 

Arguing that "extreme" knowledge is more of a curse than a gift, Mark, 

whose essay received an average score of 4.8, begins with the historical 

repression and punishment of philosophers and scientists by the Catholic Church 

before moving into the exploitation of inventions used for different purposes than 

originally intended, including the atomic bomb and LSD. Finally, he tells the story 
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of Rosalind Franklin, who died as a result of her research into DNA. Mark's 

conclusion is that, above all, knowledge requires responsibility. 

Neal, whose essay received an average score of 5, believes that 

knowledge can be an "obstacle to growth." As support, he discusses the increase 

in hypochondria that has resulted from greater knowledge of germs and the loss 

of jobs as a result of the increased knowledge as a result of the Industrial 

Revolution. He ends with the literary example of 1984, where knowledge leads to 

the stagnation of society. 

Taking the position that "knowledge can be harmful when understood by 

those who shouldn't," Tom, whose essay received an average score of 4, begins 

with the example of security information being accessible by terrorists, then gives 

a personal example: Uncle Allan, who was promoted and given additional 

technology to support his new position but who became overwhelmed with his 

constant availability to his bosses. 

Like the essays that teachers considered as having positive aspects of 

voice, those essays with negative aspects of voice differed in approach to the 

prompt. 

Eli, whose essay received an average score of 4.6, believes that 

knowledge is a benefit. He begins his argument with the benefits of modern 

inventions, including media and medicine. Using this knowledge, man has 
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improved his world. He also discusses the philosophical importance of 

knowledge and its role in one generation helping the next. 

Emma, whose essay also received an average score of 4.6, also believes 

knowledge is a benefit. For support, she discusses the Gulf oil spill and the fact 

that, with knowledge, people are closer to stopping the pollution. As a literary 

support, she examines Dimmsdale's channeling of his emotions into his 

sermons, which makes him a better man in the viewpoint of his society. 

Receiving an average score of 4.4 for her essay, Kay addresses the 

reader directly, describing two fictional people in her neighborhood. For both Mr. 

Vescetti and Miss Violet, knowledge through the loss of loved ones made them 

successful in their future lives, thus proving that knowledge can be a benefit. 

Bryan, whose essay received an average score of 4, views knowledge as 

a burden. He supports his view by explaining how world leaders abuse power 

because of access to knowledge, including weapon technology and loopholes in 

investment rules. He closes with a call for people to improve their morals and, by 

extension, the morals of their leaders. 

Sheri, whose essay received an average score of 3.6, also believes 

knowledge is a burden, using as support the employment of children as workers 

during the Industrial Revolution . She also points out that small children are happy 

before they have a true knowledge of life. 
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Taking a qualified stance, Cole earned an average score of 5.4 with his 

essay expressing his belief that knowledge itself can never be a burden; 

knowledge will eventually lead to success. His examples include Thomas 

Edison's repeated failed attempts to create a light bulb before his eventual 

success. While the western world lost knowledge and technology during the Dark 

Ages, knowledge was regained when trade reopened with the east. Cole also 

references the importance of knowledge for a people to be able to protect their 

rights. Despite the burden of possible failures, knowledge eventually benefits 

society. 

With an essay that received an average score of 5, Patricia believes that 

knowledge with no direction can be counterproductive. A person with knowledge 

but no direction can spend his life trying to decide how to spend his life. Despite 

increased information available via the Internet, people would be better off 

without the knowledge they learn. She also references the loss of innocence she 

experienced with the unwanted knowledge of September 11. 

Heather, whose essay received an average score of 4.4, presents an 

undecided view. On the one hand, society worships knowledge. On the other 

hand, not thinking through the effects of knowledge can cause harm in a society. 

General Score Results 

Teachers scored the essays of the 32 students who agreed to participate 

in the study using the SAT 6-point rubric as a baseline; the 6 Traits 6-point rubric 
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was used to guide specific discussion of voice. Of the 32 essays scored, 21 

contained identifiable elements of voice, either positive or negative, according to 

the teacher raters. Elements of voice identified by teacher scorers included 

diction (sometimes identified as word play), syntax, audience awareness, and 

invention . When scores were averaged, the end result was a bell curve skewed 

toward the higher end of the score points. Out of the 32 essays, one, or 3%, 

scored a 3 on average ; eight, or 25%, scored a 4 on average; twelve, or 38%, 

scored a 5 on average; and one, or 3%, scored a 6 on average.21 

Table 4 
N b f E um er o ssays an dA verage s cores 
Avg Score 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Number of 0 0 1 8 12 1 
Essays 
Percentage 0% 0% 3% 25% 38% 3% 
of Essays 

Overall Findings 

Overall , teachers recognized that high-scoring essays did not necessarily 

contain voice, but a perception of voice tended to elevate the score of a given 

essay; many essays that scored 5 possessed the same content as essays that 

scored 4, but they were scored higher because teacher raters perceived them as 

having voice. Buchanan in particular noted that many of the "solid 4's don't seem 

to have a lot of voice." Students answer the prompt in a very general way and 

21 See Appendix F for a breakdown of scores by teacher for each student essay. 
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provide evidence, but they have no passion and reveal no internalization: "The 

writer shows no ownership of the topic." Milford characterizes these essays as 

"formulaic." Randall sees the student response as "I have to speak on this; I don't 

want to speak on this." Poor mechanics could result in a lower score point; 

excellent mechanics did not necessarily raise score points. For example, issues 

with conventions often caused an essay that would otherwise receive a score of 

6 to receive a score of 5. Milford identified this quality as a "lack of polish," 

referring to both word choice and sentence structure. 

Teachers specifically identified 21 essays as demonstrating voice . They 

discovered positive elements of voice in eleven of the 32 essays (34%), in all 

score ranges . In addition, they noted negative elements of voice, typically 

inappropriate voice for the audience and purpose, in six of the 32 essays (19%), 

in all score ranges. Four of the 32 essays (13%) were identified as having both 

positive and negative elements of voice. Attributes of those student essays which 

contained identifiable voice included elements of invention, diction, language 

play, audience awareness, and perceived sincerity (Appendix G). 

Table 5 
N b f E um era ssays E h"bl El X I I In( emen so 0Ice t f V . 

No evidence Positive Negative Both positive 
of voice aspects of aspects of and negative 

voice voice aspects of 
voice 

Number 11 11 6 4 
of Essays 
Percentage 34% 34% 19% 13% 
of Essays 
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Teachers first identified elements of style as indicators of voice, but it soon 

became apparent that invention, discussed as content, also played a part in 

contributing to voice. The SAT rubric relies on development of ideas, which 

teachers identified as connected to invention. Barring major errors that interfered 

with comprehension, the content of the essays was determined to be more 

important than the verbal expression demonstrated in the essays.22 Most of the 

essays that were identified as not having voice presented undeveloped or 

underdeveloped support. Without clear ideas to focus on , teachers tended to 

dismiss the essays as being uninteresting and not containing voice. 

Of the fifteen essays identified as containing positive elements of voice, 

two (13%) illustrated syntax and two (13%) illustrated clear awareness of 

audience. Five (33%) illustrated sincerity and five (33%) illustrated diction or 

language play. Twelve (80%) illustrated elements of invention. Five essays (33%) 

illustrated two elements of voice; all but one of those included invention . Three 

essays (20%) illustrated three elements of voice; all of those essays contained 

elements which teachers identified as invention. 

22 Details of these responses will be given in Chapter Four. 
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Table 6 
El t f V . . St d t E emen so 0Ice in u en ssavs as Id ff db T en 11e >V h eac ers 23 

Element Number of Essays Number of Essays 
with Positive Aspects with Negative Aspects 
of Element (15 total) of Element (10 total) 

Diction 5 (33%) 3 (30%) 
Syntax 2 (13%) 1 (10%) 
Audience 2 (13%) 5 (50%) 
Awareness 
Invention 12 (80%) 4 (40%) 
Sincerity 5 (33%) 

Above all, teachers reacted positively to perceived sincerity, which they 

identified as tied to invention. Teachers awarded higher scores to those essays 

which they believed to truly represent the students' core beliefs. When students 

seemed passionate about their responses, teachers tended to respond with 

passion . As Milford observed, the ideas have to be "something that speaks to 

you ," meaning both the writer and the reader, in this case, the teacher rater. A 

response that seemed heartfelt from the student tended to result in a positive 

response from the rater. This perceived ethos became a key identifying element 

of voice and will be explored further in Chapter Four. 

Summary 

In the micro study of student writing, teachers responded to perceived 

sincerity as a key element of voice, rating ideas above style. As state and 

national essay scoring rubrics include the aspect of voice as a desirable element 

23 The numbers of essays add up to more than the total of 15 essays with positive aspects of 
voice because eight essays revealed multiple aspects of voice. 
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of composition and as more high school students gain college credit for First 

Year Composition while still in high school, through AP or CLEP exams or dual 

credit, it behooves teachers to have a clear understanding of voice in academic 

writing. 

Chapter Four provides a more detailed analysis of teacher responses to 

elements of voice in individual essays, including diction and language play, 

syntax, audience awareness, invention, and authenticity. This in-depth 

examination provides a glimpse into the perception of voice in classroom practice 

as recognized by student writers and by composition instructors. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DO YOU HEAR WHAT I HEAR? 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

What does it mean when a teacher says a student's writing has voice? 

The research study outlined in the previous chapter began as an attempt to 

answer that question . Twenty-seven state departments of education in the U.S. 

include voice as a standard to be taught and assessed in high school English 

classes (see Table 1 ). 24 But only six of those states define voice, and those that 

do provide vague definitions that relate either to an author's style or the presence 

of the author, definitions that provide teachers with little guidance on how to 

teach students to write with voice. 25 If students are to be rewarded for having 

voice in their writing and are to improve their writing through use of voice, some 

agreement must be reached on a definition of voice. 

24 Those states are: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona , Arkansas, California, Georgia, Kansas, Louisiana, 
Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Pennsylvania, South Carolina , South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Vermont, Virginia , Washington, West 
Virginia, and Wyoming. See Appendix E for a list of state educational standard web sites. For a 
complete discussion , see Jill Jeffery. Voice, Genre, and Intentionality: An Integrated Methods 
Study of Voice Criteria in the Evaluation of Secondary Students ' Writing New York University. 
Dissertation . 2010. 

25 See Appendix D for definitions of voice in state standards from Alabama , Arkansas, Nevada, 
New Mexico, Pennsylvania, and Washington. 
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This chapter examines in detail the teacher raters' responses to the 

student essays written on the prompt: 

Can knowledge be a burden rather than a benefit? Plan and write 

an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. 

Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your 

reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

As they reviewed scores for the student essays, teachers discussed elements of 

voice and the effects of those elements on the individual compositions. 

The Element of Diction and Language Play 

One of the significant elements of style that teachers recognized as tied to 

voice was diction, which they identified as more than word choice. Raters 

responded particularly positively to language play, examples of which included 

extended metaphor and obviously intentional use of cliches. Scorers specified six 

essay responses that achieved their purpose with the use of precise diction or 

language play. 

For teachers, purposeful use of cliches indicated awareness of language 

conventions, as well as a playful attitude toward language. Olivia begins her 

essay response with acknowledgement of the cliche "ignorance is bliss." 

Buchanan awarded the essay a 6, noting that the writer used quotation marks 

around the cliches, indicating that she knows that she is using cliches. Randall, 

who also awarded the essay a 6, agreed: "Using the quotation marks does 
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indicate she's saying to me, 'hey, I realize I'm using a cliche."' Teachers feel that 

the inclusion of intentional cliches indicates that the writer is experiencing 

metacognition, which is clear when Olivia then turns the cliche on its head by 

examining people's treatment of the environment: "People were happily and 

ignorantly destroying their home." By not being aware of the damage that was 

being done to the planet, people ended up unknowingly harming it. This time 

when people were unaware of doing damage to the planet is then referred to as 

'"the good old days' when man was free to destroy the Earth." Milford scored the 

essay a 5, observing that the writer is using the cliche of "good old days" for a 

specific reason: "they're supposed to be the good old days, but they weren't." 

The context within the essay indicates the irony of the cliche as used by the 

student; this use of irony was welcomed by teachers. Milford pointed out that the 

writer's use of adverbs-surely, happily, ignorantly, undoubtedly-gives the 

reader a sense of the writer's personality, which contributes to the sense of 

voice. Olivia then acknowledges that "taking care of the planet is a hassle," 

specifically "unknowingly making their planet uninhabitable for future generations, 

a price which is definitely not worth the hassle of separating a person's trash so it 

can be recycled." The informal word choice of "hassle" gave teachers "a sense of 

the student's personality" (Milford). Olivia closes her essay with another cliche to 

describe the importance of knowledge: "the truth shall set you free" because 

"knowing the truth will improve any situation," including the need for recycling. 
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Often, language play takes the form of extended metaphor. Adam 

introduces the "deluge of information" which "is constantly pouring upon us," 

sometimes even to the point of "drowning us." An "overflow" of knowledge is 

"surely a burden." He later shifts the water metaphor, noting that "we absorb 

everything like a sponge." Beyond the metaphor, Glenn, who awarded Adam's 

essay a score of 5, appreciated the effective use of specific vocabulary, 

especially the phrase "paradoxically ignorant." Adam later observes in his essay 

that "the vast amount of knowledge is married unhappily to a vast amount of 

garbage" in the Internet age. Milford, who gave Adam's essay a score of 6, felt 

that the mention of the "breakup of some god-forsaken celebrities" provided a 

firm sense of voice, as she agreed with the sentiment Adam expressed. 

Metaphors could move the raters beyond problematic diction. Although 

Milford deemed Leo's word choice "young," she appreciated that he concludes 

his essay with a metaphor: "Indeed, what we know is often more frightening than 

what we don't. Sure the darkness is unsettling. But staying in the dark might be 

preferable to turning on the light and coming face-to-face with the monsters that 

are waiting for us." While lack of knowledge can be frightening, knowledge, once 

attained, can be even more frightening. Teachers were impressed with this 

higher level metaphor and the deep thought behind it. 

In a more playful manner, Isabel set up her essay with the metaphor of a 

monkey "who reached for a banana and pulled down a whole tree's worth." 
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Comparing human acquisition of knowledge, specifically via the Internet, to the 

monkey's acquisition of bananas, she addresses all of the options of what to do 

with those extra bananas, leading to stress and confusion, therefore making 

knowledge a burden. Teacher raters agreed that the use of an extended 

metaphor contributed to the perception of voice. Milford in particular observed 

that "when a metaphor is highly original, it contributes to meaning." That 

connection, she observed, helps create voice by providing a kind of insight into 

the writer's personality. Milford awarded Isabel's brief essay a score of 4. 

Among the historical examples given, Amanda included the development 

and use of the nuclear bomb. Taking the point that knowledge can initially be 

detrimental to a society because of "a myriad of dangerous outcomes," she 

points out the eventual benefit of new knowledge. In the case of the nuclear 

bomb, "this nascient weapon far surpassed its predecessors," becoming the 

"United States' secret weapon, the blade in its back pocket."26 The image of a 

city-destroying bomb being a hidden blade in a street fight brings the argument to 

a more personal level. Amanda then expands her argument again: the nuclear 

bomb "allowed for national security in a time of international crisis. " Her second 

example is the space race set off by the Soviet launching of Sputnik. The 

knowledge subsequently gained by the U.S. scientific community "did not simply 

satiate our desire to beat out the Soviets," but it led to broader studies in the 

26 The essays are transcribed from hand-written text just as the students wrote them. Errors in 
grammar, punctuation, or usage are not noted in the excerpts used in this dissertation. 
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areas of math, science, communications, and physics. Buchanan observed that, 

unlike other students' use of "workmanlike" vocabulary, Amanda is obviously 

comfortable with the language: "The kid uses the language as though this is the 

language the kid uses; this is not forced vocabulary." Buchanan awarded 

Amanda's essay a score of 5. Randall, who also awarded Amanda's essay a 

score of 5, pointed out that Amanda's use of vocabulary is not "that weird read 

we get when kids are using SAT vocab[ulary]" but using the vocabulary 

incorrectly; appropriate use of sophisticated vocabulary indicated true 

understanding and comfort with the language, a key element of voice. 

Diction does not have to be elevated to word play; specific word choice 

can make a difference. Caitlyn observes the "vast galaxy of information" available 

to today's youth: television, online games, biogs and immediate access to 

content via the Internet. She argues that "we are constantly striving for that sweet 

purity that comes with childhood but once we open our eyes, that innocence is 

lost." This direct expression, with its "concrete word choice," was a positive for 

the paper in Watson's eyes, counting as specificity, even though the writer did 

not follow through with thorough development of those ideas. Watson gave the 

essay an overall score of 5. 

While diction could contribute to voice, word choice alone was not always 

enough to qualify an essay as having voice. David uses two pieces of American 

literature to support his view that knowledge is more of a burden than a benefit: 
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John Knowles' A Separate Peace and Upton Sinclair's The Jungle. As part of his 

use of A Separate Peace as support for his thesis, he points out that the 

narrator's "knowledge of being envious of Finny plagues Gene," causing him to 

"loathe himself." This jealousy eventually leads to the "demise" of both the boys' 

friendship and Finny's existence. After observing the "horrid techniques" used in 

Chicago's meat-packing industry, Sinclair became a "muckraker" because he "felt 

compelled to report the atrocities" he had observed. This knowledge was, 

however, detrimental to Sinclair's reputation, as he was accused of "employing 

mendacity in his book" and "labeled derisively as a muckraker." Teacher graders 

identified this vocabulary use as "workmanlike" (Buchanan) and "detached" 

(Randall). Buchanan, who scored the essay a 5, observed that the essay 

contained "nothing ... that shines," noting that the language "doesn't sing." She 

noted that "the vocabulary is there, but there is no passion behind it." Watson, 

who also scored the essay a 5, observed that while the essay was very well

written and received an average score of 5, voice would have bumped the score 

to 6. 

Specific word choice was not enough to count as advantageous use of 

diction. Instead of focusing on wisdom, Sheri focuses on its opposite: naivete. 

She makes the observation that "na"i"ve children seem to be happier than adults" 

then links that idea to an acquisition of information: "An adult's knowledge of life 

is a great burden." While this specific vocabulary bumped her score of this essay 
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from a 2 to a 3, Buchanan noted that "the language doesn't paint a picture," 

keeping the essay from scoring higher than the 3 she awarded it. Glenn agreed, 

also scoring the essay a 3; he wanted the writer to "paint me a picture; I can't 

imagine what's happening." Teachers agreed on the concept of voice painting a 

picture, using a visual metaphor to explain an aural metaphor. 

Regarding Gayle's essay, Milford made the observation that the word 

choice was not polished and not sophisticated, limiting her score to 4. When 

asked if polish contributes to voice, Milford responded, "Not necessarily. If you're 

talking precise [word choice], I think you're talking about voice. If you're talking 

sophisticated [word choice], not necessarily." The issue of "unpolished word 

choice" was brought up by both Milford and Buchanan when looking at Cole's 

essay, with both teachers noting that improved word choice throughout the essay 

might garner the essay a higher score from all teachers. 

Overall, teachers responded positively to specific word choice and 

language play, especially extended metaphor and intentional use of cliches. All 

raters agreed that essays with voice tended to reveal a comfort with language on 

the part of the writer. Even at the level of diction, essays with voice revealed 

passion. Teachers relied on metaphors to explain voice as evidenced by diction, 

noting that those essays without voice "[didn't] sing" or "[didn't] paint a picture" 

(Buchanan). For these teacher raters, precise diction and word play contribute to 
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voice in student compositions, as these elements indicate the thought behind the 

words and therefore serve as a guide for deeper meaning through voice. 

The Element of Syntax 

Above all, teacher raters recognized that sophisticated syntax tended to 

go hand-in-hand with sophisticated ideas. Such advanced syntax was 

represented by both individual sentence structure and overall structure of the 

essay, as well as by sentence variety. A conscious use of varied syntax tended 

to result in a high rating of voice. 

For the teacher scorers, the primary complaint about syntax was repetitive 

sentence structure, which they admit they often notice immediately upon reading 

an essay. Like many teachers, Glenn registers sentence patterns as he reads 

student essays. He especially recognizes repetitive structure, since "repetitive 

sentence structure destroys most essays. When students get bogged down with 

the same syntactical structure over and over again, it leads to repetitive, boring 

writing." Randall is also bothered by repetition: "What bothers me is 

redundancy-the same thing over and over. Variety is better-but appropriately 

used variety." For Buchanan also, redundancy is problematic: "Unless it is done 

to create a 'voice,' repetition of sentence structure causes my mind to wander." 

Watson acknowledges "the power of the simple short sentence. I think it's 

the combination [of sentence structures] that is effective. I think some of our 

ideas are truncated, and simple sentences can show that. I think sentence 
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fluency is underplayed." For her, rhythm is key to voice, especially "effective use 

of repetition and variety of sentences. That can convey meaning. That gives a 

[piece of] writing a unique voice." Watson admits that she loves sentences. "I like 

modeling sentences. I like pulling out greatly written sentences. Our more 

talented writers are certainly able to take and craft a variety of sentences that 

add to meaning, including one-word sentences. I think kids make the connection 

to voice through sentence patterns. I've heard even very young students talk 

about that." Milford also prefers essays that show "meaningful sentence variety." 

Students worry about sentence structure. Beth was "concerned about not 

having spell check-I might have had run-on sentences or something." In fact, 

she had only one run-on sentence. On the other hand, David admits he does not 

have much variety in his sentence structure in any of his academic writing, but 

the lack of variety does not concern him: "Teachers talk about it, but it's not really 

docked off. Whatever is okay. I always use the same pattern: 'In Knowles' 

Separate Peace,' 'this can be attributed to,' 'As a result of.' I always use time: 

'throughout the rest of the novel,' 'as one can see.' It's just so much easier-you 

don't have to think about it." David's essay contained nine simple sentences and 

12 complex sentences. 

Milford observed that, like the diction, the syntax in Leo's essay "seemed 

young," limiting the score to a 4. The essay contained eight simple sentences, 

more than any other sentence type. Teachers noted that the alliteration 
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contributed to the essay's youthful feeling: "cavorting with that chick Cassie" and 

"catches Chris and Cassie making cupcakes together." Glenn remarked that the 

essay, which he scored a 4, "becomes too conversational and informal" for 

audience and purpose, but was not offensive. Teachers applauded the use of 

rhetorical questions: "Did the knowledge of her husband's infidelity make her 

much less happy than she was when she didn't know? Absolutely. Was the truth 

more harmful than the delusion? Absolutely." But the excessive alliteration and 

simple sentences caused teachers to judge the essay overall as being simplistic 

and unworthy of a higher score. 

Teacher raters identified Bryan's essay in particular as being overloaded 

with simple sentences, with six of the 17 sentences, approximately one-third of 

the essay, being simple. Glenn scored this essay a 3 because he felt it was "list

like," with appropriate but undeveloped ideas. The use of simple sentences 

corresponded with the lack of development of ideas. 

Syntax often went hand-in-hand with diction and ideas. Watson observed 

that with Isabel's "really tight writing ... everything contributed to meaning in this 

essay," leading to a score of 5. For Watson, "everything" included ideas, diction, 

and syntax. The high number of simple sentences was appropriate to her topic of 

a monkey with too many bananas: Isabel told her story directly, using a simple 

metaphor. 

77 



Teacher raters noted that Olivia's essay contained adverb transitions, 

rhythm of sentences, and meaningful sentence variety, including all sentence 

types. Milford, who scored the essay a 5, liked the subtle transitions provided by 

adverbs: surely, happily, ignorantly, undoubtedly, inarguably. When discussing 

this essay and her score of 5, Watson observed that "complex sentences go with 

complex, insightful thoughts, which we seem to be connecting with hallmarks of 

voice." Milford observed that with the essays that scored 5 and 6, "you get into 

some meaningful sentence variety; it's very smooth." Watson liked "the rhythm of 

the sentences. In this one, it really worked, even though they weren't deeply 

complex. There was a certain rhythm that took off that kept me going." She 

particularly liked the statement "Surely Americans would have been just as 

concerned as they are today had they known what their harmful practices were 

doing to the Earth," which moved the essay from a background of people not 

taking care of the planet to the current awareness of the need to do so. 

Watson particularly appreciated the structure of the first sentence in 

Adam's essay: "Voltaire, a scathing humorist, controversial thinker, and fiery 

revolutionary, once remarked that the abundance of books makes the human 

race arrogant." She felt that the parallelism of the compound appositive drew the 

reader into the essay, and she awarded the essay a 6. Buchanan noted that this 

essay had more variety of sentence structure than similarly scored essays; she 

also awarded the essay a score of 6. Even the simple and compound sentences 
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included complex phrasing that combined ideas, a hallmark of the desirable 

element of metacognition. 

Milford observed that Beth's essay was smoothly written, a trait she often 

found missing. The thesis sentence "From the atomic bomb to the green 

revolution knowledge is a burden" smoothly sets up the student's reasons to 

support her view that knowledge is burdensome. For Milford, the smooth writing 

earned the essay a score of 6. Watson appreciated that, although dealing with 

the serious topic of bombs, this essay was conversational and did not read like a 

report. She also scored Beth's essay a 6. 

Passive voice and affected third person were problematic. Buchanan 

noted that in Patricia's essay, "'one could have ... ' really drives the reader away." 

She objected to "that general use of 'one."' In this particular case, the writer is 

"trying to avoid the first person, but later on uses 'I,"' defeating the purpose of the 

distant, attempted academic tone and causing a disconnect for the reader. For 

Buchanan, this disconnect limited the score to a 5. As with other essays, a stilted 

attempt at academic voice actually lowered the score. 

Overall, teachers responded positively to several elements of syntax: 

adverb transitions, meaningful sentence variety, sentence rhythm, parallelism, 

and smooth writing. Raters noticed that complex phrasing and complex 

sentences often expressed complex ideas, a desired attribute for awarding a 

higher score point to an essay. Voice was evident in appropriately varied 
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sentence structure. While these observations would seem to address stylistic 

elements, teachers felt that the syntactical elements were often the result of, and 

therefore indicators of, complex ideas; for these teacher raters, complex ideas 

were at the heart of voice in student responses. 

The Element of Audience Awareness 

Audience awareness was important to the degree that teachers 

appreciated an appropriate tone in student writing; those essays that were 

perceived as condescending were graded lower, regardless of content. 

Awareness of and an appropriate attitude toward audience were key attributes of 

essays with voice. 

Audience awareness was most notable when it was not appropriate. The 

essays with inappropriate audience awareness typically addressed the reader 

directly. Kay begins with: 

Technically speaking, the world, my friend, revolves around you. 

You will see only what you seek, understand only what you learn, 

and become everything that you understand. I can see no reason 

for which knowledge would ever be a burden. For it is knowledge, 

wether good or bad, that creates the very people we are. 

The teacher raters were not drawn in by this attempt at pathos; rather, they were 

insulted by what they perceived as a condescending tone and scored the essay 

an average of 4.4. 
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Unnecessary use of first person point of view was often considered as 

inappropriate voice. Even though she scored his essay a 6, Buchanan noted that 

Eli used a "collective pronoun, but there was no personal connection." There was 

a particular disconnect when writers moved back and forth between "one" and "I," 

as in Patricia's essay. The writer began with "one could have," which Buchanan 

indicated "really drives the reader away," but shifted to first person later in the 

essay, causing confusion for the reader, who had to make the jump from 

detached third person to the more personal first person. The confusion limited 

Buchanan's score for Patricia's essay to a 5. 

At the other extreme, an overly conversational approach created a 

problem with voice for the teacher raters. Leo theorizes that "Though what we 

know can advance society and improve individual lives, it's often what we know 

that's more detrimental than what we don't know." He then cites infidelity as an 

example of knowledge that can be detrimental, appealing to pathos. He closes 

his essay with a deeper appeal to pathos: "Indeed, what we know is often more 

frightening than what we don't. Sure, the darkness is unsettling. But staying in 

the dark might be preferable to turning on the light and coming face-to-face with 

the monsters that are waiting for us." But that deeper appeal became too 

conversational for some teacher raters . While Buchanan awarded the essay a 

maximum score of 6, Glenn scored the essay a 4, noting that the essay 

"becomes too conversational and informal." Teachers agreed that, while they 

81 



appreciated a more casual tone, essays could become too casual and therefore 

not be appropriate for the intended audience. 

Overwhelmingly, teacher raters were swayed by responses that seemed 

sincere-the appearance of ethos. Neal addressed the current adherence to 

cleanliness and what happens when that concern is taken to the extreme: too 

much knowledge about germs and diseases can lead to hypochondria. Watson 

scored this essay a 5 because she felt that this essay reached out to an 

"imagined audience that's real." Neal obviously pictured someone to whom he 

was addressing his argument. Milford, who also scored the essay a 5, observed 

that the writer obviously felt strongly about the topic. When Neal says in the 

conclusion that "unfortunately, information is a hard medium to monitor, and 

therefore; knowledge is often a burden to society," the teacher felt that the writer 

really feels that way. 

Will provides first-hand experience as an argument that knowledge is a 

burden: "I experience how knowledge becomes a burden in daily life. With an 

access to the greatest source of knowledge and information, Internet, at my 

fingertips, I am often times burdened to seek knowledge before every move I 

take." Rather than being an "inspiration," all of this knowledge becomes a 
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"tyrant." "Knowledge had become a burden that restricted my freedom to decide 

on my own." Paradoxically, 

too much knowledge, also, leads to the lack of experience .... 

Information and knowledge often times deceive us to believe that 

what we have learned is what we have done. However, people who 

only learn are like fishermen who know how to fish but do not fish. 

Knowledge can be a burden that deceives people to not act and 

perform what they have learned. 

Teacher raters commented that this essay "grew in intensity" (Buchanan). A 

recognition of the opposing point of view was often perceived by the teacher 

scorer as sincere. Will closes with "Knowledge indeed is very powerful and 

essential. It has helped people liberate themselves from hunger, disease, and 

tedious labor; all of these are very true. However, in the society that we live in, 

knowledge can be a burden." The acknowledgement of the benefits of knowledge 

for society helps contribute to the sense of sincerity in the writer's belief that 

knowledge is a burden. 

Teachers also appreciated Adam's acknowledgement of opposing points 

of view, awarding his essay scores of 5 and 6. He begins his essay with: 

Voltaire, a scathing humorist, controversial thinker, and fiery 

revolutionary, once remarked that the abundance of books makes 

the human race arrogant. Ironically, Voltaire continued to write 
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profusely, contributing his share of knowledge to the world. If 

indeed Voltaire was correct, then we should be extremely arrogant, 

for the deluge of information in today's world is constantly pouring 

upon us, sometimes even drowning us. 

The Information Age has made people "paradoxically ignorant." The easy access 

of information via the Internet has led to "quality information [that] is corrupted 

with flashing ads and slick wrappers, and the vast amount of knowledge is 

married unhappily to a vast amount of garbage." Adam then goes on to note that 

attention-deficit disorder has become more widespread, but not in third-world 

countries, "where information is not as prevalent." 

Beth cited the Green Revolution as an example of knowledge being a 

burden. Milford noted that her passion came through, leading to voice; she 

awarded the essay a score of 6. Beth concludes her argument with "the Green 

Revolution defeats the purpose of helping farmers by only straining them." 

Milford felt that she could "tell she feels strongly" about the topic. Teachers noted 

that they were swayed to believe that the writer really felt that knowledge often 

leads to unintended negative consequences. 

Gayle provided a personal response, addressing the importance of 

knowledge in her home town. "Knowledge has not only become a burden to 

those who lack it, but also those who have been blessed with it." Her use of 

rhetorical questions seems to come out of personal experience: "What will 
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happen when we become too smart for our own good?" "What about those 

people who are not naturally intelligent and are told they will not make it far 

because they are not considered 'smart'?" "Who wants a father who is never 

home?" She closes with an appeal to the audience: "let's just take a step back 

from the advancing world and take the time to appreciate the God given things 

around us." Teachers felt that this was a sincere personal appeal. Watson felt 

that the student "was responding to the prompt on a personal level" and awarded 

the essay a score of 5. 

Audience awareness proved to be a touchstone for teacher raters. Above 

all, the tone had to be appropriate to the audience. This appropriateness 

provided the writer with the ethos necessary to be taken seriously by the reader. 

Perceived sincerity tended to be rewarded, especially when the student made an 

appropriate personal argument or acknowledged the opposing point of view. 

Audience awareness was key to the element of voice, indicating sincerity on the 

part of the student writer. 

The Element of Invention 

Overwhelmingly, teacher raters identified the ideas behind the essays as 

contributing to voice . They commented more on ideas than on any other element 

they discussed. The nature of the prompt required students to give a personal 

response, which they then tended to support with history or literary examples. 
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The resulting essays were typically hybrid, a combination of personal and 

academic. The personal component allowed for an individualized voice. 

For example, teachers responded favorably to Will, who argued that "men 

with knowledge have always ruled men without knowledge." Watson "really 

connected with this personal example" of use of the Internet, especially "to hear 

kids talk about the Internet like adults talk about it." She scored the essay a 4, 

agreeing with Will's argument that knowledge is a "tyrant." Watson also noted the 

growth in intensity at the end of the first support paragraph, which allowed her as 

the reader to "see that tyrannical nature." While Milford agreed that the essay 

had "a great deal of potential," she felt that the "development was not there" and 

scored the essay a 3. Randall liked the argument that "too much knowledge, 

also, leads to the lack of experience" where "what we have learned is what we 

have done." In this argument, knowing about something has replaced the 

knowledge one gains from actually doing that thing. Randall, who scored Will's 

essay a 3, noted that the student went back and added ideas in to that example, 

which signaled to the reader "that he knew there was something there to work 

with." Will had begun revising before he ran out of time; the attempted revision 

indicated deeper thought to the raters. 

Teachers were also impressed with the metaphor of a monkey with too 

many bananas described in Isabel's essay; they viewed this metaphor as an 

extended personal example. The metaphor was developed throughout the entire 
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essay, with the writer comparing her use of the Internet to making her feel like 

the monkey with too many bananas: "I am past the point of even !IYiD_g_ to 

distinguish important facts from irrelevant tidbits. The bananas have all started 

looking the same to me." For Isabel, the excessive bits of information gleaned 

from the Internet became too much to process meaningfully. Buchanan 

appreciated Isabel's originality and the development of the metaphor, while 

Milford noted that the essay came full circle, returning to the monkey and his 

bananas at the end. Both teachers scored Isabel's essay a 4, despite the brevity 

of the response. 

Teachers also rewarded students who thoroughly explored the prompt. 

For example, Jerome did more than address his audience with literary characters 

who respond to too much knowledge; he addressed both sides of the prompt. 

Glenn noted that, unlike others, this writer specifically addressed ignorance as a 

good thing; he scored the essay a 6. Randall, who scored the essay a 5, 

observed that the essay described how ignorance is good as well as how 

knowledge is bad. For Glenn, the use of the particular literary examples of Arthur 

Dimmesdale and Roger Chillingsworth, Ender, and Daisy Buchanan showed 

insight through thorough development. In the case of Dimmesdale, knowledge of 

his sins was devastating; for Chillingsworth, acquisition of knowledge drove him 

to suicide- Ender would not have been a successful commander if he would have 
' 

known the war was real and not a game; Daisy commits murder when she 
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discovers her husband's affair. Randall was struck that the writer introduced the 

idea of "what if" to demonstrate insight by positing how Ender might have acted if 

his knowledge had been different. Watson scored the essay a 5, noting that "I 

can see in this one, the student is at least beginning to search for meaning, 

versus just simply throwing it up on the paper." Working through the literary plot 

lines and character development led to a perceived search for deeper meaning, 

which the teachers in the study repeatedly tied to voice. 

Unique responses were, on the whole, well received and associated with 

voice. Teacher raters responded positively to Mark's concluding point that with 

knowledge comes responsibility. This essay outlined the hostilities faced by 

thinkers and philosophers, as well as the physical dangers faced by scientists. 

The student included Newton, Galileo, Einstein, and Rosalind Franklin. This 

depth of knowledge bumped what would have otherwise been a 4 to a 5 for most 

of the teacher raters. 

While Leo's essay on Chris and Christie and Chris's infidelity scored 

negatively in other respects, teachers rated it high in terms of ideas because of 

his original response. As Watson noted, "what's not to love about Chris and 

Cassie making cupcakes together?" Watson scored the essay a 5. Buchanan, 

who scored the essay a 6, enjoyed the image of "the chick Cassie from down the 

lane." With evenly split scores of 4, 5, and 6, the teachers who scored the essay 

a 6 felt that the unique approach warranted a higher score. The other raters liked 
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the originality of the ideas, but did not find the casual attitude appealing. In the 

case of Leo's essay, the voice associated with the unexpected approach was 

negated by the too-casual attitude toward the teacher readers. 

Teachers felt that Neal offered a unique viewpoint: awareness of germs 

and diseases has led to an increase in hypochondria, the Industrial Revolution 

has led to job losses, and the security of society has led to stagnation in 

developing new ideas and technologies. Watson observed that the student's 

unique perspective "reached out to an imagined audience that's real." Both 

Milford and Watson scored the essay a 5, in part because they felt that the 

student really felt the truth he expressed in his essay. Teachers tied the 

expression of truth, which they identified as a key element of voice, to ethos. 

Milford awarded Amanda's essay a score of 5, in part because of her 

original perspective: "without knowledge, we surrender our pasts, presents, and 

futures." Watson liked the use of the specific examples of Oppenheimer and 

Sputnik. With the Sputnik example in particular, Amanda linked past, present and 

future; this connection warranted a score of 6 from Watson. 

Even though several cited the Green Revolution as evidence in support of 

their arguments, Buchanan felt that Beth's attack of the prompt through the 

Green Revolution was an original approach. She felt that Beth's voice particularly 

came through in the end, when she "tied the effects of agriculture and fear of 

bombs in the hands of illiterate terrorists." For Buchanan, the connection of ideas 
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contributed to voice and earned the essay a score of 6. Buchanan also noted that 

the essay contained "information that [she has] internalized, not simply 

regurgitating facts." Milford, who also scored the essay a 6, concurred that voice 

was in part the use of "something [she has] internalized." Agreeing with the score 

of 6, Watson noted that the evidence that students had internalized ideas 

indicates that "they own it." While only scoring the essay a 4, Randall observed 

that the student was "comfortable with language and with the ideas." 

Comfort with the ideas extended to student use of details to support their 

theses. Tom says that "Knowledge can be harmful when understood by those 

who shouldn't." Milford observed that "specifics give validity to what you're 

saying," arguing that the "details contribute to voice" by giving the reader "a 

sense of that person." She awarded the essay a 5. Teachers responded 

positively to Tom's example of Uncle Allan, who was happy with his promotion 

until "he was given a new phone that gave people the ability to e-mail him at any 

given point in the day. Information consumed him, and access to more 

knowledge was unwelcome in his case." But teachers felt that the development 

of the example did not go far enough. Watson in particular "wanted to know the 

point about Uncle Allan" at the end of the essay; this lack of closure affected 

Watson's perception of voice in the essay and limited her evaluation of the essay 

to a score of 4. 
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Moving from details to breadth of support, teachers also liked the ideas in 

another popular essay, Adam's. Starting with Voltaire, then working through the 

Information Age, ending up with the idea of ADD, the writer covered the areas of 

philosophy, science, and health. While these ideas may seem to have little to do 

with each other, Adam connected them through his breadth of support for each, 

earning his essay an average score of 5.8. 

While teachers recognized the high-level literary examples used by David, 

Glenn only scored his essay a 4, noting that there was "no insight" because the 

student "struggles to justify this character's knowledge as a burden." For 

Buchanan, who scored the essay a 5, "insightful makes the difference; if it had 

been insightful, there probably would have been voice;" with voice, Buchanan 

would have scored the essay a 6. In discussing this essay, Milford observed that 

"insightful examples are more original and more profound ... more personal in 

terms of things they've internalized." Milford also scored the essay a 5. 

Breadth of ideas not addressed deeply could cause problems for teacher 

raters. Emma included literature and current events to support her view that "in a 

society where knowledge is power, it seems narve to believe knowledge would 

be a burden rather than a benefit." But her examples of the Gulf oil spill and The 

Scarlet Letter caused a disconnect for teachers, who wanted to see a link 

between the two disparate examples and only awarded her essay an average 

score of 4.6. 
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Heather's was an unusual essay in that teachers felt that the ideas were 

there but were not expressed well. Buchanan liked the mention of "pi to the 

infinite number" and related that to voice, awarding the essay a 5. Milford agreed 

that the examples were insightful, but the student "might have some trouble 

expressing what [s]he's trying to say." She noted that "having trouble expressing 

those insightful ideas will limit the voice." This limited voice kept Milford's score at 

a 5. Teachers agreed that great ideas deserved the ability to express them 

clearly. 

Teachers appreciated essays in which students attempted to arrive at a 

deeper understanding of the prompt, regardless of whether that understanding 

was obviously achieved. This search for meaning was identified by teacher raters 

as an indicator of voice, as they connected to the student writer's exploration of 

the topic. Watson described Ryan's essay as "one of the few that had that real 

extended example that was trying to work through it." She awarded the attempt 

at deeper meaning a 5. Ryan used Frederick Douglass and the tool of knowledge 

to argue that "a tool is as smart as the operator." He then argued that Douglass' 

education would not have mattered if he had not used that education to improve 

his life and the lives of others. The student "tried to make the connections and 

kept propelling me through wanting to read through that. I connected with the 

exploration and the extended example" (Watson). Randall, who scored the essay 

a 4, questioned that "maybe they don't have to have the answer?" But Milford 
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argued that the writer "finds the answer by the end" and scored the essay a 5. 

Watson agreed that "it's definitely resolved." Milford appreciated the higher level 

example of Frederick Douglass and "was impressed with the thinking." 

Watson identified "grappling with ideas" as an indicator of "higher order 

thinking. There's a discovery model there for me. Through writing I can discover 

the answer to the question. To me, that's more sincere than pretending to know 

the answer and to try to write my way into it." Metacognition within the essay 

appealed to teachers, leading them to engage with the writer. 

Cole addressed the concept of grappling with ideas in writing: "I put it in 

and see where it goes. I think it's better to at least try an idea and move on if you 

need to than to leave it out completely." For him, the possibility of getting to an 

insightful idea is worth the risk of rambling to get there. 

Heather notes that "a lot of times you have to just stream of 

consciousness. I guess so you can get everything you're thinking on paper. You 

can always go back and erase, but you can't go back and replace what you've 

lost, especially in a first draft." Her essay serves as an example of stream of 

consciousness: she explores man's desire to become God by acquiring 

knowledge. 

Caitlyn struggled with ideas and point of view on this topic. "Normally I 

catch things really fast, but with this prompt I didn't know what to write. I just 

wasn't as confident as I usually am. I didn't specifically feel personally either way 
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on the argument, so I was just making up my point of view." Usually, "I can just 

make up my argument and I can sound very strong about it. But it depends on if 

I've heard the argument before, or made the argument before, or if I know 

anything about it. I can argue either side, but I have to know the argument." In 

this case, she was "just trying to get through it. I really didn't know what I was 

talking about." She acknowledged that 11 1 don't actually feel this way, so it was 

hard for my voice to come out and for you guys to understand me and feel where 

I'm coming from. I didn't have a very good argument, so I was making up stuff as 

I went along." Caitlyn's lack of confidence came through in her writing; teachers 

did not identify her essay as having voice. 

Summary of Findings 

While word choice alone was not enough to contribute voice to an essay, 

teacher raters appreciated intentional use of language, which could be 

demonstrated through word choice, language play, or extended metaphor. They 

spoke repeatedly of the students who wrote those essays as being comfortable 

with language, and that comfort was identified as being an indicator of voice. 

Teachers also responded positively to sentence structure and sentence variety. 

Specifically, they connected sophisticated syntax to sophisticated ideas. 

Teachers identified varied syntax as another indication of comfort with language, 

which they tied to voice. Audience awareness was important in terms of its 

appropriateness; inappropriate audience awareness was deemed as 
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undesirable. In this sense, an essay could have negative voice that was 

detrimental to the overall score. Teachers responded positively to essays that 

they considered to be sincere, and this element often tied together audience 

awareness and invention. This perceived ethos was repeatedly identified as an 

element of voice and will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five. 

95 



CHAPTERV 

HEARING DIFFERENT TUNES: DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTION 

OF VOICE IN CLASSROOM COMPOSITION 

This study and the literature review began as an attempt to define voice in 

composition so that I could better teach my students how to write with voice. I 

hoped to develop, if not a definition, a checklist of sorts that could be used to 

provide students with a sense of what voice in composition looked and sounded 

like. Instead of a definition or list, I found myself deeper in the maze of differing 

perceptions of voice. Teacher responses indicated that they found voice 

everywhere: in the stages of the writing process, in the entire rhetorical act, in the 

five canons of ancient rhetoric-invention, arrangement, style, memory, and 

delivery-and in the three proofs of argument-ethos, pathos, logos. This 

chapter looks more closely at teacher and student comments about those areas 

of composition that relate to voice. 

Voice Spans the Rhetorical Act 

In classroom practice teachers recognize that voice has a perceptible 

place in academic writing. For them, audience, purpose, and occasion drive 

content and style. Like Watson, teachers begin with the question "Does the 

writing fulfill its purpose for its intended audience?" Classroom instructors resolve 
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the dissension between voice as author's awareness of audience and purpose 

and voice as style by interpreting the stylistic elements of diction and syntax as 

indicating audience awareness and appropriateness. The way a student writes 

reflects the student's intent in writing. For teachers, the presence of the author is 

indicated by appropriate audience and purpose in a piece of writing, as reflected 

in content and style, bringing together all of the indicators of voice. 

Teachers at the high school and college level are cognizant of the 

rhetorical triangle when they read student essays. Randall, for example, creates 

a persona when she reads an essay: "I will try to imagine as though, for example, 

[when a student discusses] literature, I have never read that piece of literature, 

and does it make sense. Do I fully understand it even though I haven't read that 

piece of literature?" Likewise, Watson looks for development that "answers my 

questions as a reader. We're getting into reader response. Does it take into 

consideration the reader? Have the reader's potential questions been 

considered?" Milford speaks of audience and purpose in terms of development of 

ideas: 

An example is sufficiently developed when elaboration is thorough 

and specific and demonstrates how the example supports the 

thesis. The reader is left with no question about the example or 

about the relevance of it. The reader does not have to play a 

guessing game: What does the writer mean by this? Does the 
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writer really understand how this example supports the thesis? 

Does the writer really understand this example and have some 

depth of knowledge about it? 

It is important to teachers that the student writer clearly explains his argument to 

the reader; a clear written explanation reveals a clear thought process. 

Teachers feel that audience cannot be separated from purpose, agreeing 

that awareness of both audience and purpose are critical. Glenn put it most 

succinctly: "Audience and purpose draw out voice." Purpose cannot be separated 

from audience. Watson notes that the most important thing she looks for in a 

piece of writing is "Does the writing fulfill its purpose for its intended audience? 

All the pieces come together. It's not only one thing . It's the gestalt." When 

audience and purpose are in place, a piece has appropriate voice. 

Buchanan was more specific in explaining how a piece of writing 

addresses purpose: "Diction and sentence structure help me determine if a 

student understands purpose. Detailed and vivid language guides the reader 

through personal examples, while facts and figures are useful for historical or 

current event examples." Milford combined the views toward purpose: "The writer 

writes in the correct mode and uses appropriate language, style, and content for 

the purpose." 

For Watson, too, purpose should dictate mode: "The writing [should fulfill] 

the conventions of that genre. If I'm writing an argument, the writing should have 
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those characteristics one expects to see. That would be organization, 

conventions, development, summed up as conventions of the genre." Glenn 

insists that with an argumentative essay, purpose is demonstrated by whether 

and how well the writer defends his position, an expression of author 

attentiveness to audience, purpose, and mode. 

An awareness of audience is essential to achieving purpose, a key 

element of academic writing. "Students should understand that informal slang is 

not appropriate in an academic essay" (Buchanan). Watson points again to the 

conventions of the genre: "Diction is important-I'm going to really hone in on 

that piece. I know to consider my audience in my diction, in my types of 

examples, in my development of the piece." Formality is important to Glenn: "For 

an [academic] essay [like the SAT], the writer would have to show that he 

understands that teachers and professors will be grading it-no slang or cursing." 

Milford knows a writer has an awareness of audience when the "writer uses 

appropriate language, style, content, and elaboration for the intended audience." 

Thus the writer behind the words and the connection to audience tie voice 
' 

firmly to the rhetorical triangle; voice depends on the rhetorical task at hand. The 

same author can have different voices when responding to different rhetorical 

events. Voice thus arises from an awareness of purpose and audience, and an 

author's voice can vary from one text to another, even in an academic context. 
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Teachers identified this trait as perceived ethos; they responded to the apparent 

authenticity illustrated in a given essay, regardless of the writer's true beliefs or 

feelings. 

Voice Spans the Proofs 

At the onset of the study, I did not expect to address the proofs of 

argumentation; if anything, I expected voice to be revealed through pathos. But 

the review of scholarship and the examination of both teacher and student 

perceptions of voice indicated something more complicated. While individuality 

was desirable and could be viewed as pathos, pathos tended to be targeted by 

teachers as a negative when the writer addressed the audience inappropriately. 

Pathos as a positive element of voice occurred through the student's comfort with 

language, both in terms of vocabulary and varied sentence structure, related to 

the canons of style, memory, and delivery. 

Voice occurs through logos in a writer's use of specificity and elaboration, 

which teachers identified as clear and thoughtful presentation. Typically, teachers 

target a clear thesis then look at degree of development as evidenced by depth, 

specificity, and details. They look for strong examples and clear expression of 

ideas. For teachers in the study, logos appeared in a writer's support, both in the 

types of ideas and the development of those ideas, tying voice as logos to voice 

as invention. 
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Logos could also be apparent in essays that exhibited originality or insight. 

That insight could be manifest in different ways. For example, defense of 

assertions, especially recognition of opposing arguments, indicated logos. 

Metacognition could also be attributed to logos, as students wrote for exploration 

in search of deeper meaning, grappling with ideas to arrive at truth. Thus, voice 

as logos again relates to voice as invention as students explored and expressed 

ideas. 

The most surprising finding from the study was the identification of 

perceived sincerity as voice. This touches on Peter Elbow's discussion of a 

writer's real virtue as opposed to a writer's appearance of virtue. Joseph Harris 

has argued that "if what counts is less what a writer has to say than how much 

she really means or feels it, then the measure of good writing becomes its 

genuineness or sincerity. And how do you tell that?" (32). Teachers in the micro

study would respond that the writer's voice as true self was not important; an 

assumed role was sufficient to convey voice; authenticity matters only within the 

context of the words on the page. The teachers identified voice as ethos in 

differing elements of student responses. Ethos often was identified as personal 

response (Watson) or insight (Buchanan). For Glenn, ethos was apparent when 

a writer successfully defended his assertions. Randall saw ethos when the author 

seemed invested in the topic. For Milford, voice engages the reader when a 
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piece of writing sounds authentic, particularly when an essay expresses a 

student's individuality, an indication of ethos. 

With ethos as with style, the wrong voice can interfere with the reader's 

reception of the message. An appropriate voice encourages trust on the part of 

the reader. A reader who does not perceive appropriateness will read reluctantly 

or even skeptically. Randall views this appropriateness as a kind of "gravitas

the reader knows the writer has something serious to say about the topic." This 

approach to voice as ethos ties to voice as memory: the student expresses an 

idea that has been internalized, often tying it to a new idea. 

For Buchanan, an essay is authentic when the writer pushes beyond the 

obvious audience: "An authentic essay seems as though it has an audience 

outside of the SAT reader." The writer has internalized the information and 

personalizes it so that the reader feels a sense of "buy-in." Buchanan recognizes 

an essay as sincere when she feels "as though the writer is just out of sight. I can 

feel the presence of the mind that created the piece. I attribute sincerity to a 

prompt that resonates with the writer-it causes the writer to have something 

important to say." Milford feels that an authentic essay uses "language that 

reveals a passion for the subject and a unique style and specific details." 
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For her, the essay should be personal in terms of the student having internalized 

the information. 

Writing that sounds sincere contains thorough elaboration because 

the writer feels strongly about what he is writing and wants to 

convey clearly his/her thoughts. It reveals a unique perspective and 

uses language that expresses passion because the writer takes a 

vested interest in the subject. Sincere writing does not sound trite. 

For Glenn, "an authentic essay is a sincere essay. I really think when the writer 

cares about the topic he is writing about, it comes through his words." When a 

student has something to say about a topic, he writes for himself as well as his 

audience, imbuing the response with voice. 

But teachers recognize that an authentic essay does not need to be truly 

authentic; it only needs to seem authentic. "I've seen gifted writers make writing 

[seem] authentic that's not authentic. They have that seamless ability to make it 

seem real; they can connect emotionally and seem authentic. It's not just a 

rehash of everything that's ever been written on that topic" (Watson). For her, as 

well as for the other teachers who participated in the study, characteristics of an 

authentic essay include passion, insight, connection, unique perspective, 

exploration, and intensity. 
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Voice Spans the Canons 

In discussion and in interviews throughout the study, teachers and 

students both felt that ideas trumped style. In that sense, voice is manifested as 

invention. Teachers entered the scoring process looking for ideas before style. 

They sought essays with originality and insightful, thoughtful ideas. The ideas 

had to be expressed clearly and explained thoroughly; depth of development was 

also tied to invention, evidenced in student writing by specificity and details. 

Teachers recognized that clear expression and strong development of ideas 

contributed to voice as invention. 

In further evidence of voice as invention, voice comes across as genuine 

expression of student thought. In articulating ideas, voice serves as a filter for 

truth, what Ken Macrorie calls "truthtelling." Macrorie believes that "all good 

writers speak in honest voices and tell the truth," and this truth is "the first 

requirement for good writing" (15). Donald Murray argues that all writers are 

capable of discovering and sharing truth, just as all writers are capable of 

developing their own voices. By exploring different truths, writers can express 

their ideas in different voices. Teachers in the study responded favorably to those 

essays that they felt demonstrated a student's awareness of or attempt to 

discover truth: truthtelling resulted in voice. In some cases, teachers felt that 

students used their writing to discover the truth, and they recognized this struggle 

as indicative of voice as tied to invention. Like Peter Elbow, teachers were 
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"drawn to what is ambivalent and complex and ironic, not just to earnest attempts 

to tell the sincere truth" ("What Do We Mean" 18). Teachers responded positively 

to writing that reflected an attempt to make sense of complicated ideas. 

For many instructors at both the secondary and college levels, this effort 

to reach meaning, this search for truth, is key to academic writing. Donald 

Cowan, who has commented on the role of modern education, has observed that 

"the critical mind seeks truth," which he defines as "a fusion of the subjective and 

objective" (84). This metacognition, a fusion of ideas and thinking about those 

ideas, reflects Arthur Palacas' view of voice occurring within the intersection of 

the writer's "factive" world with his "reflective" world (123). Cowan recognizes that 

this interactive truth "discerns relationships and establishes coherences" (85). In 

the classroom, truth occurs through what Watson referred to as "grappling," a 

process that Cowan terms "grasping," when students latch onto an idea and 

desire to explore it (85). He goes on to say that in order for learning to occur, 

"truth must be grasped and then understood" (86). The idea must be explored 

and some kind of truth discovered. Teachers recognized this search as an 

illustration of voice as invention. 

In the round table discussion and in interviews, teachers who participated 

in this study most often referred to development of ideas, especially creative and 

higher level concepts, when discussing voice. Teachers focused on content 

before style in identifying voice in student compositions, specifically naming 

105 



critical thinking and development of examples as tied to voice. This approach 

embraces the expressionist view of voice as the presence of the author; teachers 

looked first at what the student had to say, identifying the content with the 

student author. At the same time, teachers look for appropriateness toward 

audience and purpose, which exemplifies voice as authority, or voice as ethos. 

Buchanan summed up the importance of ideas and development by noting 

that "writers must have something to say; if it's not important or significant, then 

why bother? An insightful idea does not leave me asking, 'So what?'." Milford 

looks for "substantive and clear content with thorough elaboration that supports 

the thesis." She does not look for "specific types [of examples] in the sense of 

personal versus literary or current events. However, I do look for examples that 

demonstrate creative and/or higher-level thinking." For Milford, ideas that 

demonstrate higher-level thinking are key to successful writing for students: 

"Insightful ideas lead to original ideas lead to profound ideas." But expressing 

those ideas well is essential: "Trouble expressing insightful ideas limits voice." 

Milford feels that specific details give validity to an argument. She also likes to 

see original metaphor, as in Isabel's monkey-with-bananas essay. 

Glenn believes that insight comes from "the people or events that the 

writer chooses to use to defend his thesis. There is a difference between 

defending an argument using Mu/an and the Russian Revolution as an example. 

One can show a level of insight that the other might not." Glenn feels that a 
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student "can use anything to defend his/her position as long as it is relevant to 

the topic." He looks for details. "If the student says that 'Macbeth is bad,' he 

better explain to me how he is a bad person based on the text." For Glenn, voice 

depends in part on appropriateness of support. 

Buchanan ties development to clarity: "If the example gives me 

clarification, without raising additional questions, I consider it to be fully 

developed." She expects a well-developed paper "to have a variety of examples." 

Those examples should be thoroughly developed and connected to each other 

and to the thesis. Again, clear writing demonstrates clear thinking. 

In terms of types of examples, students in this study seemed to prefer 

historical examples to literary examples. "A lot of the writing I had been doing 

before had to do with literature, which sometimes I don't feel that I'm good at 

addressing" (Isabel). For this essay, "I had thought about this before, so I was 

able to really say what I felt. Because I had actually felt that overwhelming 

feeling. I was able to write with conviction, not like when I write about literature. 

Maybe that conviction came because I had felt annoyed before, and that was a 

strong feeling." Specifically, "I had thought about how stressful it is to research 

anything on the Internet because there's so much information and it's hard to 

know what's valid and what you can trust." Isabel relayed her frustration with 

searching the Internet through the metaphor of a monkey with too many bananas 

who struggles with what to do with them all. 
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On the other hand, Amanda struggled with voice in using her two historical 

examples: "With historical things, my voice tends to be matter-of-fact. I try to put 

explanation in it, so it's not so matter-of-fact." Teachers agreed that her delivery 

of the creation of the atom bomb and the development of the space race was 

straightforward, and they appreciated the specificity of her support. They felt her 

essay demonstrated voice through her use of vocabulary: "This is the language 

the kid uses; this is not forced vocabulary" (Buchanan). Randall recognized that 

Beth's use of terms such as "nascent weapon" was "not that weird read we get 

when kids are doing SAT vocabulary." Comfort with language in student 

expression of ideas was clearly an indicator of voice. 

Although most students included two supporting ideas, Isabel focused on 

one point because of the limits of time and space: "I just had one point I wanted 

to get across, so the focus remained on the Internet being too confusing." She 

framed her one point within the metaphor of a monkey with too many bananas. 

Isabel felt that "because I kept this one short, I was able to get my point across. I 

feel like had the thesis, the topic sentence, and then I was able to just elaborate 

on that one specific point. I was able to give examples and support my idea. I 

had a pretty extensive analogy going on and I felt good about it." Teachers felt 

that her one point was strongly delivered, but they wanted more elaboration. 

Other students also recognized the importance of development. Heather 

felt that "describing a scenario was a strength. But then I didn't give as many 
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examples as I could have, so it didn't play out as so much of a strength." 

Teachers felt that her single example of playing God was insightful, but that she 

"might have had some trouble expressing what [she's] trying to say" (Buchanan). 

Milford noted that a writer having difficulty conveying insightful ideas limits 

student voice. Heather's essay received an average score of 4.4. 

While students tended to rely on historical and literary examples for 

support, teachers did not expect a particular kind of support; the quality of the 

support was more important than the type of support. Like many teachers, 

Watson looks for "well chosen" evidence. "I like to see a variety, but it has to be 

the example that best supports where they're going ." Randall allows for a lot of 

leeway with examples, "especially when the prompt is as broad as it is with the 

SAT essay." Student knowledge of and comfort expressing the support 

contributed to the overall perception of voice in an essay. 

David relies on formula for development. "I used two examples as 

evidence. I always use this formula. And I always use these two books (John 

Knowles' A Separate Peace and Upton Sinclair's the Jungle) , just different 

examples." But David felt that he had confused his support. 

I talk about Upton Sinclair's Jungle and how the knowledge he 

shared was a burden. It was actually a benefit. I think it's a weak 

assertion. I talk about how he was criticized, but in the long run it 

was a good thing. I felt this was a weaker example, and I hope I 
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didn't contradict myself. If the reader had read the book, she might 

disagree. 

Teachers did, in fact, disagree with his example of Upton Sinclair: David 

presented Sinclair as an example of the outcome of sharing knowledge being a 

burden because the author faced criticism for muckraking in the wake of 

publication of The Jungle. Overall, they felt that his formulaic approach was 

"robotic" (Buchanan). David's essay scored an average of 5. 

Students felt most comfortable with using examples they had discussed 

extensively in class, and teachers recognized that comfort and responded 

favorably. Beth cited her use of the Green Revolution, which had been discussed 

in her Human Geography class: "We studied it a lot, so I was passionate and I 

had a lot to say. I really knew about it." Deep knowledge of her example helped 

her convey her idea with voice as she discussed advanced countries 

experimenting with agriculture in lesser developed countries. "My Green 

Revolution [example] does paint a picture. I started with what they do first, so you 

get an image. Then I talked about the way it's affected these nations." Teachers 

felt that her use of the Green Revolution as an example of knowledge being a 

burden was original and thought-provoking. They felt that the essay was 

conversational and didn't read "report-like" (Watson) . Buchanan recognized the 

support as information that Beth had "internalized; [she was] not just regurgitating 

facts." But Beth felt that she had struggled with her second example, the atomic 
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bomb: "We obviously haven't had World War Ill, so I didn't have as much to say." 

As a result, she felt that her second example "doesn't sing." Overall, she "wanted 

stronger reasons because I really [needed to] expand on my second example." 

Teachers did not comment on Beth's second example as being inadequate; 

rather, they felt that her essay revealed her to be "comfortable with the language 

and with the ideas" (Randall), both points teachers focused on repeatedly. 

Some students found it easy to respond to the prompt because they had 

thought about the topic before. Isabel found it relatively easy to write this essay 

"because I had thought about this. I had ideas of what I wanted to say in the 

short time I had." She started immediately into her story of the monkey with too 

many bananas and the parallel to people with too much information available 

from the Internet. Usually, "it takes time to figure out how do I feel about this? 

With the SAT, the majority of the time is spent thinking about the essay, that way 

I can focus on what I write. But most of the time I haven't previously thought 

about those ideas, so I really have to think about and grapple with it." Having 

previously thought about the topic enabled Isabel to begin writing immediately, 

allowing her to focus on developing her metaphor. 

Once identified, the student's thoughts have to be organized on the page. 

According to teacher responses to student essays, arrangement was more than 

ideas presented in a logical manner. While organization was important, essays 

with voice tended to use higher-level transitions that established the relationships 

111 



between ideas. Adverb phrases were typically identified as these higher-level 

transitions. For teachers, depth of development could be determined in part by 

arrangement: the organization of the essay had to reflect and emphasize the 

ideas presented. For an essay to be effective, the presentation had to be logical, 

and the ideas had to be clearly connected in some kind of apparent structure. 

Ken Macrorie argues that voice provides structure to writing by providing a 

natural organization that occurs during the writing process; when voice is 

present, "everything seems to belong together and the whole speaks in one 

rhythm" (161 ). In the study, Watson articulated this concept as "everything 

contributes to meaning." Donald Graves describes the impact of voice on 

structure as a "window frame" that outlines what the reader sees (228). Structure 

organizes a writer's ideas and presents them in a meaningful way for the reader. 

This structure reveals a sense of voice in composition. 

In his follow-up interview, David expressed concern about his 

organization: "Before you write it you don't feel organized, but as you're writing it 

just comes to you." For academic writing, he falls back on a formulaic response 

to get him started, beginning with a restatement of the prompt. "I used two 

examples as evidence (John Knowles' A Separate Peace and Upton Sinclair's 

The Jungle) .... I give a summary and explain how it applies to whatever I'm 

claiming and then move on." He feels that this strategy is his greatest strength as 

a writer, enabling him "to get the point across. Claim, evidence, boom. It may not 
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be the fanciest thing, but the content is there if not the style." Eschewing the 

importance of voice, David relies on formula to achieve his goal in a limited time. 

Amanda recognizes the difference in organization in academic writing and 

personal writing: "When I'm writing academically, I feel like there should be more 

structure, so I use what I learn in English. In my personal writing, without the 

structure, my writing is more fluid." She connects voice with the fluidity of a more 

personal response. For Amanda, this prompt proved to be a blend of personal 

response (new knowledge, while initially detrimental, can eventually be 

beneficial) with support that was academic in nature (the development of the 

atomic bomb). Her hybrid response garnered an average score of 5.2. 

Teachers recognized the role of transitions in effective organization. For 

Milford, "transitions link ideas and demonstrate the writer's understanding of the 

relationship between ideas. Buchanan feels that "transitions get a paper to that 

level of organization required. They tie the piece together and, when done well, 

make it flow smoothly." For Watson, "transitions are essential to keep me moving 

through the piece and keep me on track. I think we focus on them when they're 

done poorly, when they're too obvious. First, then, etc.-the signposts are too 

obvious. Transitions should add depth and meaning to the piece." Subtle 

transitions, therefore, are preferable to blatant ones. Glenn feels that "transitions 

are important to the extent that they show the audience that you've completed 
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one thought and are moving on to another." As with other elements, teachers 

readily notice what is ineffective in an essay. 

Beyond transitions, teachers recognized links between ideas as 

contributing to development: 'The connections tie back to the prompt, and, in 

some way, must connect the ideas" (Buchanan). Watson believes that it helps to 

have unique ideas as well as connected ideas. She feels that links between 

ideas relate to "authenticity and insight. Some of our more talented writers are 

really good critical thinkers. They're able to reach out beyond themselves and 

connect to a variety of concepts that gets rewarded as insight and authenticity 

and unique perspective." When students use connections to create unique ideas, 

their writing reveals higher-order thinking. Milford looks for connections between 

ideas that she feels reveal higher-order thinking in a student's examples, 

assertions, and the types of elaboration: the details "are not simplistic and are 

sometimes very original." Connections between ideas can indicate original 

thought, a hallmark of voice. 

Otherwise thorough development without connections could prove 

problematic. Cole felt that his development was thorough: "I felt like I used 

evidence and support to back up my different ideas. I had three different body 

paragraphs and I had support for all of them: Edison, China, historical." While 

teachers felt that the individual examples were adequately developed, Watson 

bemoaned the lack of "absolute connection of ideas." As with other elements, 
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the absence of connections between ideas contributes to the perception of lack 

of voice in a piece of writing. 

In the classicist approach, voice is most clearly tied to the canon of style. 

And in the classroom, voice as style is a good starting point for instruction, since 

it is easier to teach stylistic devices, which tend to be concrete, than it is to teach 

idea generation, which is vague and varies by individual. Diction and syntax can 

be assembled to create a recognizable style, which can be considered a writer's 

voice, especially when that style contains word play and displays an obvious 

comfort with language. Holcomb and Killingsworth identify style as voice as "an 

impression of self-in-language" and call it "stylistic footing" (56). 

But voice can also involve a misuse of style-a twist on the notion of voice 

tied to the canon of style. Tom Romano in particular has recognized that voice 

can be related to intentional rule-breaking, much like the intentional use of 

cliches that teachers responded to in Olivia's essay. But the misuse of style must 

be intentional; if the writing is not clear and the reader struggles with meaning, 

the message is lost. Poor or inappropriate style can lead to a sense of mistrust 

on the part of the reader: if the writer obviously does not know how to write, the 

reader wonders what authority the writer possesses to convey ideas. And while 

absolutely correct style is not expected in on-demand timed writing, teachers 

expected the language in student essays to be clear. Those essays with higher 

scores tended to have what Milford referred to as focus and polish (Table 8). 
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Teachers responded to precise, deliberate use of syntax, with appropriate use of 

humor and word play. A comfort with the written language demonstrates voice. In 

appropriate use of language, style is tied to awareness of audience and purpose. 

Beyond style, natural and comfortable use of vocabulary and syntax 

reflects the canon of memory: teachers responded positively to student essays 

where the student "owned" the language they used (Randall). Memory is also 

evident in student comfort with ideas. Buchanan in particular looked for clues that 

students apparently had internalized the information they presented; that 

internalization resulted in connections and insightful ideas. Buchanan identified 

those essays where the "writer shows no ownership of the topic" as lacking 

voice. Teachers felt that student "ownership" of the material indicated a deep 

knowledge of the topic and therefore revealed voice in the sense of the canon of 

memory. 

In the written form, delivery is tied to style. Delivery was apparent in 

writing that Watson identified as having everything contributing to meaning. In the 

delivery of a written piece, the writer cannot rely on his audience's reaction to 

affect his delivery; he has one chance to reach his audience, "adjust[ing] to the 

loss of vocal and facial expression, gesticulation, feedback, collaboration, and 

the other characteristics of conversation" (Moffett 117). The writer must anticipate 

his audience's reaction without the opportunity to adjust his delivery. Voice allows 

the writer to overcome these obstacles: a sense of voice in writing engages the 
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reader, allowing the reader to connect with the writer and the writer's ideas-an 

important element of academic writing, where the goal is "agreement between an 

author and audience" (Holcomb and Killingsworth 56). 

Teachers indicated that clear and thoughtful presentation of ideas was 

essential for effective delivery in student essays. In his classroom, Glenn 

stresses the importance of voice being appropriate to the assignment; a delivery 

that is too informal in an academic context loses the audience. In modern 

composition, as in classical times, delivery is tied to audience awareness; essays 

with voice appropriately address audience and situation, leading to effective 

delivery of the writer's message. 

Voice not only spans the canons; various elements of voice cross over the 

canons. Content, based on ideas, is obviously tied to invention, but clear 

understanding of those ideas is also tied to memory. Transitions between ideas 

are obviously tied to arrangement, but the choice of transitions ties to the canon 

of style. Appropriate style affects delivery as it illustrates awareness of audience 

and purpose. 

Summary 

In the final analysis, it seems that voice touches on everything, beginning 

in the composition classroom with the stages of the writing process. Voice can 

also be tied to the five canons of ancient rhetoric: invention, arrangement, style, 

memory, and delivery. In addition, voice relates to the three proofs of argument: 
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ethos, pathos, logos. Finally, voice appears in different guises in modern scoring 

rubric points, including ideas, style, organization, and sentence fluency. Voice is 

not an isolated quality; it is an amalgam of elements encompassing all stages of 

the writing process and all elements of composition. This presence of voice in all 

aspects of composition both accounts for and resolves the different views of 

voice: voice is not either invention or style; it is both invention and style. Voice is 

not either genuine author's presence or author's persona; it is both the genuine 

author and the author's persona in a specific piece of writing. Voice is 

transactional, serving as a kind of interpretative contract between writer and 

reader. 

Shortly after this study was completed, Jill Jeffery published her 

dissertation: Voice, Genre, and Intentionality: An Integrated Methods Study of 

Voice Criteria in the Evaluation of Secondary Students' Writing. Her study 

included a survey of definitions for voice in state assessments and teachers' 

perceptions of voice in actual exam responses in an examination of the 

intersection between voice criteria and genre features. She concludes her 

dissertation with several questions, one of which is: How do actual raters apply 

voice criteria when scoring student essays? This dissertation provides a 

preliminary answer to that question: voice spans all areas of composition. 

Teachers look for voice in all of its forms: invention, arrangement, style, memory, 

and delivery, as well as ethos, pathos and logos. Jeffery posits that voice is un-
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teachable, because techniques taught in the classroom are inauthentic. The 

teachers in this study would disagree with that assessment. They teach voice 

through reading authors, through class discussion, and through modeling and 

practice of stylistic devices, as will be outlined in Chapter Six. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONDUCTING THE CHOIR: A PEDAGOGY FOR TEACHING VOICE 

IN THE COMPOSITION CLASSROOM 

It is clear from the teacher and student responses from this study that, just 

as realized in a review of the literature of voice in composition , there remains no 

one view of what constitutes voice in composition . Based on teacher scoring of 

student essays and teacher and student interviews regarding their perceptions of 

voice, voice emerges as transactional in nature: voice comes from the writer, 

relevant to the message, appropriate to the audience and purpose. Voice also 

spans the writing process, the canons, and the proofs. Thus, the results point 

toward specific lessons that can be used to improve voice in student writing.27 

The strategies and lessons outlined in this chapter are predicated on the 

premise that training students to use voice in composition requires oral voicing as 

a means of transaction : discussion of ideas, organization , and style builds 

capacity for voice in writing . The lessons are grouped according the canons. 

Teaching Voice through Invention 

Based on a review of the literature and the results of the study, voice 

begins with idea generation. Essays with in-depth, higher level, connected ideas 

27 As with many teachers, I no longer remember where I got my ideas for lessons. Where I know 
whom to credit in the lessons provided in this chapter, I provide credit. 
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were judged by the teacher raters as more likely to contain voice. That response 

would indicate that teachers should begin teaching voice through invention. 

Teachers who participated in the study felt that wide reading was the best 

preparation students could have for producing essays with voice: "The more 

widely read [students] are, the more experiences they have to bring to the essay" 

(Buchanan). Student writers can bring from their reading ideas that they have 

internalized, a voice trait identified by Buchanan. Extensive reading is the 

foundation for developing voice. A well-read student is not only exposed to 

various authors' styles, he becomes more aware of a broad range of ideas and 

approaches to different audiences, developing the point of view that Glenn feels 

indicates voice. Buchanan realizes that encouraging reading to expand a 

student's ideas will also provide a foundation for improved style, as students read 

passages in different modes with different styles. Watson recognizes that 

students who have read widely develop a repertoire of ideas as well as a "toolbox 

of styles" to use in on-demand writing. For this reason, Buchanan uses both 

professional models and student examples. 

Lesson: Sustained Silent Reading 

Objective: to develop voice by expanding students' awareness of authors' styles 

as an indicator of voice, providing students with a variety of styles to emulate in 

their own writing. 
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Instructions: Allow at least 15 minutes on a regular basis for students to read in 

class. This reading should be student choice, but may be from a list 

predetermined by the instructor, or the instructor may provide parameters, e.g.: 

fiction or nonfiction only, specific authors, no magazines. 

Discussion/Metacognition: Students should share passages that they find 

interesting, in terms of either content or style. Students can then comment on the 

effectiveness of passages chosen and shared by their classmates. This 

discussion allows students to experience the writing styles of various authors and 

to compare authors' styles as indicators of voice. The conversation also 

reinforces the language of composition style, which can be helpful in articulating 

the presence of voice in a piece of writing. 

In order to attain sincerity in their writing, students need to be comfortable 

with their ideas as well as with the language they use to express those ideas. 

While the foundations of composition are reading and writing, the foundations of 

language acquisition are based on social interaction, initially through listening 

and speaking, so achieving this aspect of voice depends on a return to our oral 

roots in teaching composition instruction. Students seem to instinctively 

recognize this: in their interviews, they referred repeatedly to ideas and language 

structures that they had talked about in class. Students need to talk to give voice 

to their ideas before they voice their ideas on paper. Classroom conversation 

about ideas as well as about student writing builds a discourse community that is 
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essential to establishing a sense of authority in writing. That classroom 

conversation addresses all of the elements of voice present in the history of voice 

in composition as well as those elements discovered in the study on which this 

dissertation is based. 

Lesson: Inner/Outer Circle 

Objective: to develop voice by encouraging student conversation and providing 

opportunities for students to voice their reactions to texts and support for their 

stylistic choices that contribute to voice. 

Instructions: Seat the students in two circles, one inside the other, with all 

students facing the center of the circle. Students have been pre-assigned a piece 

of reading and told to prepare for class discussion. In the example provided, 

focus is on diction, but focus can be directed toward style or specific literary 

elements, as appropriate for the course and the piece . 

Activity: 

Outer Circle: Note-taking 
• You are completely silent but "talking back" by taking notes 
• You must answer the following questions ... 

o To what discussion idea were you dying to respond? What would 
you have said? 

o What was the single most important idea discussed? Why? 
o What was the single most important idea not discussed? Why? 
o What could have made the discussion more constructive? 

Inner Circle: Text-based Support 
• You are engaged in discussion, actively participating but not dominating 

the conversation . 
• You must "speak" a minimum of 3 times for credit in the discussion. 

Figure continued 
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• Read aloud excerpts from the text to make a point or support your 
ideas .. . be sure to draw attention to diction. 

• LISTEN 
• Look the current speaker in the eye. 
• Do not interrupt!!!! 
• Use each other's names. 
• Stick to the text. Your point or opinion only matters if you can "back your 

smack." 
• If you are confused about someone else's point, ask questions. 
• Attack ideas, not people. Changing your mind means your mind was 

open. 

Fig. 1. Inner/Outer Circle Instructions 

Discussion/Metacognition: Whole-group debriefing of this activity should focus on 

what students learned about the piece from listening to the discussion . Have 

students discuss what thoughts they found difficult to articulate. Discuss the 

author's voice in the piece, then guide students to a discussion of their 

classmates' voices : Did a student have a focus point that they repeatedly turned 

to? Did a student repeatedly use a word or phrase of their own to explain their 

ideas? 

After oral discussion, students should be encouraged to explore their 

ideas in writing; they do not have to have the answer before they start writing. An 

ideal strategy is focused QuickWriting, 28 where students are given a starting idea 

and a limited time to respond in writing . This writing will not be perfect; teachers 

will have to help students find the nuggets of good ideas and develop them 

28 QuickWriting is the term I use for timed writing on a focused topic. It is a directed version of 
Peter Elbow's freewriting . 
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further. Peter Elbow points out the complexity of this type of writing: the writing 

may "have to get worse before it gets better-be reshaped or restanced or 

revoiced in some way" ("What Do We Mean" 20). Teaching students how to 

grapple with complex or confusing ideas, and to do so in speaking and in writing, 

will help students develop voice in their writing. Students also benefit when they 

have to defend and support their ideas, strengthening their voices as they do so. 

The timed element has the added benefit of preparing students for on-demand 

writing, such as that required in some college exams. 

Lesson: Looping (from Peter Elbow) 

Objective: to develop voice by showing students a way to re-enter their writing to 

find a new starting point, leading to deeper development of writing. 

Instructions: Begin with a short piece of the student's own writing, possibly a 

QuickWrite. Have each student circle a word or phrase that catches his attention. 

The student should start a new response with that word or phrase then continue 

writing from there. Each response should be timed for a short period: 3-5 

minutes. Repeat 4-5 times. 

Variation: Have students trade responses then circle a word phrase that jumps 

out at the reader. Return papers to the student writers and have them start a new 

response with that word or phrase. 

Discussion/Metacognition: Students share their best words, phrases, or 

sentences. Alternatively, students could mark their best words, phrases, or 
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sentences, and the teacher could share those with the class. Fellow class 

members can then discuss which writing belongs to which student. A subsequent 

discussion of effectiveness of wording leads naturally into an analysis of voice in 

a student's writing. 

Lesson: Pair Revision 

Objective: to develop voice by teaching students how to discuss their writing and 

the writing of their peers in order to develop a recognition of and vocabulary for 

voice. 

Activity: Have students sit in two circles, one inside the other with the 

desks/chairs facing each other in pairs. Students should leave enough room 

between desks/chairs to move around. Assign students to an inner seat or outer 

seat; pairings do not matter. Give students 7-8 minutes to review and confer 

about each other's essays. At the end of that time, students in the inner circle 

move right and share with the new partner. Repeat as necessary/time permits. 

Variation: Provide specific talking points for the paired conversations. 

Discussion/Metacognition: Bring students back together whole-class and have 

them share their best phrases or sentences. The subsequent discussion leads to 

an· analysis of voice in writing as students discuss their choices as writers. 

Even as practice for academic writing, not all teacher-assigned writing has 

to be purely academic in nature. As Janet Emig and Tom Romano have pointed 
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out, students need to begin with accessible writing topics. For example, Isabel 

prefers hybrid writing, such as: 

How might this experience in the book relate to an experience you 

have had? I prefer essays like that because we read all this 

literature to learn how to read and interpret, but at the same time 

we can learn about ourselves and the process of life. When we can 

connect our experiences to the books, it makes everything more 

real. 

This kind of connecting-life-to-literature writing is perhaps more typical of 

classroom writing than the SAT writing prompt is; hybrid writing can be used as a 

foundation or bridge for on-demand academic writing. Like discussion, hybrid 

writing can help students explore and develop their ideas, helping them 

internalize ideas that they can use for support in other essays, contributing to 

voice. 

Teaching Voice through Organization 

In the study, teacher raters recognized essays that were intrinsically 

organized, especially those with sophisticated connections, as containing voice. 

This discovery leads to the importance of teaching voice through organization. 

Organization begins with the planning stage as students arrange and connect 

their ideas into a coherent presentation for the reader. As with idea generation, 
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oral discussion can help students prepare to write and eventually improve their 

on-demand writing . 

Lesson: Partner Revision Checklist (based on 6-Trait rubric) 

Objective: to develop voice by having student writers defend their writing choices 

to an editing partner. 

Instructions: Assign students in pairs and provide the following checklist to guide 

discussion. Writers should begin with the talking points in the activity, while 

editors provide feedback; writers should defend their choices or work out 

solutions. The sample activity begins with a focus on ideas then moves into 

organization of the essay. 

Activity: 

Ideas and Development 
□ The writer makes one main point-or several connected points-that remain clear 

throughout the essay. What are they? 
□ The writer knows a lot about th is topic. How can you tell? What are his sources? 
□ The writer addresses, "What would a reader want to know about this topic?" What 

WOULD a reader want to know about this topic? 
□ The writer's support (examples, facts, quotations) is accurate, relevant to my main 

idea(s), interesting , and helpful. Give examples. 
□ What did you , the reader, learn from reading this? 

Organization 
□ The introduction catches your eye-and also let you know what's coming. How does the 

writer achieve this? 
□ Ideas are in an order that make it easy to understand what the writer was trying to say. 

List them. 
□ Each detail connects to the writer's main idea. How does each detail relate to the main 

idea? 
□ The information is structured to give it a kind of pattern ; details that go together are 

presented together. Identify the structure. 
□ The ending will answer any leftover questions the reader might have. What did you 

learn? What else do you want to know? 
Fig . 2. Partner Revision Self-Check List 
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Discussion/Metacognition: Once students have completed the activity, bring them 

together whole-class to discuss what they liked about their partners' essays and 

what they would change in their own essays. The directed one-on-one activity 

allows students to discuss their writing choices and consider other ideas as a 

means of incorporating voice in their writing. 

Lesson: Thesis and Topic Sentence Check 

Objective: to develop voice by teaching students how to confirm that their 

controlling idea works. Focus is a fundamental element of voice in composition. 

Instructions: Have students look at their own writing. They should highlight or 

underline each thesis and topic sentence. Remind students that these may not 

be the first sentences of the paragraphs, and they may not be there at all. Have 

students analyze their own writing as well as discuss the writing of their peers . 

Activity: 

Is there a thesis sentence? 
If so - is it in the correct spot for what you're saying? 
If not - where does it need to go? 
Does each paragraph have a topic sentence? 
If so - is it in the correct spot for what you're saying? 
If not - where does it need to go? 
Fig . 3. Thesis and Topic Sentence Checklist 

Discussion/Metacognition: Students should share their essay structures as a 

springboard for discussing organization and development. This conversation 

about organization could lead to an awareness of how organization contributes to 

voice as students discuss different organizational strategies for their essays . 
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Student use of rubrics as they write and revise can improve their writing. 

The 6 Traits rubric was designed specifically for this purpose, to provide a 

"shared vocabulary" for the "language of writing workshop" (Culham 54, 55). 

Structured peer review of writing in process can guide discussion on focus, 

organization, and development of ideas. Incorporating this element of a 

discourse community as students write can help them understand how ideas 

work together to present a coherent argument, as well as the expectations of a 

reading community. Those discussions will lead to questions about style and 

opportunities to revise using different syntactical and organizational structures, 

which can lead to improved voice in writing. 

Teaching Voice through Style 

Style would seem to be the obvious indicator of voice in writing, and 

teacher raters identified style as being an important element of voice. Many 

classroom resources are available to teach style. Teacher raters specifically 

recognized the importance of providing models throughout the writing process. 

Teachers can provide students with examples of effective style, both from 

published authors and from student writers. The teachers who participated in the 

study recognize that wide reading provides students with "a broader base for 

vocabulary and sentence structure. Students who internalize a wide variety of 

material have more strategies for getting across their ideas" (Buchanan). Watson 

uses sentence modeling, pulling out "greatly written sentences" from both 
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professionals and students to use as examples for student writers. Developing 

writers need to explore voice by role playing, trying on different masks of voice. 

Mimicking good writing helps student writers understand how effective sentences 

and paragraphs are put together. This focus on style leads to students being 

comfortable with language and syntax, an identified quality of voice. With 

examples as models, students can role-play their delivery for different audiences. 

Another effective strategy for teaching style is sentence combining, where 

students take short simple sentences and combine them into more effective 

complex sentences.29 Students can use professional models or their own writing 

as they combine their own sentences to form more formal syntax for academic 

writing, which can indicate higher-level ideas and the subsequent presence of 

voice. This strategy is especially effective for teaching grammar in the context of 

composition. 

Lesson: Peer Style Check (based on 6-Trait rubric) 

Objective: to develop voice by showing students how to examine closely their 

writing styles and make changes as necessary to correct voice to fit the audience 

and purpose. 

Instructions: Assign students in pairs and provide the following checklist to guide 

discussion . Writers should begin with the talking points in the activity, while 

29 William Strong 's Sentence Combining and Paragraph Building and Don Killgallon 's Sentence 
Composing for College are excellent sources for sentence combining activities. 
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editors provide feedback; writers should defend their choices or work out 

solutions. 

Activity: 

Word Choice and Terminology 
□ I know this topic well , so the terminology is familiar to me. That makes it easier 

to use words correctly , and to make the meaning clear. 
□ I tried out different ways to say the same thing , and always chose the way I 

thought would best help readers understand the message. 
□ I tried to picture my audience and imagine what they would already know about 

this topic. I tried to use language that would make them comfortable but still help 
them learn new ideas. 

□ I was careful to define terms I thought might be new, or words I used in a special 
way. 

□ I wasn't trying to show off, so I avoided unnecessary jargon or overly technical 
terms when simpler language would work as well. 

Sentence Structure 
□ The main thing I go for is clarity: Does every sentence make sense? 
□ I often use connecting words (Then, Therefore, In contrast, To summarize) to 

show how one thought leads into the next. 
□ Although my sentences vary in length, most are short and to the point-

especially the more technical pieces. 
□ My sentences are not wordy; I cut the deadwood. 
□ Every sentence is grammatically sound and complete . 
□ Because sentences fit together well , you can read through the text quickly 

without missing any main points. 

Conventions (Grammar) and Presentation 
□ My conventions (grammar) are essentially correct. You won't find any errors. 
□ Notice the basic layout. Eye catching; isn't it? You 'll find your eye moving right 

to the key points-that's deliberate. 
□ MLA format is used correctly to type my paper. 
□ All informational sources are cited correctly . 
□ I made sure to follow the "rules"-1 do not speak directly to my reader (I do not 

use I, me, my, you, your, etc.), I do not use slang words, and my paper contains 
no contractions. 

Fig. 4. Peer Style Self-Check List 

132 



Discussion/Metacognition: Students should share their self-responses with other 

classmates to guide a conversation about how diction and syntax contribute to 

voice. 

Lesson: Sentence Starters 

Objective: to develop voice by providing students with a framework for varying 

their sentence structure as a means of including voice in writing. 

Instructions: For each of these sentence starters, have students choose one 

sentence from their writing and revise the start of the sentence. Follow up the 

activity with paired or group conversation about the effectiveness of the 

sentences. 

Activity: 

Revise your sentence to start with : 
• Two adjectives 
• An appositive 
• A parallel structure 
• A prepositional phrase 
• An infinitive 
• A gerund 
• A perfect participle (past participle) 
• A present participle 
• Parallel structure, more complex 
• An adverbial clause 
• An adjective clause 
• A noun clause 

Fig. 5. Sentence Starters 
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Discussion/Metacognition: As students discuss their revisions and the relative 

effectiveness of each choice, the teacher focuses the conversation to examine 

the stylistic choices that contribute to voice. 

Teaching Voice through Memory 

The canon of memory does not readily translate into modern composition: 

modern writers do not memorize their performances. But student writers do need 

to be prepared to perform on demand in high-stakes testing situations. Teachers 

and students in the study all recognized the importance of having a repertoire of 

ideas to draw form for that on-demand writing. 

In discussion of the essays written for the study, teachers and students 

both emphasized the effectiveness of a composition when a student knew-or 

appeared to know-something about the topic. Students gain that knowledge 

through wide reading, classroom discussions, and a greater awareness of the 

world around them. The broader a student's knowledge base, the more the 

student has to draw from to respond to an on-demand writing prompt. With more 

knowledge, stemming from more conversations, students have more choice in 

how they respond; knowledge gives students choice. This research and 

internalization of knowledge can be tied to the canon of memory: what a student 

holds in his head is readily available to provide support for his written ideas. 

Memory can be built through oral rehearsal for writing. 
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Lesson: Current Events 

Objective: to develop voice by increasing students' awareness of world events in 

order to expand their knowledge base, contributing to the comfort with ideas that 

teachers identified as a component of voice. This lesson also provides students 

with the opportunity to practice summarizing and citation skills. 

Instructions: Assign students to find and report on a current news event of 

national or international importance on a regular basis, such as weekly. 

Activity: 

Current Events 

You will be better prepared for the testing that is your future if you are aware of 
current events - world and national. 

To that end , you will have a current event due every Friday. Your event should 
be news of national or international significance-not local or state , and not 
analysis or merely interest. 

Your source must be a legitimate news source, either print or web (including 
transcript of radio or television broadcast). The summary must be on a lined, 4x6 
index card . ALL INFORMATION SHOULD FIT ON THE FRONT OF THE CARD 
- an appropriate summary is part of the grade. 

Topic (Title) Date 

2-4 sentence summary of news item. 

citation 
Fig. 6. Current Event Instructions 
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Discussion/Metacognition: Students should share their current events with each 

other orally then discuss how those events could be used for support in their 

writing. Students could make connections across events or between current 

events and historical events or literature. Comfort in discussing and 

understanding current events can lead to comfort using those events as support 

in writing, contributing to voice. 

College composition instructors have called for writing that expresses a 

"complexity of thought" through "metacommentary" as students "[take] intellectual 

risks" by "[using] writing assignments as venues to explore complex questions or 

issues and, most importantly, to challenge themselves intellectually when they 

write" (Brockman et al. 76, 77). This desire for critical thinking is embedded in the 

Common Core Writing Standards, and the ability to explore and express ideas 

thoroughly will serve students well in all areas of academic writing at both the 

high school and the college levels. Adding a metacognitive piece to a completed 

composition assignment provides a means for students to reflect on their ideas 

and their writing. 

Teaching Voice through Delivery 

Students recognize the value of instruction in argumentation, including 

oral discussion. For Amanda, "the thing that has helped me the most with 

academic writing is the things that we learned in English Ill [AP], like synthesis 

essays, where we had to state a point and then provide specific support. 
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Otherwise, they're just claims that don't mean anything." Clear instruction in 

argumentation, focusing on development of support, helped Amanda become a 

successful on-demand writer with a clear and confident voice. Confidence in 

argumentation is not developed solely through writing. Students can use oral 

discussion as practice for recognizing appropriateness toward audience and 

purpose. As Elbow has observed, "attention to voice helps rhetorical 

effectiveness" ("Reconsiderations" 177). Students should be given the 

opportunity to discuss ideas and should be encouraged to consider views-and 

voices-other than their own. This can occur face-to-face in the classroom or 

on line via discussion forums. This prewriting stage of exploring and developing 

ideas can lead to more confident writers, writers who have voice. 

Lesson: Article Response 

Objective: to develop voice by analyzing an author's approach to audience and 

purpose. 

Instructions: Assign students a specific news article or opinion piece to respond 

to. In this lesson, unlike the Current Event lesson, all students review the same 

piece of writing. The teacher may provide a directed question for the reading, 

focusing on content, style, or connection to other ideas discussed in class. 
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Activity: 

Read the assigned article(s). 

Write a 250-word (one page) response. Include your count at the bottom of your 
response. 

Put an MLA citation for the article(s) at the bottom of your response. 

Fig . 7. Article Response Instructions 

Discussion/Metacognition: Students should discuss the content of the assigned 

article as well as their responses to the article. Discussion of their responses may 

lead students to consider other points of view, an important element in 

argumentative writing. Consideration of other points of view leads to stronger 

argumentation, as evidenced through stronger expression through voice. 

It seems obvious, but it bears repeating : students learn how to write by 

writing. As an extension, they learn to write with voice by writing-in different 

modes, for different purposes, for different audiences. The expressionists were 

on track in pushing frequent writing , such as Peter Elbow's freewriting-writing 

for an extended time for no set purpose. It is the responsibility of the composition 

instructor to provide opportunities and guidance. The students who participated 

in the study recognized the importance of practice in being prepared for the on

demand writing task. 
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Achieving Authenticity 

Teachers repeatedly commented on the perceived authenticity of student 

writing, putting the focus on voice demonstrated through ethos. As Aristotle 

observed, ethos is often more effective than logos or pathos in persuading an 

audience. Establishing that ethos through apparent authenticity is the biggest 

advantage for students when they use effective voice in academic writing. 

Perceived authenticity in writing gets at Ken Macrorie's "truthtelling ." At the 

minimum, students should be taught how to convey authenticity even when they 

don't feel it; as Elbow paraphrases Aristotle: "It helps to be trustworthy; but, if 

you're skilled, you can fake it" ("Reconsiderations" 169). If students "fake it" 

enough, the faking it becomes a real skill, indistinguishable to the reader from 

true sincerity. 

Even though he felt that he had been prepared for writing an SAT style 

prompt, David, whose essay included support from A Separate Peace and The 

Jungle received an average score of 5, was less confident about his essay in his 

post-writing survey: 

I was more confident before than after I had written it. I would 

attribute that to [the fact that] we had written so many of these in 

English classes and PSAT Team. 30 So you think, 'okay, I'm going to 

30 The site school has an intensive PSAT training program to prepare high-scoring sophomores 
for the October PSAT their junior year. The result is a high number of National Merit Commended 
and National Merit Semi-Finalist and Finalist candidates. 
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get it.' But when you're done, you have afterthoughts . I've learned 

not to be overconfident after tests and essays. 

Although he scored well, David did not feel confident about his essay, perhaps 

stemming from the lack of voice in his writing. It is possible that he has neglected 

to develop a voice in his writing so that he does not perceive low scores as a 

response to his ideas and or to him personally. Possibly, his lack of voice leads 

to his disappointment after the fact. In any case, David's situation reveals that a 

lack of confidence on the part of a student writer can lead to a lack of voice in 

writing, especially in an on-demand situation. Based on both student and teacher 

comments, one of the best things teachers can do in the composition classroom 

is to help students develop confidence in their writing. This, too, comes from 

repeated opportunities to write in different modes for different audiences. 

The mandate for composition instructors is to help students like David 

develop confidence in his writing , leading to a sense of voice and raising his 

respectable score of 5 to a commendable score of 6. At the same time, 

composition instructors need to help students like Isabel develop her ideas 

further while keeping her voice intact; deeper development would have given 

Isabel higher scores from most teachers, elevating her average score from 4.2. 

Both students can be helped by including discussion in the composition 

classroom with teachers emphasizing the transactional nature of voice and 

showing students how to develop their own discourse communities. 
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Summary 

While there remains no one clear definition of voice, the fact remains that 

educational and testing agencies view voice as a desirable element of 

composition. The results of the review of literature on voice in composition and 

the comments gathered from the micro-study indicate that voice is richer and 

more complex than even the professional literature would indicate: Voice 

transcends any one component of composition; it encompasses both content and 

style. The insights gained from teacher commentary on student essays and 

subsequent interview about voice in composition point toward approaches 

composition instructors can take in order to help facilitate development of voice. 

Those activities are anchored in discussion-voicing about writing-and the 

subsequent development of classroom discourse communities. As students gain 

comfort voicing their ideas, their voice will come more comfortably in their writing. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

The metaphor of voice is now commonly accepted by composition 

instructors and educational and testing agencies as a desirable element of 

composition, but those agencies do not define what constitutes voice in 

composition. As evidenced by the teacher interviews for this study, indications of 

and definitions of voice differ among teachers, even those who teach at the same 

campus and presumably share the same goals for composition instruction. 

Typically, the classroom teacher responds to what Peter Elbow calls 

"resonant voice" or "presence": the experience of a relationship between reader 

and writer as the reader connects the words on the page to the writer behind 

them. Often this voice is recognizable as Elbow's "distinctive voice": the 

characteristics that the reader can identify as the writing of an individual author. 

But testing agencies seemingly look for Elbow's "voice with authority": the 

indication that the writer knows his place in the rhetorical conversation ("What Do 

We Mean" 2). They reward writing that is appropriate to the audience and 

purpose. The 6 Traits rubric used as a reference in the study specifically 

addresses the areas of organization, content, voice, word choice, sentence 

fluency, and conventions. An award of the full six points for voice requires 
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demonstration of "energy and passion for the subject" (Appendix A). The SAT 

rubric covers the elements of point of view, critical thinking, examples, 

organization, focus, use of language, variety of sentence structure, and 

conventions. In teacher discussion of student responses, any of those elements 

could indicate the presence of voice. 

The sample group used in the study is not representative; these students 

were participating in AP English classes, definitely college-bound and working to 

earn college credit for freshman composition, and they were the students who 

agreed to participate in and be interviewed for the study. The students who were 

interviewed felt that they had been well prepared for on-demand writing, even 

though some had second thoughts about their essays in their post-writing 

surveys. Despite its limitations, the study points to several ways in which 

teachers at both the high school and college levels can help students develop 

voice in their writing. 

Implications 

Composition instruction at both high school and college is now often 

indistinguishable, with AP courses and dual credit providing many high school 

students with college credit for freshman composition before they actually begin 

their college careers. With the lines between high school and college composition 

instruction thus blurred, instruction at both levels can benefit from an intentional 
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approach to voice in composition, an approach that is framed in the canons of 

rhetoric, with a focus on ancient rhetoric's roots in orality. 

Voice has too often been viewed as an either/or: either invention or style. 

But perceptions of voice envelop all of the canons: invention, arrangement, style, 

memory, delivery. And voice stems from all of Aristotle's proofs: ethos, pathos, 

logos. So, a definition or explanation of voice must encompass all of these areas. 

More importantly, a pedagogy of voice must address all of these areas of 

composition. 

One of the difficulties with encouraging voice in academic writing is that it 

takes time to develop the sense of a particular style being appropriate for a 

specific discourse community, and the artificiality of much classroom writing does 

not even allow for a discourse community. For many student writers, their 

discourse community is their writing instructor, an audience of one. And in the 

case of on-demand writing for high-stakes testing, the audience is unknown; 

there is no discourse community for the student to engage. A return to the orality 

of rhetoric in the classroom through discussion of ideas and writing itself would 

build a discourse community that would encourage voice in writing. 

While there is still no authoritative definition of voice, it is clear that voice is 

reflected in a writer1s exploration of a topic presented to his audience in a 

thoughtful manner. This explanation of what voice does fits equally with writing in 

the classroom and writing for assessment, and encompasses the specific 
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definitions of voice provided by state standards and testing agencies. It also 

addresses all of the rhetorical connections of voice: the canons of invention, 

arrangement, style, memory, and delivery; and the proofs of ethos, pathos, logos. 

Next Steps 

Much more work needs to be done in the examination of voice in 

academic composition. A think-aloud protocol as teachers score essays would be 

a good first step, capturing teachers' initial reactions to student compositions. A 

larger study with teachers of various instructional levels-high school and 

college-would provide a broader range of instructor expectations regarding 

voice in composition. It would also be interesting to study teachers of subjects 

other than English to examine how voice manifests itself in other disciplines. 

The limited pool of student participants should be expanded and, as with 

teacher responses, cross instructional levels. A study over time would be 

beneficial in illustrating student growth in expressing voice. Following teachers 

and students as they incorporate the activities from the previous chapter into 

composition instruction would help focus instruction in voice. 

Many teachers would agree with Kathleen Blake Yancey's observation 

that "the more I seemed to know about [voice], the less certain I became, and the 

less I actually knew" (vii). But teachers do seem to know voice when they "hear" 

it, reinforcing the need to return to the roots of voice in aurality through 

discussion and building classroom discourse communities. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAT® and 6 Trait® Rubrics 
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Score of 6 Score of 5 Score of 4 
An essay in this category is An essay in this category is effective, An essay in this category is 
outstanding, demonstrating clear and demonstrating reasonably consistent competent, demonstrating adequate 
consistent mastery, although it may mastery, although it will have mastery, although it will have lapses in 
have a few minor errors. A typical occasional errors or lapses in quality. quality. A typical essay: 
essay: A typical essay: 

• Effectively and insightfully . Effectively develops a point of • Develops a point of view on the 
develops a point of view on view on the issue and issue and demonstrates 
the issue and demonstrates demonstrates strong critical competent critical thinking, 
outstanding critical thinking , thinking , generally using using adequate examples, 
using clearly appropriate appropriate examples, reasons, and other evidence to 
examples, reasons, and other reasons , and other evidence to support its position 
evidence to support its support its position 
position. . Is well organized and clearly • Is well organized and focused , • Is generally organized and 
focused , demonstrating clear demonstrating coherence and focused , demonstrating some 
coherence and smooth progression of ideas coherence and progression of 
progression of ideas. ideas 

• Exhibits skillful use of . Exhibits facility in the use of . Exhibits adequate but 
language, using a varied , language , using appropriate inconsistent facility in the use 
accurate, and apt vocabulary. vocabulary of language, using generally 

appropriate vocabulary 

• Demonstrates meaningful • Demonstrates variety in • Demonstrates some variety in 
variety in sentence structure sentence structure sentence structure . Is free of most errors in • Is generally free of most errors . Has some errors in grammar, 
grammar, usage, and in grammar, usage, and usage, and mechanics 
mechanics mechanics 

Score of 3 Score of 2 Score of 1 
An essay in this category is An essay in this category is seriously An essay in this category is 
inadequate, but demonstrates limited , demonstrating little mastery, fundamentally lacking , demonstrating 
developing mastery, and is marked and is flawed by ONE OR MORE of very little or no mastery, and is 
by ONE OR MORE of the following the following weaknesses: severely flawed by ONE OR MORE of 
weaknesses: the following weaknesses: 

• Develops a point of view on • Develops a point of view on the . Develops no viable point of 
the issue, demonstrating issue that is vague or seriously view on the issue, or provides 
some critical thinking, but limited , and demonstrates little or no evidence to support 
may do so inconsistently or weak critical thinking , providing its position 
use inadequate examples, inappropriate or insufficient 
reasons , or other evidence to examples , reasons , or other 
support its position evidence to support its position 

• Is limited in its organization or • Is poorly organized and/or • Is disorganized or unfocused, 
focus , or may demonstrate focused , or demonstrates resulting in a disjointed or 
some lapses in coherence or serious problems with incoherent essay 
progression of ideas coherence or progression of 

ideas 

• Displays developing facility in • Displays very little facility in the • Displays fundamental errors in 
the use of language, but use of language, using very vocabulary 
sometimes uses weak limited vocabulary or incorrect 
vocabulary or inappropriate word choice 
word choice . Lacks variety or • Demonstrates frequent • Demonstrates severe flaws in 
demonstrates problems in problems in sentence structure sentence structure 
sentence structure . Contains an accumulation of • Contains errors in grammar, • Contains pervasive errors in 
errors in grammar, usage, usage, and mechanics so grammar, usage, or mechanics 
and mechanics serious that meaning is that persistently interfere with 

somewhat obscured meaning 

SAT® Scoring Guide 
Essays not written on the essay assignment will receive a score of zero. 
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Six-Trait Writing Rubric 
Below Expectations (2 Meets Expectations (4 Exceeds Expectations (6 

Points) Points) Points) 

0 Ideas, details, or events seem The organizational structure The order, presentation, or ., 
loosely strung together, allows the reader to move internal structure of the writing (C 

Ill 
:, usually lacking a real lead through the text without undue is compelling, and guides the 
;;r (thesis). confusion , and includes a lead reader purposefully through Ill - (thesis). the text, with a strong lead o· 
:, (thesis) . 

Sketchy information forces The writing has a solid The text is clear, well-
() the reader to make beginning with a defined topic, supported, and developed, -o a. :, inferences, and the paper but is weakened by enhanced by the kind of detail 

(I) -Ill ct> usually includes an unclear generalities and/or poor that keeps readers interested. 1/1 :, - topic, and limited or unrelated support . - details. 

The text lacks life , spirit, or The writing seems sincere Energy and passion for the 

< energy, usually because the and willing to communicate subject drive the writing, 
0 writer is distanced from the with the reader on a functional making it lively, expressive 
0 
(I) audience, topic, or both . level. and engaging . 

:E Limited , vague , or redundant The language communicates Precise, vivid , and natural 
0 ., vocabulary, and cliched or in a workable manner and language paints a clear and a. 
() incorrectly used words or gets the job done. complete picture in the 
::i- phrases impair the writing's reader's mind. 0 
0 effectiveness. (I) 

"Tl (J) 
_(I) Reading the text is difficult as The text moves along with The complete sentences flow 
C :, run-ons , fragments , and other complete sentences that do with a rhythm that makes this 
(I) -:, (I) sentence problems cause not distract from the ideas text easy and enjoyable to 0 :, 
'< 0 impaired meaning. presented. read . (I) 

() Grammatical errors and Grammatical errors and Grammatical errors and 
0 lapses in standard writing lapses in standard writing lapses in standard writing :, 
< conventions distract the conventions do distract the conventions are so minor that (I) 
:, reader's ability to focus on attentive reader, but do not a reader can overlook them -o· ideas or organization . impair meaning or readability . unless searching for them :, 
1/1 specifically. 

Zero Point Responses: Only essays that meet formatting, page-length , and drafting requirements will be 
eligible for partial credit when they fail to meet expectations in any of the six-trait writing categories. 
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APPENDIX B 

Teacher and Student Surveys 
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Student Pre-Writing Survey 

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

Strongly Agree No Disagree Strongly 
aaree opinion disaaree 

I feel confident that I can effectively address the 
writina task. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to come up 
with ideas to support my claim. 
I understand what is expected of me for 
development of my thesis. 
I feel confident that I can express my point of view 
with feelino and conviction. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to develop 
mv point of view. 
I understand what is expected of me in writing the 
essav. 
I understand what is expected of me in using 
proper sentence structure. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to 
effectively address the writina task. 
I feel confident that I can use a variety of sentence 
patterns to express myself. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to organize 
my essay loaically. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to use a 
variety of sentence patterns to express myself. 
I feel confident that I can clearly state a thesis . 
I am concerned that I may not be able to remain 
focused in my essay. 
I feel confident that I can develop my ooint of view. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to clearly 
state a thesis 
I feel confident that I can remain focused in my 
essay. 
I understand what is expected for vocabularv use. 
I feel confident that I can organize my essay 
loaically 
I feel confident that I can come up with ideas to 
support my claim . 
I feel confident that I can use specific vocabulary 
to express myself. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to express 
my point of view with feeling and conviction. 
I am concerned that I may not be able to use 
specific vocabularv to express myself. 
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Student Post-Writing Survey 

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

Strongly Agree No Disagree Strongly 
aaree opinion disaaree 

I feel confident that I effectively addressed the 
writinq task. 
I am concerned that I might not have come up with 
ideas to suooort my claim . 
I understood what was expected of me for 
development of my thesis. 
I feel confident that I expressed my point of view 
with feelinq and conviction. 
I am concerned that I might not have developed 
my ooint of view. 
I understood what was expected of me in writing 
the essay. 
I understood what was expected of me in using 
proper sentence structure . 
I am concerned that I might not have effectively 
addressed the writina task. 
I feel confident that I used a variety of sentence 
patterns to express myself. 
I am concerned that I might not have organized my 
essay loqically. 
I am concerned that I might not have used a 
varietv of sentence oatterns to express myself. 
I feel confident that I clearly stated a thesis. 
I am concerned that I might not have remained 
focused in my essay. 
I feel confident that I developed my point of view. 
I am concerned that I might not have clearly stated 
a thesis 
I feel confident that I remained focused in my 
essav. 
I understood what was expected for vocabulary 
use. 
I feel confident that I orqanized my essav loaicallv. 
I feel confident that I came up with ideas to 
suooort my claim . 
I feel confident that I used specific vocabulary to 
express myself. 
I am concerned that I might not have expressed 
my point of view with feelinq and conviction . 
I am concerned that I might not have used specific 
vocabulary to express myself. 
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Teacher Pre-Scoring Survey 

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

Strongly Agree No Disagree Strongly 
aqree opinion disagree 

I feel confident that I can recognize an effective 
response to the writinq task. 
I don't know what aooropriate ideas look like. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
ideas in the essay. 
I feel confident that I can recognize a point of view 
expressed with appropriate feelinq and conviction . 
I don't know what appropriate point of view looks 
like. 
I understand what is expected of me in scoring the 
essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
sentence fluency. 
I don't know what an effective response looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize appropriate 
sentence pattern variety. 
I don't know what appropriate organization looks 
like. 
I don't know what appropriate sentence pattern 
variety looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize a clearly stated 
thesis. 
I don't know what aooropriate focus looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize an appropriate 
point of view. 
I don't know what a clearly stated thesis looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize appropriate 
focus in an essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
aooropriate and effective word choice. 
I feel confident that I can recognize appropriate 
orqanization of an essay. 
I feel confident that I can recognize the 
appropriateness of ideas used to support a claim. 
I feel confident that I can recognize the "truth" of 
an essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
voice in an essav. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
proper conventions in an essay. 
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Teacher Post-Scoring Survey 

Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements . 

Strongly Agree No Disagree Strongly 
agree opinion disagree 

I feel confident that I can recognize an effective 
response to the writino task. 
I don't know what appropriate ideas look like. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
ideas in the essay. 
I feel confident that I can recognize a point of view 
expressed with aooropriate feelino and conviction. 
I don't know what appropriate point of view looks 
like. 
I understand what is expected of me in scoring the 
essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
sentence fluency. 
I don't know what an effective response looks like . 
I feel confident that I can recogn ize appropriate 
sentence pattern variety. 
I don't know what appropriate organization looks 
like. 
I don't know what appropriate sentence pattern 
variety looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize a clearly stated 
thesis. 
I don't know what aooropriate focus looks like . 
I feel confident that I can recognize an appropriate 
point of view. 
I don't know what a clearly stated thesis looks like. 
I feel confident that I can recognize appropriate 
focus in an essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
appropriate and effective word choice. 
I feel confident that I can recognize appropriate 
orqanization of an essay. 
I feel confident that I can recognize the 
appropriateness of ideas used to suooort a claim . 
I feel confident that I can recognize the "truth" of 
an essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
voice in an essay. 
I understand what is expected of me in recognizing 
proper conventions in an essay. 
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APPENDIX C 

Student Writing Prompt 
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Think carefully about the issue presented in the following excerpt and the 
assignment below. 

Knowledge is power. In agriculture, medicine, and industry, for example, 
knowledge has liberated us from hunger, disease, and tedious labor. Today, 
however, our knowledge has become so powerful that it is beyond our control. 
We know how to do many things but we do not know where, when, or even 
whether this know-how should be used. 

Assignment: Can knowledge be a burden rather than a benefit? Plan and 
write an essay in which you develop your point of view on 
this issue. Support your position with reasoning and 
examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 
observations. 
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APPENDIX D 

State Definitions of "Voice" 
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State Definitions of "Voice" 

Alabama 

The unique flavor or style given to writing that comes from the author's word 

choice, sentence structures, and dialogue. It reveals the author or the author's 

convictions and personality to the reader. 

Arkansas 

In writing, the distinctive way in which the writer expresses ideas with respect to 

style, form, content, purpose, etc. 

Nevada 

In writing, the distinctive way in which the writer expresses ideas with respect to 

style, form, content, purpose, etc. 

New Mexico 

Voice is an expression of self. Students' voices tell us who they are, how they 

think, and the unique perspectives they bring to their learning. 

Pennsylvania 

The fluency, rhythm and liveliness in writing that make it unique to the writer. 

Washington 

The sense of the person behind the writing (e.g . serious, honest, compassionate, 

or angry); writing that captures the correct level of distance, formality, or 

personality for the purpose of the writing and the audience. 
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APPENDIX E 

State Educational Standard Web Sites 
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Alabama: "Extended Standards 5-12 2011." Alabama Department of Education, 
2011. Web. 2 Jan. 2012. 
<http://www.alsde.edu/html/sections/doc download.asp?section=65&id=1 
4591 &sort=16 > 

Alaska: Alaska Department of Education & Early Development. Alaska Content 
Standards: K-12. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.eed.state.ak.us/ContentStandards/English.html 

Arizona: "2010 Arizona English Language Arts Standards (Common Core)." Arizona 
Department of Education I The Official Website of the Arizona State 
Department of Education. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. http://www.azed.gov/k12-
literacy/ela-standards/ 

Arkansas: "Common Core in Arkansas." Arkansas Department of Education. 
2000. Web. 18 Dec. 2011. http://arkansased.org 

California: "English-Language Arts Content Standards for California Public 
Schools Kindergarten through Grade Twelve." California Departmente of 
Educaiton, 1998. Web. 26 Nov. 2011. 
http://www. cde. ca .gov/be/st/ss/documents/elacontantstnds. pdf 

Colorado: "Reading and Writing Model Content Standards for Colorado Public 
Schools Kindergarten Through Grade Twelve." Colorado Department of 
Education, 1995. Web. 18 Dec 2011. 
http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdeassess/documents/OSA/standards/reading. 
QQf 

Connecticut: Connecticut State Department of Education. English Language Arts 
(ELA)CCSS. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/PDF/CCSS/Grades11 12 ELA Crossw 
alk.pdf 

Delaware: "DEDOE English Language Arts [Delaware Department of Education]." 
State of Delaware - Delaware Department of Education (DDOE) - Home. Web. 
11 Jan . 2012. 
http://www.doe.k12.de.us/infosuites/staff/ci/content areas/ela.shtml 

Florida: Florida Department of Education. Reading/Language Arts Standards for 
Florida: Grade 11-12. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://etc.usf.edu/flstandards/la/new-pdfs/elp-11-12.pdf 
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Georgia: Georgia Department of Education. English Language Arts (ELA) 11th 
Grade. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://gadoe.georgiastandards.org/DMGetDocument.aspx/Grade%20Eleve 
n%20Writing%20et%20al[1]. %20with%20tasks. pdf?p=6CC6799F8C 1371 
F6E293B587F518D18A37992D7043C5D8CE666385FB0EE6CE14&Type 
=D 

Hawaii: "Common Core: Language Arts Standards, W, Grade 11." Hawaii 
Standards Database. The Hawaii State Department of Education, 2011. 
Web. 18 Dec. 2011. http://wetserver.neUhcpsv3 staging/cc/cc-la
standards. jsp 

Idaho: "Idaho State Department of Education - English Language Development 
Standards." Idaho State Department of Education - Superintendent Tom Luna. 
Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.sde.idaho.gov/site/content standards/eld standards.htm 

Illinois: "Illinois Learning Standards for English Language Arts." Illinois State 
Board of Education Home Page. Illinois State Board of Education. Web. 
13 Dec. 2011. http://www.isbe.state.il.us/ils/ela/standards.htm 

Indiana: Indiana Department of Education. Indiana's Academic Standards and 
Resources. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.indianastandardsresources.org/standardSummary.asp?Subject 
=eng&Grade=11 &Standard 

Iowa: Iowa State Department of Education. English Language Developmental 
Standards. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 2012. 
http://www.sde.idaho.gov/site/content standards/eld standards.htm 

Kansas: "Standards." Welcome to KSDE. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.ksde.org/Default.aspx?tabid=1678 

Kentucky: "Education Goals." Kentucky Department of Education. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.education.ky.gov/users/otl/POS/KentuckyCommonCore ELA.pdf 

Louisiana: "Louisiana Comprehensive Curriculum - Louisiana Department of 
Education." LODE - Louisiana Department of Education. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://doe.louisiana.gov/topics/comprehensive curriculum. html 

Maine: Maine Department of Education. English Language Arts. Web. 17 Jan. 
2012. http://www.maine.gov/education/lres/pei/ela 102207. pdf 
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Maryland: "Teaching And Learning: Reading/English Language Arts." School 
Improvement in Maryland. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://mdk12.org/instruction/curriculum/reading/index.html 

Massachusetts: Massachusetts Department of Education. Curriculum Framework 
for English Language Arts. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/ela/0311.pdf 

Michigan: Michigan Department of Education. English Language Arts (ELA) 
CCSS. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/6-
12 ELA 357704 7.pdf 

Minnesota: "K-12 Academic Standards." Minnesota Department of Education. Web. 11 
Jan. 2012. http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/EdExc/StanCurri/K-
12AcademicStandards/index. htm> 

Mississippi: "Office of Curriculum & Instruction." Mississippi Department of Education. 
Web. 11 Jan. 2012. http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/acad/id/curriculum/Curr.htm 

Missouri: "Common Core State Standards - English Language Arts." Missouri 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://dese.mo.gov/divimprove/curriculum/common-core-ela.htm 

Montana: "Curriculum and Assessment: English Language Arts." Montana Office 
of Public Instruction. 2011. Web. 29 Dec. 2011. 
http://opi.mt.gov/Curriculum/ELA/index.html 

Nebraska: "Academic Standards." Nebraska Department of Education I NOE. Web. 11 
Jan. 2012. http://www.education.ne.gov/AcademicStandards/index.html 

Nevada: "State of Nevada Academic Standards I Education .com." Education.com I An 
Education & Child Development Site for Parents I Parenting & Educational 
Resource. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.education.com/reference/article/Ref Nevada Standards/ 

New Hampshire: "Common Core State Standards I NH Department of Education." 
Welcome I NH Department of Education. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.ed ucation. nh .gov/spotlig ht/ccss/index. htm 

New Jersey: "English Language Arts." The Official Web Site for The State of New 
Jersey. 1996. Web. 29 Dec. 2011. 
http://www.nj.gov/education/aps/cccs/lal/ 
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New York: New York State Educational Department. English Language Arts 
(ELA): P-12. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www. p 12. nysed .qov/ciai/ela/elarg. html 

North Carolina: "NC Standard Course of Study." Public Schools of North 
Carolina. 2004. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/curriculum/languagearts/scos/2004/29english3 

North Dakota: "North Dakota Curriculum Content Standards - English Language Arts." 
NO Department of Public Instruction. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.dpi.state.nd.us/standard/content/archive/ELA/ELA.htm 

Ohio: Ohio Department of Education. Academic Content Standards (ELA). Web. 
17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.aspx?p 
age=3& TopicRelationlD=1699&Contentl D=489&Content= 112055 

Oklahoma: Oklahoma State Department of Education. "Language Arts." 2010. 
Web. 18 Dec. 2011. 
http://sde.state.ok.us/Curriculum/PASS/Grade/langarts.pdf 

Oregon: "Standards by Design." Oregon Department of Education. Web. 11 Jan. 
2012. http://www.ode.state.or.us/teachlearn/real/standards/Default.aspx 

Pennsylvania: "State Academic Standards." Pennsylvania Department of 
Education, 1999. Web. 18 Dec. 2011. 
http://pa.gov/portal/server.pt/community/state academic standards/19721 

Rhode Island: "RIDE - Office of IAC - Grade Level and Grade Span 
Expectations." Rhode Island Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education. 2006. Web. 29 Dec. 2011 . 
http://www.ride.ri.gov/instruction/gle.aspx 

South Carolina: South Carolina Department of Education. Academic Standards 
for English Language Aris. Web. 17 Jan. 
2012. http://ed.sc.gov/agency/pr/standards-and
curriculum/documents/StateBoardApprovedFinalMay14.pdf 

South Dakota: "Content Standards." South Dakota Department of Education. Web. 11 
Jan . 2012. http://doe.sd.gov/contentstandards/ 
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Tennessee: Tennessee Department of Education. Tennessee English Language 
Arts Standards. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.tn.gov/education/ci/english/doc/ENG 3003.pdf 

Texas: Texas Education Agency. Texas Essential Knowledge for English 
Language Arts and Reading: High School. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter11 0/ch11 De.html 

Utah: "Language Arts - UEN." Utah Education Network. Web. 11 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.uen.org/core/lanuagearts/index.shtml 

Vermont: "Programs & Services : Curriculum & Assessment : Literacy : NECAP & 
GLE Resources." Welcome to the Vermont Department of Education Web 
Site. 2011. Web. 29 Dec. 2011. 
http://education.vermont.gov/new/html/pgm curriculum/literacy/gle.html 

Virginia: Virginia Department of Education. English Standards of Leaming. Web. 
17 Jan. 2012. 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/testing/sol/standards docs/english/stds9-
12/stds english11.pdf 

Washington: "Teaching and Learning." Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. 
Web. 11 Jan. 2012. http://www.k12.wa.us/curriculuminstruct/ 

West Virginia: "Content Standards and Objectives." West Virginia Department of 
Education. 2011. Web. 29 Dec. 2011. 
http ://wvde.state. wv. us/policies/csos. html 

Wisconsin: "Wisconsin Academic Standards for English Language Arts 
Introduction." Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction Home Page. 
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 1 Oct. 2009. Web. 9 Jan. 
2012. <http://dpi.wi.gov/standards/elaintro.html>. 

Wyoming: "Wyoming Language Arts Content and Performance Standards." 
Wyoming State Board of Education. 2008. Web. 17 Jan. 2012. 
http://edu.wyominq.gov/Libraries/Publications/Standards 2008 Language 
Arts PDF.sflb.ashx 
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Student Essay Scores 

170 



St d t E S u en ssay cores 
Student Buchanan Glenn Milford Randall Watson Avg 

Score 
Adam 6 5 6 6 6 5.8 
Amanda 5 5 5 5 6 5.2 
Beth 6 4 6 4 6 5.2 
Bryan 4 3 4 4 5 4 
Caitlyn 5 4 4 3 5 4.2 
Cole 5 5 6 5 6 5.4 
David 5 4 5 6 5 5 
Eli 5 5 5 4 4 4.6 
Emma 4 5 5 4 5 4.6 
Gayle 5 4 4 3 5 4.2 
Heather 5 2 5 5 5 4.4 
Isabel 4 2 4 6 5 4 .2 
Jerome 5 6 5 5 5 5.2 
Kay 4 3 4 6 5 4.4 
Leo 6 4 4 5 5 4.8 
Mark 5 4 5 5 5 4.8 
Neal 5 5 5 5 5 5 
Olivia 5 4 5 6 5 5 
Patricia 5 5 4 5 6 5 
Ryan 4 4 5 4 5 4.4 
Sheri 3 3 4 4 4 3.6 
Tom 3 3 5 5 4 4 
Will 3 2 3 3 4 3 
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APPENDIX G 

Elements of Voice in Student Essays 
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Positive Elements of Voice 
Student Audience Diction Language Syntax Ideas Sincerity # of 

Awareness Play Elements 
Adam X X X 3 
Amanda X X 2 
Beth X X X 3 
Caitlyn X 1 
David X X 2 
Gayle X 1 
Isabel X X 2 
Jerome X 1 
Leo X 1 
Mark X 1 
Neal X X X 3 
Olivia X X 2 
Ryan X 1 
Tom X 1 
Will X X 2 

N eQat,ve El ements o fV . 0Ice 
Student Audience Diction Syntax Ideas # of 

Awareness Elements 
Adam X 1 
David X X X 3 
Eli X 1 
Emma X 1 
Heather X 1 
Kav X 1 
Leo X X 2 
Patricia X 1 
Sheri X 1 

Tom X 1 
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Text of Student Essays 
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Adam 

Voltaire, a scathing humorist, controversial thinker, and fiery revolutionary, 

once remarked that the abundance of books makes that human race arrogant. 

Ironically, Voltaire continued to write profusely, contributing his share of 

knowledge to the world. If indeed Voltaire was correct, then we should be 

extremely arrogant, for the deluge of information in today's world is constantly 

pouring upon us, sometimes even drowning us. Even though knowledge is an 

indispensable factor to life, an overflow of it is surely a burden. The Information 

Age has made the upcoming generation paradoxically ignorant, and even now, 

modern diseases have appeared by cause of the burden of knowledge. 

Today's generation, my generation, has entire libraries of knowledge at 

the control of a finger tip. Truly, we are the society of the future in a world that is 

quickly shrinking. With the advent of the Internet, information is feely accessible 

to all who wish to discover it. However, this easy access poses a grave danger; 

quality information is corrupted with flashing ads and slick wrappers, and the vast 

amount of knowledge is married unhappily to a vast amount of garbage. What is 

unfortunate is that it is becoming harder to separate the good form bad; we 

absorb everything like a sponge, of course, we might glean useful information, 

but the superfluous information of the next sale of whatever wholesale market or 

the recent break-ups of some god-forsaken celebrities cloud out minds. 
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This overflow of information has also contributed to the evolution of 

strange, new diseases. Attention-deficiency disorder, some pathologists 

hypothesize, is a new chain of evolution designed to cope with the fast-moving 

world of modern technology. What is interesting to note is that these symptoms 

are hardy ever found in third-world countries, where information is not as 

prevalent. 

Knowledge can indeed be a heavyburden. The human race has benefited 

much with the revolution of technology, but the excess of knowledge has 

contributed to superfluous, uneeded factoids, and even burdening diseases such 

as ADD have evolved from the human's need to cope with such information. 

Knowledge may be power, but we cannot control any longer. 
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Amanda 

Knowledge must be acquired and used with great care. Despite a myriad 

of dangerous out comes possible once knowledge is acquired, it remains a 

benefit to society. After all, without knowledge, we surrender our pasts, presents, 

and futures. 

During the second World War, Robert Oppenheimer created the nuclear 

bomb. This nascient weapon far surpassed its predecessors. Capable of 

immense destruction, Oppenheimer's contraption was a great risk. However, it 

was not a burden, rather, a benefit, because it became the United States' secret 

weapon, the blade in its back pocket. The knowledge gained by the acquisition 

and use of the nuclear bomb allowed for national security in a time of 

international crisis-- this weapon, this knowledge, was no burden, but a benefit. 

Similarly, the space race between the U.S.S.R. and the United States also 

proved to be a time for great essentiality for knowledge. The Soviet launching of 

Sputnik I sent our own space specialists into a frenzy. The discoveries made by 

the United States space programs during this time were, in fact, the greatest in 

history; the knowledge gained by organizations like NASA during this time period 

was no burden. We learned information not only applicable to space expeditions, 

but to broader areas of study: math, science, communications, physics. And this 

information did not simply satiate our desire to beat out the Soviets-- it confirmed 

our studies of space. 
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In conclusion, knowledge represents all that has been, all that is, and all 

that can be. Without knowledge we sacrifice all potential. Without knowledge, we 

sacrifice life. 
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Beth 

Although knowledge has empowered the human race to discover and 

innovate methods and materials to simplify life, this knowledge has also impeded 

society. From the atomic bomb to the green revolution, knowledge is a burden. 

The Green Revolution is a new, more productive method of agriculture in 

which the use of fertilizer, pesticides, and the genetic mutation accelerates the 

pace and the quantity of crops like rice, wheat, and other grains. This 

revolutionary agriculture is being practiced in countries like India, Mexico, and 

various countries in the Middle East. Notice how all these nations are developing 

not core. So basically the Western World is experimenting with the lesser 

developed nations in order to see better results. However, these countries are 

suffering. The public worries that if small insects are dying away due to 

chemicals, then what is the fate of humans in the future? The chemicals are also 

ruining the marine life with them leaking into the runoff water, further 

contaminating and complicated the availability of fresh water. The increased 

labor on the land is also causing severe erosion and desertification. Many 

countries, like the Middle Eastern nations are facing another problem. The food 

they grow is immediately shipped away to foreign markets so the farmers who 

were once subsistence are now suffering hunger. For this reason, the 

government has to import goods at a higher price that they never had to in the 
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past. So the exporting is overshadowed by the importing. In total, the Green 

Revolution defeats the purpose of helping farmers by only straining them. 

Another expression of the negative effects of knowledge is the creation of 

the atomic bomb. Although the Cold War spurred American and Russian minds 

to think beyond and invent advanced technology through competition, in the end 

the intimidation of a nuclear inaliaiton was deamed inevitable. The 1950's to the 

1990s was a strained era of American history. The Space Race, Arms Race, and 

technology fostered patriotism however the bomb caused tension and fear and 

an uneasy relationship with Russia. Countries now worry about the proliferation 

of the weapons of mass destruction to end up in the hands of Al Queda and 

Taliban. 

In conclusion knowledge has gone beyond its limits and is unstoppable. 

Humans created inventions with a good thought, but saw the bad results as they 

are irreversible. The agriculture and its effects to the land and the fear of bombs 

in the hands of illiterate terrorists is a frightening thought. 
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Bryan 

There is a fairly universal belief in the world today in that we should be 

constantly improving ourselves as a people: to progress is to make the world a 

better place. In several ways, over the course of history, it has. Humans have 

developed from barbarians into a world in which violence and oppression is 

condemned (for the most part). However, with the development of knowledge in 

areas such as nuclear weaponry, an underlying sense of insecurity has haunted 

many since World War II. Today, there are weapons capable of wiping civilization 

off the face of the planet in the hands of power hungry politicians and dictators. 

The faith we have in the future stems from our underlying beliefs about our 

world leaders. Politicians, businessmen, and scientists hold the ultimate future of 

our world in their hand, no matter what our opinions about them may be. The 

recent fall of the United States economy can be directly attributed to CEOs and 

banks becoming too informed about the loop holes of our stock market and 

banking system. The inherent greed of a select few led to hardships for the entire 

country. It is a constant manipulation of the uninformed: the moral fibers of 

human nature are not as sound as the power that knowledge potentially grants. 

As a people, if we wish to improve the quality of our life, we must also improve 

the quality of our morals. They go hand in hand, and with an overwhelming serve 

of power comes 1 /2 overwhelming possibilities of selfishness and oppression . 

The ideas of a few powerful people are enough to change the course of history. 
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(i.e Adolf Hitler). Until we truly approve of our men in power, we cannot trust that 

the knowledge these men gain can be put to good use. 

It is not outrageous to believe that progression is a burden. The cure for 

cancer can benefit copious amounts of people throughout the world, however the 

atom bomb can wipe out just as many people in a heartbeat at the hands of 

dictator seeking to empower his select body of people. 
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Caitlyn 

Knowledge is power. Today however, our knowledge has become so 

powerful that it is beyond our control. We know how to do many things but we do 

not know where, when, or even whether this know-how should be used. I believe 

that knowledge can be a burden rather than a benefit. 

When we are children there is a certain innocence about us. This comes 

directly from our lack of knowledge at this young age. A senior is burdened by 

the pressure of college and the realization of the amount of work it takes to 

succeed. A third grader does not know any of this and does not worry about 

anything farther than the spelling test at the end of the week. We are constantly 

striving for the sweet purity that comes with childhood but once we open our 

eyes, that innocence is lost. 

With the rise of technology and the internet, what we are exposed to 

becomes a vast galaxy of information. In 1954, the youth would play outside in 

games like hopscotch or jumprope where as now, kids are gived to the television 

and computer with online games and mindless activities. Also, there is no holding 

back what a person sees or reads on the Internet. There are so many things that 

should never be known posted on biogs and other websites. With out some 

control, anyone can learn any thing no matter the content. This usually leads to 

corruption of the mind when too much is revealed all at once. 
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If I knew all the horrors and tratigies of the world at a young age, my whole 

perception of life would not be the same. It is important to begin life with a nieve 

sense of security and trust in order to have optimism. Henry Thoreau says, 

"simplicity, simplicity, simplicity" in one of his personal essays about life. He 

understands that it is better 

In conclusion, knowledge can be a burden 
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Cole 

In the modern world, the abundance of knowledge possessed by society can be 

overwhelming. However, knowledge itself is never a burden as it allows for 

society to learn from its mistakes, innovate, and protect its own rights. 

Though knowledge may lead to many failures, it will alway ultimately lead 

to success. Thomas Edison comprehended enough of science to understand 

that the incandescent lightbulb would be possible to invent. Of course, the trial 

and error of his experimentation with different substances to use as a filament led 

to many failures, hundreds in fact. However, as Edison himself stated, he didn't 

really fail. He just found hundreds of ways not to make a lightbulb, and he only 

needed one that would work. Thus, knowledge allowed him to fail enough times 

for him to succeed. 

The loss of knowledge, in fact, is the true burden. During the Dark Ages 

of Europe, many innovations and technological advances were lost, and it was 

not until the Crusades that they opened themselves back up to the world again. 

But during that time, other regions such as the Middle East and Eastern Asia 

continued to develop. So, when trade was reestablished with China, Europeans 

marveled at the invention of the clock, a technology that they themselves had 

invented years earlier but was lost during the Dark Ages. If Europe had 
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continued to advance, the technological innovations of today could be 

exponential. 

Lastly, knowledge is a common safety that protects the rights of the 

people. When the Mongols took over Hon China, they instituted a rule that only 

the Mongol language could be spoken in the government. Thus, the Chinese 

people were excluded from the political affairs that governed their lives. In the 

same way, during apartheid in South Africa, the native South African people were 

forbidden from education. So, the British government could weild their control 

through a superior knowledge. The ability to learn and gain intelligence is a 

safeguard against threats to liberty. 

Knowledge, though possibly leading to failues and burden some 

innovations like the atomic bomb, for example, is always ulitimately a benefit. 

Knowledge is a learning process for society to grow, innovate, and protect. 
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David 

Knowledge can definitely be a burden rather than a benefit. Though some 

may claim that knowledge is always beneficial to someone, this knowledge can in 

fact compel one to take a course of action that may actually be burden. Both 

John Knowles' A Separate Peace and Upton Sinclair's The Jungle feature a 

character that possesses knowledge that is in fact more of a burden than a 

benefit. 

In Knowles' A Separate Peace, Finny and Gene both attend an all-boys 

school called Devon School. After becoming the best of friends, the boys decide 

to create outlets in which they can have fun. Finny creates the Super Suicide 

Society of the summer session, which is a club where the boys jump off trees into 

ponds and do other crazy things to pass the boring summer. Gene, envious of 

Finny's athletic and social prowess, jounces the limb of the tree, which makes 

Finny fall and shatter his leg. Throughout the rest of the novel, it seems that this 

knowledge of being envious of Finny plagues Gene and causes him to loathe 

himself. Though others later ascertain Gene's jealousy for Finny, this knowledge 

burdens Gene since he cannot think straight and cannot live with himself. As a 

result of this guilt, Gene finally confesses his mistake-which actually kills Finny, 

since he falls of a flight of stairs, in shock of hearing that his best friend desired 

his demise. As once can see, the knowledge that Gene possessed was definitely 

not a benefit since it implicated the death of both a friendship and a human life. 
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Similarly, in Upton Sinclair's The Jungle, the author possesses knowledge 

of the horrid techniques used in Chicago's meatpacking industry. In order to 

expose these unsanitary practices, Sinclair became a muckraker and felt 

compelled to report the atrocities committed by the Meat Trust. This knowledge 

of unsanitary practices proved to be a burden to Sinclair since he felt ambivalent 

on when and how to expose such shocking information to the American public. 

After finally getting his book published, he received much criticism and 

accusations that he was employing mendacity in his book. Though this 

knowledge that Sinclair acquired later became instrumental in establishing many 

food safety and production laws, Sinclair was labeled derisively as a muckraker 

and was scorned by many. In this case, Sinclair's knowledge was actually more 

of a burden than a benefit. 

All in all, both John Knowles' A Separate Peace and Upton Sinclair's The 

Jungle reveal situations in which knowledge is deemed as more of a burden than 

a benefit. This plaguing knowledge not only killed a friendship in A Separate 

Peace ,but also resulted in the loss of human life. Upton Sinclair was even 

derided and accused of mendacity in The Jungle. Knowledge is in fact a burden 
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Eli 

Knowledge is power. Without knowledge, the human race would be lost 

and confunded in a nebulous gaze we call life. People use knowledge to 

overcome adversities in life, whether it was the discovery of electricity, the 

creation of the automobile, or the more recent inventions of the internet and cell 

phones. Neverless , its obvious that knowledge has always been the shinning 

light at the end of the dark tunnel, and that knowledge, technologically and 

philosphofically, has always been a benefit for us, rather than a burden. 

To begin, the technological discoveries that we now of today, have derived 

from the use of knowledge. Because it is obvius that such great inventions like 

the telephone, television, and also modern medicine, did not just pop out of the 

sky, but instead these ideas popped into the heads of inventers. And with their 

knowledge of different technological fields gave them the ability to overcome 

challenges and change the way man operates within the world. The industrial 

Revolutionary Era is a prime example of knowledge at its best. Seeing that 

automobiles, factories, textile mills and the concept of Mass Production altered 

the human race forever and prepared us for the 20th century. So knowledge, 

technolicrally wise has always been proven a benefit for us rather than a burden 

because without knowledge hardly any of these inventions would exist. 

Furthermore, philosophically, knowledge has always been proven to be a 

benefit rather than a burden. Knowledge is power. Withut it we are blind. The 
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reason for this is knowledge is used to educate us not only in technological 

advances, but also emotionally and philosophically as people who have lived 

longer lives and experienced more hardships and joys have the ability to teach 

the younger generation how to function in society. lets face it, parents and 

grandparents are always the wisest in the family, as was the same in ancient 

Indian tribes. And it is somewhat funny to think that after all these centuries, we 

still worship them and achieve the the valuable advice that they share with us. 

Whether it is knowledge of how to find a job, how to meet a girl, find a house, or 

any problem in our life, knowledge is the key as to how to mold and shape our 

moral ethics and establish us mentally. Without knowledge we wouldn't have the 

motivation experience with eythig to accomplish anythg in life. 
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Emma 

"Ignorance is bliss"-a common saying with the basic meaning of what 

one does not know will hurt them. However, in a society where knowledge is 

power, it seems na'i've to believe knowledge would be a burden rather than a 

benefit. 

For example, there is currently an oil spill polluting the Atlantic Ocean and 

seeping towards Florida's Coast. It has been going on for practically a month 

now, because the people involved cannot find the most logical and efficient way 

to halt the pollution. One may say knowledge of the oil spill causes stress, as 

there appears to be no fool-proof way to solve the issue. One may also say the 

knowledge is also a burden, because those who have solutions to the problem 

may have no way of communication or have none of the necessary resources. 

Instead, I believe this knowledge is a benefit, because even though no immediate 

action is being taken, the people involved are one step closer to stopping the 

pollution of the oil spill. 

In 'The Scarlet Letter", Reverend Dimmsdale has knowledge of Hester 

Prynne's aldultery and is aware of who she commited her sin with. Reverend 

Dimmsdale is extremely burdened by this knowledge, however, he extracts his 

emotions and grief from the situation and inputs them into his sermons. He 

impresses his people so much with his passionate lectures that he evolves into 

an even stronger and talented Reverend. 
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In both the current world and in literature, "knowledge is power" is a very 

common, true theme evident in every day life. It is used to solve problems, and it 

is used for personal advancement. To keep oneself in the dark and be weighed 

down by the knowledge that sets only positive effects into motion should be 

considered simply na"fve and ignorant. 
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Gayle 

"How does our society continue to develop every year?" a young student 

asks her teacher. "Are people just naturally being born smarter, or are they just 

more determined?". Fully digesting the question, the teacher replied "I believe 

our society is just growing in determination to out do their prior generation." It 

seems every year we hear about advances in technology, medicines and tedious 

labor, but what will happen when we become too smart for our own good? 

Knowledge has become a burden more so than a benefit. 

Even in our small town, knowledge and intelligence are considered the 

keys to success. If you are not highly ranked in your school or have a low GPA, 

you are considered trash and useless. I am ranked in the 300s out of 800 

students, and I am embarassed to share my rank with even my closest friends. 

Believe it or not, knowledge is a large factor in social class today. Young children 

aspire to become wealthy doctors and lawyers, because that is the "American 

Dream": to drive nice cars, live in large houses and wear nice clothing. 

To be a "nerd" is no longer looked down upon, it is actually highly 

respected because you are considered a productive citizen. But what about 

those people who are not naturally intelligent and are told they will not make it far 

because they are not considered "smart"? Well, they usually end up working the 

McDonald's drive-thru, because our society told them they would never be good 

enough. 

193 



Knowledge has not only become a burden to those who lack it, but also 

those who have been blessed with it. The song "American Dream" sung by 

Casting Crowns is a great example of a father so overly obsessed with being this 

perfect, wealthy, aspiring man that he loses sight of the things that are most 

important to him; his family. If we have all these people trying to reach this 

unattainable goal commonly known as the "American Dream" then we will, as a 

society, also lose the people and things that matter most. Who wants a father 

who is never home? 

Knowledge has become a burden to our society as a whole who has lost 

sight of its priorities and also us as individuals. Children are losing their childhood 

to education and adults are losing their families to money/career obsession. Let 

us just take a step back from the advancing world and take time to appreciate the 

God given things around us. 
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Heather 

Imagine a world in which one knew and understood everything. Absolutely 

everything: pi to the infinite number, the history of Uganda, every bit of medical 

and technological jargon known to man. Would that not make one God? All 

people would come to this all knowing being for answers. So then, the saying 

'knowledge is power' is true. In our world, a similar occurance has taken place. 

As human being have grown their minds hared ideas and developed technology, 

the most educated are considered almost God. Per haps not God per se, but 

superior. If one is going to college, one's parents will brag; if one becomes a 

good, famous doctor, numerous people will look up to one respectfully. Our world 

is one where we are taught to respect and obey the authorities, the educated, 

sometimes without question. From a small age, we are taught that if one goes to 

the doctor, one listens to all his orders, fully trusting his knowledge. If all seems 

good. The world has been rid of much disease, of much malnutrition, and of 

many premature deaths. But the more we learn, as a species, the most the 

power of the unknown. With mastery of biology under our belt, humans may feel 

like we can play God; deciding who lives immortally, who can have a twin, who 

lives and who dies. However, the difference between a human and God is that 

God knows the future and all possible consequences. Humans are blind in that 

respect. All we can do is study the past and present to know all possibilities, 

calculate the probability of each possibility and then hope and pray that all goes 
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well. We cannot know for sure what will happen. Let's say that we start cloning 

for the use of body parts. Who is to say that this won't become an immoral 

catastrophe? That the clones don't have thoughts and ideas of their own? Theres 

no way we can know if our use of knowledge will harm or help the world. For this 

reason, yes, too much knowledge is bad. However, no one can stop the hunger 

for knowledge. Because of this, we will learn more and more, and the risks will 

grow higher and higher, as will the casualties and consequences. 
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Isabel 

Often when I am searching for information, I feel like an innocent monkey 

who reached for a banana and pulled down the whole tree's worth. I don't need 

these bananas, but I can't let them go to waste. I can probably find some use for 

them. Who knows, maybe there will be a food shortage and I will regret not 

having kept them! I could even share them with friends, although they don't like 

bananas, having had too many of their own. But I can't just throw them away! I 

would feel guilty! So much worry, all for the sake of one banana. This is why I 

feel that, because too much knowledge can cause stress and confusion, it can be 

a burden. 

The internet, which gives access to limitless information has helped make 

knowledge overload an epidemic. Doing a simple Google search makes me feel 

like I have brain fever, a rare but ever-more present disease that I read about on 

Wikipedia when I was searching for the cause of WW II-excuse me, I got off 

subject. But seriously, I feel the need to store everything I come accross. I 

watched a video on how to fold fancy napkins, not a hobby or even interest of 

mine, because I might need to know how someday. Who says I won't need to 

impress a future mother-in-law? 

But really, all this knowledge is becoming quite burdensome. I am past the 

point of even trying to distinguish important facts from irrelevant tidbits. The 

bananas have all started looking the same to me. 
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Jerome 

It is the common belief in society today that knowledge must constantly be 

saught. In a world where an encyclopedia's worth of knowledge is avalible at 

virtually the push of a button, the emphasis on knowledge grows and grows. 

However, too much of a good thing can have grave consequences. Unnecessary 

knowledge can be a burden rather than a benefit by adding superfluous weight to 

our conscience. 

In Nathaniel Hawthorne's Scarlet Letter, Arthur Dimmesdale and Roger 

Chillingsworth battle with knowledge. For Dimmesdale, the knowledge of his sin 

has devastating effects on his physiology. Chillingsworth, however, is haunted by 

the knowledge that his wife was not faithful to him and throughout the novel 

hunts for the knowledge of who her lover was. Though lacking this knowledge 

drives Chillingsworth mad, he is much angrier when he finds out that 

Dimmesdale was the culprit. In the end, knowledge was a burden for both men 

and weighed so heavily on Dimmesdale that he committed suicide. 

Ender's Game, by Orson Scott Card, tells the story of a young boy who 

saves mankind from an alien invasion. While he attends school to become a 

military commander in the fight with the aliens, Ender practices commanding 

through a simulated battle-or so he thinks. The "practice battles" that Ender 

thinks of as a training tool are actual battles in the very real war against the 

aliens. However, Ender's teachers don't tell him this until after he has won the 

198 



war. The psychological burden of knowing that the fate of the human race lies in 

your hands would have inhibited Ender's ability to command effectively. 

In F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, Daisy also suffers the burden of 

knowledge. When she finds out that he husband Tom is having an affair, the 

knowledge is so burdensome that she runs over her husband's lover with her car. 

Had Daisy not been burdened by such knowledge, she would not have taken 

such a rash course of action. 

Though knowledge is highly available in the society of today, not all 

knowledge is good or beneficial. The psychological burden caused by 

unnecessary knowledge has negative effects on a person, such as the loss of a 

desire to live, like Dimmesdale, the inability to save the human race from certain 

destruction, like Ender, or the uncontrollable rage leading to murder, like Daisy. 

Too much of a good thing can be bad, and unneeded knowledge can be a 

burden. 
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Kay 

Technically speaking, the world, my friend, revolves around you. You will 

see only what you seak, understand only what you learn, and become everything 

that you understand. I can see no reason, for which knowledge would ever be a 

burden. For it is knowledge, wether good or bad, that creates the very people we 

are. Somewhere along the way, every single person on this planet, perfectly 

good or perfectly bad, was changed by a single thought, a new Idea. Our dear 

friend Mr. Vescetti, you remember him dont you, hes my uptight neighbor, is a 

perfectly good example. Mr. Vescetti knew war. he knew what it ment to hear the 

rain fall on the hills of Peleiu, to watch his friends be killed, and to have to leave 

them behind. Mr. Vescetti was a mean man, but he never let that bother him, he 

let this knowledge, that turned him against the world, change him into a ruthless 

determined sergent on the island of Okiniwa, leading troves of men into battle 

and eventually taking the island. Mr. Vescetti learned evil, understood pain, and 

became coldness. But Mr. Vescetti won. What knowledge could possibly be a 

burden, dear friend, that leads one to victory? For a cold heart is forgiven when 

power is at hand. 

And what about our old friend Miss Violet? The friendly child less 

'grandmother' of the neighorborhood? Years ago she learned her love was dying 

and that her dream of a house full of childrens laughter was disapearing before 

her very eyes? This knowledge should have killed the woman, but instead it 
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made her stronger. She laid her love to rest and took every ounce of compassion 

she had saved for the children that were never to be; and poured it out on us in 

our youth. What has this deafening knowledge done but benifited us in every 

way? 
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Leo 

Knowledge may be power, but ignorance is bliss. Though what we know 

can advance society and improve individual lives, it's often what we know that's 

more detrimental than what we don't know. 

Spousal infidelity is a perfect example of detrimental knowlede. Suppose, 

hypothetically that Chris and Christie are a couple. Chris and Christie meet, fall in 

love, and get married. The two are happier than they've ever been-at least, 

that's what Christie thinks. But Chris isn't happy, as evidenced by his cavorting 

with that chick Cassie from down the lane. But Christie doesn't know and 

continues thinking everything is going as well as it possibly could. Then, she 

catches Chris and Cassie making cupcakes together, and her whole world is 

shattered. Did the knowledge of her husband's infidelity make her much less 

happy than she was when she didn't know? Absolutely. Was the truth more 

harmful than the delusion? Absolutely. 

The lessons derived from individual instances can be applied to society as 

a whole. The Manhattan Project of the second World War is one of the most 

famous cases of military secrecy. The project, instigated to develop, research, 

and test a nuclear weapon, was housed in a laboratory in the remote desert of 

New Mexico, and its details were not fully revealed until the end of the Cold War 

some 45 years later. The consequences of revealing those details to the masses 

would have been devastating. The public would rally against such a powerful 
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doomsday device and foreign enemies would have gained a leg up in the race to 

design something similar. Instead, the knowlede of the project was kept secret, 

and we won the war thanks to it. 

Indeed, what we know is often more frightening than what we don't. Sure, 

the darkness is unsettling. But staying in the dark might be preferable to turning 

on the light and coming face-to-face with the monsters that are waiting for us. 
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Mark 

Knowledge is absolutely necissary for success and inovation, however, 

being extreme. Knowledgable has proved to be almost a curse rather than a gift 

to those who posses it. Truly knowledgable human beings have been plagued 

with political discrimination, exploitation of the i-knowledge, and an overwhelming 

obligation to share their knowledge with the world. 

Great thanks and philosiphers have faced many hardships for thousands 

of years; New thoughts are often contreversial and thus faced with great 

descrimination. The catholic church often punished revolutionary scientists and 

philosiphers such as Issac Newton and Galillio for their finding which proved to 

be entirely true. The idea that the universe didn't revolve around the world, but 

rather the sun was simply to upsetting for the society they lived in. 

Another burden of possesing knowledge is exploitation quit, the opposite 

of represment. Scientists often make revolutionary discoverys that they are then 

forved to see used for purposus they had never dreamed of or wanted. For 

example in the 1940s, Einstein and hundreds of American Society (many of 

whom were forved) saw their research lead to the killing of hundreds of 

thousands of people in Japan after having developed the atomic bomb in the 

"Manhattan Project." Beyond government exploitation is exploitation of people's 

knowledge by the public. The botanists who accidentaly discovered (I CANNOT 

READ THE REST OF THIS) to see his discovery become an ellicit drug. 
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Scientists also feel a strong obligation to sharing and embracing their 

knowledge even at their own expense. Rossalynn Franklin exemplifies this 

burden of knowledge. Her research directly led to the discovery of DNA, but she 

died from her research; Franklin used radioactive x-rays in her studies. Franklin 

realized this would lead to her ulimate demise, but she continued anyway. 

Rosalynn Franklin died of cancer cause by radiations so that knowledge could be 

advanced. 

Despite its obvious benefits, possesing vast amounts of knowledge can be 

devastating. With large amounts of knowledge comes large amounts of 

responsibility. 
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Neal 

Although knowledge is almost always considered beneficial to society. In 

various instances it can be an obstacle to growth and normality. Knowledge of 

diseases often leads to fanatic cleanliness rituals these days, and knowledge of 

mechanics and the physical sciences puts people out of work. Even an increase 

to the knowledge of human activity in the name of security can be construed as 

malicious in this present day. 

As human awareness of germs, diseases, and other factors that could 

cause bodily harm increase, an upswing of hypuchondriacs has been observed 

across the world. Although specific habits like washing ones hands of the "five 

second rule" are perfectly normal, people everywhere take their health 

obsessions to extremes. Hypochondriasis regarding actions as simple as shaking 

a comrades hang is new present in our society, created by our expanding 

knowledge of disease. 

Since The Industrial Revolution, Americans have long been infatuated with 

producing goods faster, cheaper, and easier. From Henry Ford and his assembly 

line to present day, machines have been increasing in sophistication more and 

more, and replacing the jobs that men and women typically hold. With our 

increasing knowledge of the workings of the physical world, humans are being 

put out of jobs, creating a drastic problem. Especially in times like these, surplus 

jobs for humans are becoming more necessary than ever before. 
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In George Orwell's classic novel 1984, Orwell explores the implication of 

an all powerful totalitarian government with unlimited knowledge of it's citizens 

actions, speech, and even thoughts. This security causes a stagnation in the 

society when it comes to any type of growth, and is an overall inhibition to the 

good of mankind. The knowledge that the men and women in Orwell's novel 

have of their governments incredible power provides for the downfall of society. 

When not provided with complete freedom to members of the public, 

(especially not those of lesser intelligence) knowledge can be a powerful tool. 

Unfortunately, information is a hard medium to monitor, and therefore; knowledge 

is often a burden to society, causing unnecessary panic, hypochondria, 

joblessness, and even complete stagnation. 
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Olivia 

Many have heard the saying that, "ignorance is bliss," and in the short 

term, that can be true, but the big picture is a different story. While it may cause 

immediate problems and annoyances, knowing the truth and all of the facts 

concerning a situation, like in the case of the United States' current 

environmental awareness. 

Fifty years ago, environmental concerns were practically nonexistant 

world-wide, and were especially irrelevant in the United States. Millions of cars 

and factories emitted harmful gases daily, and large amounts of garbage and 

toxic chemicals were dumped into America's rivers and lakes. There were no 

recycling programs or "green" alternatives, and no one was really all that 

concerned about it. Surely, American's would have been just as concerned as 

they are today had they known what their harmful practices were doing to the 

Earth. People were happily and ignorantly destroying their home, which may 

have been convinient at the time but didn't help the situation in any way. 

Today, Americans are educated enough to know what pollutes the 

environment and how to stop it. Campaigns to regulate automobile emissions 

and promote recycling are undoubtedly expensive, and some argue that things 

were simply easier in "the good old days" when man was free to destroy the 

Earth. Taking care of the planet is a hassle, and things were inarguably easier 
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when Americans did not have to concern themselves with it's care. However 

without the knowledge of how they are polluting the Earth, Americans would be 

unknowingly making their planet uninhabitable for future generations, a prive 

which is definitely not worth the hassle of separating a person's trash so it can be 

recycled. 

A better saying to describe the importance of knowledge might be, "the 

truth shall set you free." Despite its complications and the headaches it might 

cause, knowing the truth will improve any situation, making it much more of a 

benefit than a burden. 
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Patricia 

Knowledge can sometimes be a burden rather than a benefit. Excessive 

knowledge with no given direction can be counter protective; and can taint the 

mind. 

Having endless knowledge is fruitless if it isn't used correctly. One could 

have boundless knowledge spanding over many subjects, but it this knowledge 

can't be put to use, it only clouts the mind and destracts the individual from their 

task at hand. His head if full of knowledge about just about anything you may 

wish to learn about. He has a masters in philosoph a bachelors in Theology a 

masters in Jazz guitar and he has a minor in U.S. History. He knows so many 

things, but this has gotten him no where. He, at the age of 46, still does not know 

what he wants to do with his life. He knows about so many paths that he COULD 

take, that he can't decide what to do. His knowledge of the world has made him a 

counterproductive citizen, rather increase his quality of life. Endless knowledge 

with no direction is a burden rather than a benefit. 

Knowing too much can also taint the mind. The saying goes that 

"ignorance is bliss." I believe that there is a certain amount of truth to this claim. 

With unlimited access to the media and technology such as the internet, people 

may become aware of things they many have been better off not knowing. Kids 

can learn about sex and drugs and violence and suffering at much too young an 

age, and it can effect their mental growth and the way they process information. 
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People are fed lies and half-truths daily by the media. This can taint perception 

and allow people to make misguided decisions. At one time in my life, I was 

perfectly happy with the world as it was. Then, on one otherwise plesant 

September day, I came home from school to find my mother crying because our 

country was under attack. It opened my eyes to hate and violence and fear and 

lust that I had previously not percieved as reality. My new found knowledge 

tainted my pure mind and for a while, I lived in a state of mild depression. This 

scenario exemplifies the potential damage knowledge can do. Some things are 

better left unknown. 

Yes, knowledge can be power. It has led us to new machines, new 

ways of doing things, higher standards of living. But it has also brought us bigger 

wars, mere violent people, stronger means of control and manipulation. 
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Ryan 

A tool is as smart as the operation To have such tool is to perform such 

duties required. But when the duties that needs to be accomplished are restricted 

from the owner of the tool, the tool serves not as a symbol of benefit but rather of 

hopelessness. Knowledge is not always a symbol of benefit, for which it only 

sheds light on the truth. 

The well known Fredrick Douglass expressed the ties of education that 

bounded his soul. Being sent back from a northern plantation, Douglass gained a 

wider perspective A wider view which was knowledge to him. Such knowledge 

caused him to compare his hopeless situation to the better life up north in 

Baltimore. By learning or gaining education; Douglass saw the light at the end of 

the tunnel. But the light was above him, whereas he was in a ditch. A ditch, 

shown to him by education, was on that was too high to escape from. 

Douglass through education revealed the society which he lived in 

therefore burdening him with hopelessness. Learning to read and write was 

difficult for a slave. Douglass struggled to find a fair education, learning from 

fellow white boys on the street. His ambitions took him to the word abolitionist. A 

word found in the newspaper. A word that define not only the author's view but 

Douglass' view on his life. The idea that he is stuck where he is. Without 

education, a life of closed doors, is like living in a dark room with wall spiked with 
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swords. Douglass turned on the lights with education and the terror and burden 

from the flick of a switch will far surpass its benefits. 

The tool of knowledge is powerful and unbiased. It has no character to 

which it must abide too. Only to reveal and dig out truthes. Truthes which can be 

beneficed, but yet at the same time; shamlessly be a burden. 
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Sheri 

Knowledge can be a burden because knowledge requires action and 

na·1ve children seem to be happier than adults. 

Once you know certain things, you cannot forget them. They stay with you 

forever, always in your memory. Children were a large part of the urban 

workplace after the Industrial Revolution. For a while, many people didn't know it 

was happening, but eventually the general public found out. With it's newfound 

knowledge, society decided it had to stop the terrible working conditions the 

children were working in. Knowledge was a burden that made the people act. 

The face of a child almost always wears a smile. A child is optimistic 

almost always, unlike an adult, who is generally pessimistic. An adult's 

knowledge of life is a great burden. It takes away all hope the adults has and fills 

him/ her with despair. 

Knowledge is a burden in two ways: it calls for action and it encourages 

pessimism. 
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Tom 

Knowledge can be a burden rather than a benefit when it overwhelms us 

or becomes widespread and goes into the wrong hands. 

Knowledge can be harmful when understood by those who shouldn't. 

Information owned by certain government organizations became accessible a 

few years ago. Terrorists were able to hack into the television feed from Air Force 

Unmanned Aerial vehicles. This breech of knowledge was not only a burden, but 

a security threat to the people of the US. The fact that the information was so 

easy to get had a negative effect. 

Knowledge can be a burden when it begins to take over people's lives. 

When my Uncle Allen was promoted a few years ago, he was happy until he 

actually assumed his new responsibilities. He was given a new phone that gave 

people the ability to email him at any given point in the day. Information 

consumed him, and access to more knowledge was unwelcome in his case. 

Knowledge has become a burden to society. Information has become so 

widespread and accessible that it has overwhelmed and harmed us. 
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Will 

Men with knowledge have always ruled me without knowledge. It is almost 

like a law of nature, or an undeniable truth, that knowledge brings much power to 

one who possesses it. However, just as too much power can be a burden or a 

catalyst to one's destruction, knowledge can also be a burden rather than a 

benefit. Today, with their lives inundated by vast amount of powerful knowledge 

people are often times restricted, 'rather than liberated, by knowledge that has 

become a burden. 

First-handedly, I experience how knowledge becomes a burden in daily 

life. With an access to the greatest source of knowledge and information, 

internet, at my finger tips, I am often times burdened to seek knowledge before 

ever move I take. Rather than being a guide or an inspiration that helps me 

decided , knowledge has become the deciding one, a tyrant perhaps, in my life. It 

has given to dictate what I would eat, what I should see, what I should drink, 

what I should perceive. Knowledge had become a burden that restricted me 

freedom to decide on my own. 

Too much knowledge, also, leads to the lack of experience. In a news 

paper editorial cartoon, I saw a picture of a little boy watching television, with a 

picture of a boy flying in an open sky, in an isolated, locked room. Information 

and knowledge often times deceive us to believe that what we have learned is 

what we have done. However, people who only learn are like fishermen who 
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know how to fish but do not fish. Knowledge can be a burden that deceives 

people to not act and perform what they have learned. 

Knowledge indeed is very powerful and essential. It has helped people 

liberate themselves from hunger, disease, and tedious labor; all of those are very 

true. However, in the society that we live in, knowledge can be a burden. 
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