
2 RESEARCH IN COMPOSITION 
Current Issues and A Brief History 

[I]n a very real sense, the debate about the relative merits of 
qualitative and quantitative research is a distraction, 
masking our more basic differences in a rush to argue about 
numbers. I want to suggest that it is not whether we use 
quantitative or qualitative methods, but the intellectual 
stances that underlie the research questions we ask and the 
evidence we seek that are at the heart of our rufferences. 

Judith Langer, 1987 

Current debates about research methods have often focused on where 

and how researchers view reality and evidence. Because we debate the 

value of evidence-rather than the contexts from which we gain that 

evidence-the rift between different kinds of researchers has resulted 

in stereotypes: ethnographers have criticized the rigid, controlled, 

decontextualized methodology of the experimental researcher; exper

imentalists have, in turn, perceived the observations of the ethnogra

pher as loose and error-ridden. In the middle, some researchers have 

acknowledged a wide range of methodologies stemming from varied 

epistemologies in what is now called "methodological pluralism" 

(Kirsch, 1992). 

Schriver ( 1992) illustrated the different perceptions naturalistic 
researchers and scientific researchers have had of each other, building 

on the debate composition studies began in the 1980s between cogni

tion and writing (equated with scientific studies) and writing-in

context (equated with cultural studies): 

The stereotype of the researcher interested in cognition is the positivist 
who makes reductive statements about human behavior or who confirms 
the obvious. The stereotype of the researcher concerned with context is 
the naturalistic observer who creates sweeping generalizations about 
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human behavior or who argues the impossibility of drawing any general
izations at all. (l 90) 

The stereotypes Schriver outlined here are well-documented. 

Berthoff (1990), in a most scathing example, criticized the researcher 

who seeks numerical data-a quest that, for Berthoff, is devoid of 
meaning: 

If meaning is set aside in the search for "data," the finrungs will not 
then be applicable to the making of meaning. But composition specialists 

who follow psycholinguistic principles of analysis want to have it both 
ways: thei.r empirical research requires that meaning be left out of 
account, but they also want to claim that their findings are relevant to 
pedagogy. (14) 

Berthoff condemned cognitive psychologists as researchers who 

"deliberately ignore" context (22) and ridiculed psychologists gener

ally for being "usually about a generation behind" (16). Indeed, 

Berthoff painted a ridiculous picture of psychology as a field that is 
still "awash in Piagetian concepts" (16). • 

Perhaps in response to (or out of spite for) the so-called positivist 

inquiry Berthoff loathes, she proposed her own theory of composing

a theory that cannot possibly be quantified or analyzed by anyone: 

To teach the composing process entails coming to terms with a.lla
tonceness, learning to consider it not as a source of roadblocks but as a 

resource. When we write, we are simultaneously naming, inferring, refer
ring, recognizing, remembering, marking time, wondering, wandering, 

envisaging, matching, discarding, checking, inventing .. . . We need to 
teach ourselves and our students to manage the complexity of allatonce
ness, to learn to tolerate uncertainty and ambiguity, to recognize the value 
of not knowing what your thesis statement is and thus discovering the 
uses of chaos. (86) 

In part, I agree with Berthoff : wonderful prose can emerge from 
chaos, and writing is seldom an orderly thing. While we need to be 

more tolerant of that ambiguity, however, an ambiguous theory rarely 

helps us manage, tolerate, or contextualize ambiguity any better than 
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we did before. Mysterious theories about mysteries, in other words, 

keep us where we are-in a complacent acceptance of the unexplain

able "that's just the way it is" rather than in an active quest to discover 

and understand the contexts in which we write and how those contexts 

affect the processes and products that result. Berthoff succeeded, how

ever, in producing a theory that looks very different from a theory that 

is "orderly" or controlled or cognitive: her theory of Allatonceness

"everything happens at once or it doesn't happen at all" (86)-is, per

haps, the most "disorderly" and uncontrollable theory composition 

has ever seen. The "black box theory of composing" leaves questions 

about context unanswered, unexplored-in spite of Berthoff's criti

cism for other researchers she felt ignore context as well. 
Berthoff, however, was not alone in her criticism of the "reduction

ist" nature of cognitive studies or in her resistance to methodologies 

used · in such research. Since North's The Making of Knowledge in 
Composition ( 1987), several debates have emerged with methodology 

as centerpiece. Because North's work divided the "knowledge

makers" of the field by methodology, new doors were opened for 

analyses of how we think-as a field, as researchers, as scholars, as 

teachers-new avenues for debate that perhaps divided us more than 

North imagined at the time . North's quest was simply to map the field 

and its "modes of inquiry-the whole series of steps an inquirer follows 

in making a contribution to a field of knowledge-as they operate 

within methodological communities" (1) and "to characterize-and 

indeed, value-each brand of knowledge on its own terms" (5). 

North 's work provided, in other words, a look at the questions we ask. 

who asks them, and how we go about answering them-a valuable 

contribution to the field in its own right at the time . 
Since then, however, North's divisions among our researchers have 

been expanded and sometimes redivided in other terms-a division 

healthy for the sake of debate but dangerous for a field still attempt

ing to define itself. As Langer ( 1987) argued, our field "has been using 

our methodological differences to keep ourselves apart" (117) . 

Indeed, since The Making of Knowledge, tens ions in our field have 

provided some of the most popular dichotomous topics in our schol

arship: between the social and the cognitive (Berkenkotter, l 99 l ), 
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between theory and practice (Phelps, 1991), between cognition and 

context (Flower, 1989),just to name a few. 

Rose (1988), however, reminded us that difficulties in cognitive 

studies do not always lie in the methodologies used or in the questions 

asked. In small part, Rose saw weaknesses in some cognitive studjes, 

but to a greater extent, he blamed our own application of such studies 

and theories for the disaster be called "cognitive reductionism": 

My intention in this essay is not to dismiss these thinkers and theories 
but to present the difficulties in applying to remedial writers these models of 

mind. For there is a tendency to accept as fact condensed deductions from 
them- statements stripped away from the questions, contradictions, and 
complexities that are central to them .. . . This reductive labeling is going on 
in composition studies at a time when cognitive researchers in developmen

tal and educational psychology, artificial intelligence, and philosophy are 
posing more elaborate and domain-specific models of cognition. (294) 

In contrast to Bertholf, then, Rose saw research findings "stripped 

away" from context not by the researchers , but largely by the readers 

of that research: ourselves. 

In spite of bis analysis, however, most scholars in composition 

through the late 1980s and early 1990s have seen themselves as irrec

oncilably divided by methodological and epistemological differences. 

These tensions come from the perceived differences among research 

methods and the epistemological stances on which they are based, 

resulting in a much greater preference for research we ca!J "naturalis

tic," often rejecting research that looks "quantitative"-a tension that 

scholars such as lrmscher (1987) have summarized in generalized 

statements: "scholars in the humanities characteristically distrust 

quantitative measures, even for linguistic or stylistic studies" (85). 

In a 1987 review of composition's struggle for a place in the acad

emy, lrmscher blamed Richard Braddock, the first editor of Research 
in the Teaching of English (the NCTE journal most likely to present 

studies with numerical data) for a misdirection in our research: 

Braddock, whose degree was in Education, was undoubtedly instrumen

tal in shaping prescriptive, positivist standards for research in composition, 
encouraging a model that has prevailed in composition studies .... Research 
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in composition has become identified with one kind of research
controlled experimental studies producing statistical evidence. (82) 

Further, Irmscher blamed what we've come to call the "Braddock 

Report" of 1963 (Research in Written Composition) for why our field 

had yet to gain "academic respectability" {82) by the late 1980s; 

Irmscher was in full agreement with Hagstrum's 1964 review of the 

Braddock Report: 

These are undoubtedly the five best "scientific" studies ever conducted 
on written composition-virtually the cream of the cream. It is therefore 
extremely disheartening to have to say that l) none of them strikes a lay
man as definitive or persuasive and 2) there is very little promise that, 
without rigorous antecedent thought, the "scientific" method applied to 
composition will yield better results in the future than it has in the past. 

(qtd. in Irmscher, p. 83) 

Interest in methods that downplay the role of numerical evidence, 

as North (1985) reminded us, is natural for "people who are trained 

as humanists" (89); or as 1rmscher argued, composition specialists 

have much in common with literary colleagues, "with critics, textual

ists, historiographers, bibliographers, linguists, novelists, and poets, 

each of whom differs in approach, but all of whom represent the tra
dition of humane letters" (85). For example, Ede (1992), who has 

considered herself open to a range of research methods, admitted that 
her training as a graduate student in Victorian Studies made her real

ize "the distinction between quantitative and traditional humanistic 
research" and that her training taught her "to do, and to value, the lat

ter" (317). Beach (1992) agreed : meaningful research comes more 

often from ethnographers, and he has made a distinction between 
artificial environments-environments lrmscher ( 1987) called "for

eign" (83)-created by the experimentalist vs. the natural (i.e., more 

meaningful) environments studied through ethnography (219). 
In a discussion of research on writing centers, Neuleib and 

Scharton ( 1994) have argued that since writing centers already engage 

in observations of students, "the most suitable methodology for 

[research in writing centers] is some variation on an ethnographic 
model," discounting the possibility of other kinds of research in the 
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writing center (55). Neuleib and Scharton argued that we must reject 

the "dispassionate distance of scientists" (55) immersed in "some 

kind of animal research based on generations of selective breeding" 
(54): "student writers are not laboratory rats, with genetic and behav

ioral constants we can manipulate experimentally" (55). Similarly, the 
1990 CCCC Roundtable, "The Writing Center as Research Center;' 

condemned "Research with a capital R"; this roundtable called for 

more case study and ethnography in writing centers-research that is 

more "beneficial:' "pragmatic," "dynamic": "The best method for 

writing center research ought to mirror the daily activity of tutoring" 

(Bushman, 1991, p. 34). 

In spite of the dear popularity of"naturalistic" methods, Schriver 

(l 992) was hopeful when she commented on her own summary of 

research stereotypes, noting that the most extreme stereotypes might 

be fading (190), and for a few scholars, they are. Kirsch (1992), for 

example, explored the potential of methodological pluralism in our 

multidisciplinary field, but Kirsch's questions suggest that a strong 

polarity-a climate of difference-still remains within the field and 

among its researchers: 

What philosophical and epistemological assumptions guide different 
research methods? How are different methods related to each other? Do 
multiple methods build upon one another, producing cumulative knowl
edge? Or do various methods stand in conflkt with each other, producing 
contradictory results? (247) 

Central to this debate about different methods has been the ques

tion of evidence rather than the question of varied contexts from 

which we gain evidence . As Hillocks ( 1992) has written, "This distinc

tion divides us over questions such as what counts as research, what 
counts as evidence, and what the principles are by which we connect 

evidence to our claims" (57). 

In summary, our research, our claims, and our principles have 

been governed recently by a growing preference for certain kinds of 

evidence, most of it personal-not governed by full analyses of 

research contexts or guided by a clear understanding of and training 

in a wide range of methods and research principles . 
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GUIDES TO RESEARCH IN COMPOSITION : A CRITIQUE 

Although several texts in the last decade have attempted to train 

composition researchers in the procedures and concepts of research 
(or have invited us to explore research paradigms and epistemolo 

gies), their success has been clearly limited. Lauer and Asher 
attempted to guide composition researchers in Composition Research: 
Empirical Designs ( 1988). Lauer and Asher began with a valuable goal 
and with an argument similar to the one I am making here: composi

tion researchers, trained in the humanities, either reject scientific 
inquiry or "consume" it indiscriminately (ix). According to Lauer and 

Asher, "adequate study of the complex domain of writing must be 
multidisciplinary, including empirical research" (ix). In the end, how
ever, Lauer and Asher look at only the many puzzle-pieces of design 
as "obstacles to understanding for the humanist" (ix), obstacles that 

remain for the humanist due to other difficulties in the text: they offer 

examples of studies that are far too complex to be used as tools for 
teaching and are not well designed, present statistical analysis out of 
the context of the research process (by relegating statistical analysis to 

an appendix), and removed the method from the context of the 
research question (by focusing only on the mechanics of each 

method, ignoring the questions that method could answer). 
For instance, Lauer and Asher included as an example Pianko's 

(1981) study of students ' writing processes. Pianko's study had more 
dependent variables (twenty -two) than students (seventeen). Lauer 

and Asher stated that the high number of dependent variables was a 
problem (84), but the study was used anyway as one of three exam
ples of quantitative description-a research method described in a 
short twenty-page chapter, of which nearly one page (87) was the list

ing of Pianko's twenty-two dependent variables. 
Unfortunately , it is in this context that Lauer and Asher introduce 

the concept of independent and dependent variables: 

We identify the terms independent and dependent here because they 

are used by many composition researchers. The distinction between them, 

however, is rather imprecise in descriptive research. Researchers often call 

those variables independent which constitute differences in subjects prior 
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to research-e.g., class level, age, or gender. Dependent variables are often 

those introduced by the researcher for the analysis, e.g., prewriting time, 

planning behavior, or number of pauses. (86) 

Such definitions of independent and dependent variables (espe
cially for those who are new to such concepts) are confusing and 
unfortunate. First, Lauer and Asher suggested that they used these 
terms only because other composition researchers use them, not 

because they are important concepts for any researcher to know. 
Second, the distinction between the two kinds of variables was noted 
as "rather imprecise," when in the context of most research tasks, 

researchers make very precise distinctions between dependent and 

independent variables in the attempt to understand the differences 
and the relationships among them. Third , readers of Lauer and 

Asher's text should be confused by their suggestion that independent 
variables are only those that exist prior to research (such as gender) 
and that dependent variables are "introduced by the researcher for 
the analysis." Researchers "introduce" both independent and depen

dent variables (as long as they are the ones designing the study), but it 
would be more accurate to say that dependent variables are "mea

sured" rather than introduced - they are, in a sense, the "resulting dif
ferences" among independent variables ( variables that may or may 
not exist only prior to research). Finally, Lauer and Asher listed a few 
examples of dependent variables-such as prewriting time-that , 

depending on the full context of a study, could be either independent 
or dependent variables. Prewriting time, of course, can have an effect 
on a later process (such as revision) or a feature of a product (such as 

organization) and, thus, would be an independent variable (a com
mon sense notion, given that prewriting obviously comes before 
other kinds of writing/revising/editing) . This is where Lauer and 

Asher's inattention to context (and heightened attention to only 
mechanics of research design) fails to help readers become better 
researchers-indeed, might do more harm than good. 

But problems inherent in how we teach research concepts (and , 

especially, statistical concepts) pose difficult questions about 
research-in-context. If we teach research methods as merely methods 
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and procedures devoid of context, such principles are difficult to 
grasp and are often meaningless without some grounding of purpose. 

On the other hand, research methods introduced in particular con

texts potentially draw attention to the intricacies of the context itself 
(past research, politics of an area of study, formal knowledge of the 

specific area of expertise, etc.) such that discussions of method 
become secondary. To equalize the interplay of context and research 
method for beginners, we would do well to choose concrete everyday 

contexts in which to demonstrate research procedures. 

Effective training in research methods and statistics is often based 

on the outlines of simple, hypothetical, yet realistic contexts in which 
we might want a question answered. Demonstrations based on televi
sion programs, movies, recreational activities, and daily living often 
begin an introduction to research concepts , especially in courses 

attended by students from several disciplines, carrying with them dif
ferent kinds of formal content knowledge. 

Starting with simple contexts enables students to expand later into 
contexts more closely related to their areas of study. While some 

everyday, humorous, simple contexts might seem a bit corny at first 

(my favorite and most effective statistics professor had a fondness for 
Blondie and Dagwood and The Sound of Music), such contexts allow 
the explanation of research concepts and statistics to gain clarity 
while the humor in them aids our memory. Hence, the following sim
ple context-the test of a lucky bowling ball-will be inserted through
out the next three chapters. 

SOME BASIC RESEARCH CONCEPTS : 

A TRIP TO THE BOWLING ALLEY 

So somebody gave you a new bowling ball for your 

birthday-a new, shiny red one. You put your old green one in 

the closet, and suddenly your game improved. Now you think 

your new red bowling ball, even though it's the same size and 

weight as the old green one, is responsible for improving your 

game. Somehow, the red ball is making a difference in your 

scores . Your friends, however, laugh at your superstition. 
MProve it,• they say. 
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So we need to design an experiment to see if your red bowl

ing ball is as lucky as you think. We'll take your old green ball, 

your new red ball, and we'll steal that pretty purple one with 

glitter (also of equal size and weight) from the next Jane. We'll 

let the bartender bowl in one lane, trying each color, testing 

your prediction that the red ball is luckiest. (We don't trust you 

to bowl-you might cause the red ball to win because that's 
what you hope to find.) 

We'll keep score, of course, to see which color does the 

best. And because we're testing the luckiness of your red bowl

ing ball, we'll make a chart to organize scores by the color vari

ables: red, green, or purple. By the way, these are the 

"variables,n because we are varying or manipulating them in 

our study. Colors will be the "independent variables," because 

they have the freedom and power (independence} to cause a 

change in your bowling scores . We are seeing if the difference 

in score depends on the color of the ball, which is why we'll calf 

the scores the "dependent variable.~ It, too, varies, but its 

variation depends on the color of the bowling balls, the 
independent variable . 

Therefore, we have three levels (red, green, purple) of one 

independent variable (color), and we'll see if the variation in 

colors has an effect on your scores. Our research question, 

then, is this: Is there a difference in bowling score (dependent 

variable) with changes in bowling ball color (independent 
variable)? 

To help answer the question, we've controlled for two poten

tially "extraneous variables" : 1) the bartender bowls in only one 

lane to ensure that a difference in lanes doesn't affect the 

score; 2) only the bartender will bowl to ensure that other 

bowlers' skills do not affect the difference in scores. 

While we will not be able to make any grand claims from 

such a small study, this context will enable us to play around 

with some research concepts. In other contexts, we would not 

want to gather data from just one person, so our ability to 

generalize this study to others will be limited. In other words, 

37 
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we've enhanced "internal validity" by controlling for the 

extraneous variables. Because only the bartender is bowling 

(and in only one lane), we have limited "external validity," 

preventing us from making generalizations to other bowlers or 

other lanes. But that's not our purpose here. Our purpose is to 

provide some information and a way to think about something 

that interests you. 

If you're worried about how the lucky red ball will do here, 

we should stop the study now so your superstition can remain. 

But you strike me (ho, ho) as the type who wants to be a more 

informed bowler. Getting this information (or knowledge) isn't 

hard at all. And learning about independent and dependent 

variables doesn't have to be, either. 

Lauer and Asher's text had other problems for those desiring to 
learn research methods. For example, the treatment of statistics was 

too brief to be especially accurate, it had very little context, and it 
could be confusing in the complicated formulas designed to 
"enhance" their explanations. Lauer and Asher discussed the null 
hypothesis ( the hypothesis that asserts "there is no difference" in vari

ables being measured) as a hypothesis we "accept" or "reject?' In more 
accurate terms, we only "reject'' or "fail to reject" the null hypothesis. 

There is a reason for this: accepting the null hypothesis would con
note that "there is no difference" among or between variables being 

studied, when the study itself did not test all possible differences 
and/or might have failed to show the specific difference sought. Lauer 
and Asher here provided not only simplified information worthy of 
more discussion, but also potentially misleading language with which 

to relate our research. 

In a way, we teach a form of hypothesis-testing to our fresh

man composition students all the time. In research writing 

especially, we advise our students to 1) formulate a research 

question to guide their library work and other research, 2) 

guess or hypothesize about what they'll find, and 3) later 

construct a clear thesis to guide their texts that convey their 

research. We as researchers construct a research question 
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first and then recast the question into a claim: a hypothesis 

(proposed thesis). Our later write-ups, too, will be governed by 

our "answer'': the thesis. 

At the bowling alley, remember, our research question is, "Is 

there a difference in bowling score with changes in bowling ball 

color?" Recast as our hypothesis, it would look something like 

this: There is a difference in scores achieved by different 

bowling ball colors. You, of course, hope the red ball achieves 

the highest score . However, every researcher is accompanied 

by a skeptic (which is why you took us along), and the skeptic 's 

job is to say, "I doubt it,"- in other words, "the difference will 

probably be null." The skeptic's null hypothesis is this: There is 

no difference in scores achieved by different bowling ball 

colors-that is, any difference you have obtained among the 

different colors has been obtained by chance and, therefore, 

do not reflect "real" differences . 

If your scores show that the difference is unlikely to be due 

to chance, you can reject the null hypothesis, because it only 

takes one good piece of concrete evidence to argue that a 

skeptic is wrong. If, however, the scores show no difference 

(just like the skeptic predicted in the null hypothesis), you can 

argue effectively that one trial cannot demonstrate the skeptic 

is probably right. While we have gained an interesting piece of 

information, we have no proof yet that another trial won't 

produce different scores or that other variables we haven't 

talked about yet didn't interfere with the red ball's performance. 

Therefore, we can't fully accept the null hypothesis, either (that 

there is never, ever a difference in these scores). At this time, 
we simply fail to reject it. 

The skeptic (being a skeptic) will understand this. Further 

demonstrations (replicat ions) will help us answer our question 

more fully in the future. Later in this study, we will test our 

hypothesis and discuss the role of chance . 

39 

In a text with a different purpose, Understanding Research in 

Reading and Writing, Kami!, Langer, and Shanahan (1985) attemp ted 
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to help reading and writing specialists "come to terms with many of 
the techniques and perspectives of reading and writing research" (ix) 

and to "encourage nonresearchers to understand and use research" 

(x). In short, this text focused on helping readers become more criti

cal "consumers" of research: "Our purpose is not to explain how to 

do research. Doing sophisticated research takes time, effort, and 

experience" (x). 

While bowling alleys may not be the most sophisticated 

place to do research, our task is complicated and will, of 

course, take time and effort. For instance, we need to decide 

how many trials each ball should have. And because only the 

bartender is bowling, we must consider the bowler's potential 

fatigue. 

In-addition, we'll need to decide in what order the balls 

should be bowled: they should not, for example, be bowled 

always in the same order (red first, green second, purple third, 

for instance). The last color bowled may achieve a low score 

because of the bowler's fatigue, and the first color bowled may 

score the best because our bowler will be "fresh .ff On the other 

hand, our bowler might not get fatigued at all; instead, the 

more the bowler practices, the better the bowler might get, so 

later balls bowled might score higher. Either way, we introduce 

a potential bias into the study if we don't mix up the colors 

somehow. 

Therefore, the colors should be systematically rotated 

through a procedure called counterbalancing. 

red, green, purple 

green, purple, red 

purple, red, green 

purple, green, red 

green, red, purple 

red, purple, green 

Counterbalancing ensures that each color will be first, 

second, and last an equal number of times so that fatigue or 

practice will not influence a difference in scores per color.2 
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Counterbalancing helps answer the question about how 

many trials we should ask our bowler to bowl. Since there are 

6 possible combinations of the three colors (see above), we 

could have our number of trials for each ball be in multiples of 

6 (6, 12, 18, etc.). Now we have to ask a harder question : how 

much time do you want to spend at the bowling alley? 

OK, we'll just do 6 trials for each ball. for now. 
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Even though Understanding Research in Reading and Writing was 

aimed at nonresearchers, it curiously assumed a background in basic 

statistics (x). Therefore, the authors' treatment of statistics is brief, 

but it is always (wisely) within the context of research questions. The 

authors gave examples of various research questions and how they 

have been explored by reading and writing specialists, and they 

offered sage advice to readers of this research. For example, the 

authors wisely warned us against inferring causation from correlation 

studies; they reminded us to articulate our data clearly in our texts 

and not to let an extremely high number of variables complicate our 
studies. 

In other words, Understanding Research in Reading and Writing has 

given us just what the title suggested and what the authors promised: 

a consumer's guide to research. It has not, however, (as the authors 

also acknowledged) provided a guide for doing research, a guide our 

field greatly needs . As a result, such wise advice as theirs has often 

gone unheeded . Hillocks ( 1986), too, provided general criticism for 

how researchers unknowingly destroy their own results by not pre

senting and articulating their data clearly enough, not establishing 

clear criteria for what we wish to know, and for inferring cause and 
effect too readily (often assuming, for example, that observed behav
ior causes observed writing). In addition, in spite of Kamil, Langer, 

and Shanahan's warning against allowing too many variables to com

plicate a study, Lauer and Asher's text (three years later) provided as 

an example, remember, Pianko's study, which did just that. (See also 
Ferris, 1994.) 

Another text for researchers in our field, Multidisciplinary 
Perspectives on Literacy Research (Beach, Green, Kamil, & Shanahan, 
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1992), offered a collection of papers from the 1990 National 
Conference on Research in English. While the title suggests "multidis

ciplinary" perspectives on research, authors of most individual essays 

obviously favored some perspectives over others, fueling an already

growing debate about our research and research methods. 

Harste, for example, set the tone in the "Foreword" by sharing a 

story in which an international student asked him about his use of 

the phrase "nauseous positivism" during a debate about research 

methods in a graduate seminar at Indiana University (ix). Harste 

shared the story in order to illustrate his own position in the debate 

and to highlight the passion of the debate itself. Further stating his 

position, Harste argued that researchers in literacy should find their 

own method and stop pretending to be cognitive psychologists or 

anthropologists and stop borrowing from their methods; he 

responded negatively to "the illusion which the volume gives that all 

research methodologies are equal. ... I have trouble with this . . .. 

[N]ot all methodologies are equal for me. Some violate what we 
know" (xi). For Harste, the methodologies that "violate what we 

know" are those that stem from what he called "nauseous positivism." 

In their introduction to the text, the editors reiterated the per

ceived paradigm shift in English Studies and examined its effect on 

our research: 

shifts in conceptions of literacy have resulted in a shift in the kinds of 
methodological approaches employed .... Many of the experimentalist 
approaches employed in previous literacy research, which attempt to 
"control" for factors shaping literacy events, have been seen as artifi
cially constraining the ways in which readers and writers construct 
knowledge. (5) 

These editors equated our changing notion of research with, not 

surprisingly, our previous rejection of "traditional, formalistic text

book models of composing" (2); similarly, they forecasted the future 

of research in reading and writing by equating an outdated view of 
literacy as a controlled, scientific, and objective series of"cognitions" 

with the controlled and scientific methodologies that attempt to pro
vide "simple answers to a complex problem" (3). While the editors of 
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the volume attempted to create an "open dialogue between a range of 
perspectives" (8) in research and acknowledged that criticism among 

all perspectives exists, their own criticism for only one end of that 
range continued: 

Cognitive psychologists often prefer controlled experiments ... while 
sociolinguists or cultural ethnographers often prefer ethnographical 
observations. This latter approach assumes that the meaning of literacy 
events could onJy be understood by studying these events as they occur in 
authentic settings, rather than as "control1ed" in an experiment. And it 

assumes that quantitative analysis of literacy practices strips away the rich 
meanings available from observational analysis. (9) 

Again we see authors and editors valuing the kind of personal 

knowledge that Elbow used to construct What is English? and that 

Johnson used in epigraphs to chapter one of Nineteenth-Century 
Rhetoric in North America. While composition should value this kind 

of knowledge, we now do so by devaluing other kinds that, in spite of 

being "controlled" or quantified or "cognitive;' could also be of great 

value in the varied contexts of our teaching and our research. We are 

teaching and researching in a field that claims to have "multidiscipli

nary perspectives," while clearly designating which perspectives are 
welcome and which ones are not 

Similar in purpose to Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Literacy 
Research was Methods and Methodology in Composition ( 1992), edited 
by Kirsch and Sullivan: 

Because this c-0llection aims to expand our understanding of research 
methodologies, [the editors] decided to present reflective essays that 
examine procedures, assumptions, and issues relevant to a broad range of 
research methods, and not to only a few well-established methods. ( 4) 

The essays in this volume explored, for example, how ethnography 

unfolds in language studies, how writing about theory is a form of 

research, in what ways historical inquiry contributes to our body of 
research, how to code data, and how competing epistemologies come 

together in methodological pluralism. Most of the essays, in other 
words, do not so much offer research procedures as they examine the 
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politics of research, reflect on some research topics, and debate the 
value of varied research methods. In chapter ten, for example, Beach 

also paralleled our current shift in research strategies with the earlier 

paradigm shift we perceive in teaching strategies, reminding us again 

of that previous era of current-traditional rhetoric: 

The textbooks of the era were filled with model essays and endless 
grammar exercises .... It was assumed that if teachers in all classes taught 
the "five paragraph theme" and grammar rules, that students would learn 
to write. Given the teacher-centered nature of this approach, researchers 
therefore were primarily interested in determining whether certain kinds 

of direct instruction worked. 
Traditional method A versus method B experimental research 

reflected the limitations of this prevailing paradigm. (217) 

fiere again we see the dichotomous tension among our 

researchers, augmented by the perceived parallels to an earlier para 

digm shift in teaching. The "once that, now this" approach attacks 

one set of well-established empirical methods; at the same time, such 

a "paradigm shift" approach forces choices such that multi-modal 

research becomes discounted as well. 
Fitting well with the editors' promise to explore methods other 

than the "few well-established methods," Sullivan, in her chapter 

("Feminism and Methodology in Composition Studies") in the 

Kirsch and Sullivan volume, argued that "methodological underpin 

nings of modern science ... have developed according to male pre

scriptions and proscriptions of knowledge" (56) and described the 
current research debate in composition in terms of feminist response 

to male dominance: 

[feminist approaches to research] do not represent a wholesale rejec
tion of empiricism by feminists but only of the positivist elements that 

still linger in the dominant paradigm of scientific inquiry .... Many are 
drawn, for example, to the cluster of methods that fall under the rubrics 
of qualitative and naturalistic inquiry. (57) 

Here, Sullivan (as I will discuss more fully in chapter three) drew 

further distinctions among researchers that, again, encourage us to 
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seek research methods that fulfill certain ideologies rather than seek 
methods that adequately answer our research questions that emerge 

naturally from varied contexts-questions that vary in form and pro

cedure within and among varied ideologies because of shifting con 

texts and, therefore, require varied methods to seek their answers, 

ln the newest book available as this work goes to press, Strategies 
for Empirical Research in Writing, MacNealy (1999) addresses sev

eral issues similar to ones I explore here. MacNealy adm irably 

devotes space in her text to "calming the nerves" of her readers , 

addressing anxieties about numbers, research, and terminology 

through a calm voice that speaks directly to readers and asks gentle 

questions. MacNealy explores the need for research, the need for 
theory, and the relationships and tensions between research and 

lore. Most importantly, MacNealy stresses the importance of valu

ing all research methods and provides an excellent model through 

her own text, which is fleshed out by research of all kinds, including 

her own personal anecdotes, to help readers gain a conceptual 

understanding of research as well as an introduction to some 

research procedures . 

In fact, I liked MacNealy's approach so much, J wished that she 

had continued beyond the introductory level this text provides. Her 

introduction to some concepts, such as kinds of data (nominal, ordi

nal, interval, and ratio) and some statistical procedures, is necessary 

to a new researchers' understanding. But what next? Our field still bas 

not produced a comprehensive series of texts that will help us 

advance in our research capabilities beyond a fairly modest level. 

GEORGE CAMPBEL L AND THE NATURE OF EVIDENCE 

The current-traditional rhetoric that flourished in the nineteenth 

century, supposedly defining "truth" as external, objective, and 

empirically verifiable, has been displaced in favor of other theories of 

composition that view "truth" either as residing "within" (as internal 

and subjective), or as stemming from, the transaction between the 

external and the internal (as now evident in the popularity of social

constructionist theories). In other words, current-traditional rhetoric 

has been rejected because of its view of reality, wh ich, for some, reeks 
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of positivism, an argument that extends to our use of scientific meth
ods in our research. 

As composition researchers argue the value of diverse research 
methodologies, we can learn much by returning to George 
Campbell's Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776), in spite of the fact that 
Campbell has taken much of the blame for the current-traditional 
approaches we now reject. 

In chapter five of Philosophy of Rhetoric, Campbell, linking forms 
of evidence to forms of logical truth, presented two kinds of evidence. 
The first, intuitive, relies "on a bare attention to the ideas under 
review"; the second, deductive, emerges "by a comparison of these 
with other related ideas" (174). Intuit ive evidence is much like evi
dence gathered by the ethnographer: that which is readily observable. 
Deductive evidence is much like evidence gathered by an experi
menter: that which is compared, measured, altered, and tested. 

Campbell gave us three kinds of intuitive evidence, presented as 
"basic" forms of human knowledge, easily observable by the seeing, 
thinking person: 

lntellection: mathematical axioms, such as "two plus two is four." 

Consciousness: concerning only the existence of the mind, requiring basic 

thought. 

Common Sense: an extension of basic, logical thought; knowledge such as 

"there are other intelligent beings in the world besides me" ( 174-81 ). 

For Campbell, then, intuitive evidence includes the kind of basic 
knowledge that something is irrefutably true ("such as two minus one 
does not equal three" or "humans need water to survive") or the kind 
of knowledge that something exists: if I'm in a bad mood today, for 
instance, I am aware of it through Consciousness; through Common 
Sense, I extend that knowledge to realize that being in a bad mood also 
means I am not in a good mood or that being in a bad mood might 
affect others around me. To ask why I'm in a bad mood, however, asks 
a different question, calling on a different kind of evidence, that 
through which we can deduce meaning and speculate on an answer. 

Campbell divided deductive evidence into two types: moral and 
demonstrative (or scientific). Moral evidence is divided into four 
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kinds: experience, analogy, testimony, and calculations of chance. These 
types of evidence involve, as their names suggest, critical thinking and 
reflection. For instance, I note through experience, perhaps, that I had 
skipped breakfast this morning, and the last time I was in a bad 
mood, I skipped breakfast, too, allowing me to deduce that breakfast 
might have something to do with my bad mood. For me. the analogy 
of a car running out of gas or of trying to bake bread without enough 
flour helps explain how l feel and suggests how essential breakfast 
might be to my moods. Testimony from a friend might add that she, 
too, experiences bad moods after skipping breakfast. Calculations of 
chance allow me to speculate on the probability that I will be in a bad 
mood the next time I skip breakfast. For Campbell, that calculation is 
mathematically possible if, for example, we're in a coin toss or rolling 
a pair of dice (a calculation that can be done prior to any trials), but 
speculation of chance can also be based on experience. If I've noted 
twice that I'm in a bad mood after twice skipping breakfast , I could 
speculate that the probability I'll be in a bad mood after skipping 
breakfast again is high. 

While much of this moral evidence seems to make sense- seems 
to suggest, for instance, that I'll be in a bad mood whenever I skip 

breakfast- conclusions drawn from such evidence are premature. 
This kind of moral evidence is valuable in the absence of other evi
dence-if impossible to obtain. But in order to arrive at any meaning 
through this series of moral proofs, I must impose order upon it. I 
now see only the connections I can see and, possibly, connections I 
want to see. For instance, my friend provided testimony that she, too, 
is in a bad mood whenever she skips breakfast, testimony that seems 
to lend credibility to my claim when added to my own experience. 
But what if I'm ignoring other observations I've made that she will 
also be in a bad mood whenever a traffic light turns red, whenever her 
favorite parking spot is taken, and whenever a vending machine 
rejects her dollar bill? I am guilty, then, of assigning too much credi
bility to her single testimony about skipping breakfast. 

And what if I focused on the wrong variable in my own personal 
experience, ignoring other variables in the full context? Sure, I 
skipped breakfast twice, but a colleague who joined me for lunch 
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both times reminds me that I ate two Big Macs to make up for skip· 
ping breakfast and that, perhaps, such indulgence in fast food has 

something to do with my mood? To complicate matters, the same 

friend reminds me that my bad moods, too, are not unique to the 

days on which I skip breakfast. 

Concluding from this moral evidence alone that skipping break

fast has something to do with my bad mood, then, is a mistake. For 

help, we need the second of Campbell's two kinds of deductive evi

dence: demonstrative. Campbell outlined four differences between 

moral and demonstrative evidence: 

l. Difference in subject: moral evidence concerns independent truths; 

demonstrative concerns the relationships among ideas [ The analogy, 

for instance, of having enough flour to make bread is not directly related 
to the fact that I'm in a bad mood; the testimony of my friend's bad 

moods is independent from the fact that L too, am in a bad mood] 

2. [M)oral evidence admits degrees, demonstration doth not [ Unable to 

"measure" what a bad mood is or how bad a mood I'm in, the determina

tion of my bad mood is, in part, based on opinion and is debatable- i.e., 

in terms of degree in relation to other kinds of bad moods, other people's 

bad moods, etc. J 
3. 1n moral evidence, truths cannot be contrary because they are inde

pendent of one another; in demonstrative evidence, future demonstra
tions can contradict earlier demonstrations, creating new truths [My 

speculation on future bad moods does not contradict the fact that I am in 

a bad mood now; testimony of anyone else's bad mood will not contradict 

my own experience] 

4. Scientific evidence is simple, consisting of only one coherent series, 
. . . moral evidence is generally complicated, being in reality a bundle 
of independent proofs [ Tlze series of moral proofs in determining the 
relatiomhips between bad moods and skipping breakfast comes from four 

different kinds of evidence that must be linked through the imagination 

because they are not actually related to one another] (182-183) 

These differences between moral and demonstrative evidence 

should not surprise modern composition researchers. Campbell 

presented the perceived difference between "naturalistic" and 

"experimental" research, between ethnography and experiments: 
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observations cannot be replicated, whereas demonstrations can be; 

observations rely solely on one's own memory and cannot 

be refuted, tested, or measured; the subject of one's interest may 

determine which forms of evidence should be trusted and sought; 

observations have degrees, room for memory error, whereas 
demonstrations do not. 

Less surprising, then, is Campbell's admiration for scientific (or 

demonstrative) evidence. Based primarily on his concerns about 

error of memory, Campbell warned of potential error in moral rea

soning: "though the procedure of the mind were quite unexception

able, there still remains a physical possibility of the falsity of the 

conclusion" (197). At the same time, however, Campbell seemed to 

value equally all forms of evidence and to understand the additional 

potential of multi-modal inquiry. For example, Campbell believed 

that mathematical axioms form the basis of revolutionary discoveries 

and that testimony provides us with history. All forms of evidence, for 

Campbell, create "the foundation of all conviction, and consequently 
of persuasion too" ( 197). 

Scientific evidence, for Campbell, also has room for error, much 

like moral evidence does. The difference, however, is that errors made 

through demonstrative evidence can be identified and corrected 

through later demonstrations. This type of evidence is in the realm of 

logic, rather than rhetoric, for Campbell, perhaps because of its scien

tific nature. Rhetoricians must pay attention to scientific evidence, 

however, as CampbelJ argued, "for though he may be an acute logi

cian who is no orator, he will never be a consummate orator who is 
no logician" (197) . 

Indeed, Campbel] saw both kinds of evidence-though separate 

and different from each other-as necessary to each other because of 

their unique contributions to a greater understanding of the full con
text for any inquiry: 

if [scientific or demonstrative evidence] is infinitely superior in point 
of authority, [moral evidence] no less excels in point of importance. 
Abstract truth, as far as it is the object of our faculties, is almost entirely 

confined to quantity, concrete or discrete. The sphere of Demonstration is 
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narrow, but within her sphere she is a despotic sovereign, her sway is 

uncontrollable. Her rival, on the contrary, hath Jess power but wider 

empire. Her forces, indeed, are not always irresistible; but the whole world 

is comprised in her dominions . . . . By [ demonstrative evidence], we must 

acknowledge, when applied to things, and combined with the discoveries 

of [moral evidence], our researches into nature in a certain line are facili

tated, the understanding is enlightened , and many of the arts , both ele

gant and useful, and improved and perfected. (184) 

For Campbell, then , the interaction of moral evidence (and its 
complexity) with demonstrative evidence (and its simplicity) is 

the most powerful and persuasive of alJ intellectual inquiry. 
Unfortunately, today's scholars in rhetoric and composition not only 

separate demonstrative and moral evidence, but argue that they must 

be separated because they stem from seemingly different epistemolo 

gies. And, perhaps, the deceptive simplicity of demonstrative evi
dence is at the core of our criticism for some inquiry being "artificial" 
or out of context. The complexity of moral evidence, after all, helps 
place demonstrative evidence in context, but it is increasingly pre

ferred by our field even when stripped of demonstrations that also 

give meaning to the same contexts. 

At the bowling alley, we'll be much more careful not to infer 

causation from correlation. In other words , we'll better 

understand that just because two things exist somewhat side

by-side, one does not necessarily cause the other to happen. 

In fact, it's just that kind of belief that we're hoping to test at the 

bowling alley. Every time you bowl with your red bowling ball, 

you get great scores, so you think it's lucky (as if it being red 

causes a high score). We're going to explore that issue. 

At the same time, a red bowling ball could indirectly 

influence your score (even if it doesn't directly cause your 

scores to be high): for instance, if red is your favorite color, you 

might simply enjoy the look of the ball and, therefore, be in a 

better mood because of it; therefore, you might be influenced 

by the color of the ball, but the color of the ball didn't directly 
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cause your scores to happen . Once we leave the bowling alley, 

we should continue to be careful with this . 

51 

The simplicity of scientific evidence mentioned by Campbell (and 
the notion that it is often quantified) is, perhaps, what Elbow (1990) 
responded to when he warned, 'J\1.1 those valuable perceptions and data 

are rendered less trustworthy and less useful when they are reduced to 

a single number " (251). However, Elbow's view ignores, here, first, that 

when joined with the "complexity" of moral evidence, scientific evi
dence adds information and helps make sense of the complexity of 

moral evidence, and, second, that the "single number" never replaces 

the "valuable perceptions and data"; instead, the number summarizes 

the perceptions and data, which remain very much intact and are even 
enhanced by the new language given as a summary : the number. 

Elbow's distrust for the "single number" brought forth by demon
strative evidence resulted in his reliance on moral evidence in What is 

English?- a book that is, in Campbell's terms, "a bundle of indepen 

dent proofs: ' And while that bundle is valuable because of the diverse 

experiences offered in it, readers must provide their own coheren ce to 

it and bring their own memories , interpretations, and at times, misin
terpretation (or no interpretation at all) to such a text. Moral evi

dence, then, is malleable, subject to reshaping in a reader 's mind; in 

other words, we find moral evidence to have a certain beauty we eas
ily recognize: it is quite literary. 

As composition researchers who today argue the value of diverse 
research methodologies, we can learn much from Campbell. Because 

Campbell presented a range of evidence that encompasses all of 
humanity, his analysis of evidence fits well with modern composition 

concerns . As modern composition researchers seem close to the day 
when they abandon "traditional" methods entirely, I argue that these 
methods must be kept a part of our available tools of research for 
four reasons. 

First, as Campbell noted, the selection of research methods--or a 

decision about admissible evidence-depends on our subjects and 
the contexts in which we pursue them. In other words, a method 
should be chosen based on one's research question and the context 
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from which that research question comes. To choose a methodology 
based only on "what we already do" (as Neuleib and Scharton suggest 

in writing centers) is to choose a methodology for the wrong reason. 
Imagine someone who chooses travel destinations based only on 

locations covered by a certain airline. Such a person limits travel pos
sibilities by adhering to only one way of getting there . I am reminded 

of a graduate student researcher who set out to examine the effective
ness of a particular program but designed her research only to define 
the scope of the program and to observe its daily activities because 
she decided on her method first (participant -observation , because it's 
"in") and her research question second (a question that demanded 
rigorous measurement, the "effectiveness" of a program): fine desti

nation, wrong transportation. Campbell reminded us to understand 
our question-in-context first-to find out where we want to go, why 

and when, and then decide the best way to get there. 
Second, as Campbell reminded us, demonstrative evidence can be 

replicated-can be held up against other demonstrations, inviting 
contradiction or confirmation , even testing demonstrations in new or 
varied contexts. ln other words , demonstrative evidence allows a 

community of researchers to test each other, to communicate with 
each other, to refine each others' theories and methods, and, together, 
to establish the greatest amount of knowledge with the least amount 

of error, applicable to the most contexts. This, ironically, relates well 
to an idea that composition now greatly admires: the social construc 

tion of knowledge. 
Third, Campbell also reminded us that rhetoricians should be 

good logicians. In other words, composition researchers should 
remain open to a variety of research methodologies with their varied 
ways of thinking, with their varied epistemologies, with their varied 
logic-as these elements shift in varied contexts. To study experimen
tal design and statistics would make an ethnographer, for example, a 
better ethnographer, as exercise in identifying variables, watching for 

extraneous factors, and recognizing where error exists should inform 
any researcher's endeavors. 

Finally, composition is quite proud, I think, of having realized 
the limitations of current-traditional models. Old and useless, 
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current-traditionalism is now studied with other embarrassing his
tories of our field. The scientific thought that is supposed to have 

formed the basis for current-traditional rhetoric may soon follow. 
My fourth reason, then, for urging composition researchers to 
maintain the availability of (and to improve our understanding of) 

all methodologies is that we should not abandon what is old simply 
because it's old or somehow automatically connected to other old, 
rejected ideas. Even inquiry that relies on numerical data should 

remain with us and be more carefully studied and used to help us 
examine our community of knowledge, achieve our research goals, 

become stronger thinkers and theorists, and embrace all kinds of 
knowledge we have created-both old and new. 

SUMMARY 

The debate about what kinds of evidence we should value has been 
a harmful one for our field, resulting in decontextualized arguments 

that seemingly center on numbers vs. narratives regardless of the 
research contexts that naturally produce both. As a result, those who 

argue that only naturalistic methods are sensitive to context paradox

ically ignore the contexts in which numerical data are readily avail
able, useful, and necessary. In our effort, perhaps, to extend 
traditional forms of research guided by the scientific method, the evi
dence associated with that tradition has come under fire in spite of its 
necessary place in our scholarship. Attempts to draw parallels 

between this shift in research and an older shift in pedagogy bas 
resulted in greater distaste for an older research tradition, erroneously 

placing blame on the one common element of both "old para
digms"-the scientific method. Such conclusions persuade us to dis
miss a theorist like George Campbell, who was influenced by 
scientific developments of his time, when such a theorist-if we were 
willing to read him well-would have warned us against such a faulty 
conclusion in the first place. 

ln Campbell's terms, our review of "Paradigm Shift #1" and 
"Paradigm Shift#?.;' the scientific features they appear to share, and the 

testimony on which we often rely in our arguments against scientific 
methods are rich in "bundles of independent proofs," and we cannot 
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draw clear conclusions or connections among them without the help 

of demonstrative evidence that can add power to the moral evidence 

we've come to prefer . Further, our preference for what Campbell called 

moral evidence not only divides our field in terms of "qualitative vs. 

quantitative" research but divides us further within our qualitative 

preference: moral evidence, in Campbell's terms, does not attend to 

relationships among ideas so much as it is composed of independent 

ideas (such as personal anecdotes). 

Before we proceed to the need for joining moral and demonstra

tive evidence (and all research methods) in composition research 

(the focus of chapter four), we must address another force that 

spurs our growing distaste for numerical data-one of audience. In 

an age of passionate arguments favoring the opposite(s), bow does 

one "sell" an argument for valuing numerical evidence more ' 

equally? The following chapter will address three issues I see driven 

by audience concerns: feminist responses to traditional research, 

math anxiety, and a preference for storytelling as a genre more liter

ary than the traditional research report. Addressing such issues of 

audience, of course, is necessary for us to articulate and explore the 

full rhetorical context of the perceived (and false) quantitative/ 

qualitative tension. 

NOTES 

1. I'm not sure of Berthoff's information here . In my own studies in 

cognitive psychology (including developmental psychology), taken 

during the 1980s, when the essays in The Sense of Learning were 

originally published, Piaget was presented as merely an historical 

backdrop to more advanced, later theories and methods. The most 

I had read of Piaget at that time was in a history of psychology 

course. In applications of psychology to composition, for some 

reason, we find Piaget frequently. My professors in psychology in 

the 1980s were amazed by this. Therefore, our own application of 
psychology to composition is a "generation behind" active psycho

logical research, not the reverse, as Berthoff suggested. 

2. 
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For an example of the results researchers must contend with when 

they do not properly counterbalance, see Chiste and O'Shea 

(1988), "Patterns of Question Selection and Writing Performance 

of ESL Students" in TESOL Quarterly. The researchers tried to 

determine how ESL students chose placement test questions: on 

length or on position in a list of four? However, there was "a statis

tical tendency on the 20 exams [in the study] for the short ques
tion to be positioned at the beginning of the set and the long ones 

at the end" (682). In other words, the authors had to admit, ''This 

correlation hinders any attempt to attribute primary responsibility 

to either of these factors [length or position]" (682). These 

researchers l) reviewed previous placement tests they had readily 

available and then 2) asked a question that the study (and the cho

sen tests) was not designed to answer. Designing a new study that 

would answer their question would require counterbalancing: 

questions of different lengths should be equally rotated among the 

four positions in a list. Such care in a designed study would pre

vent the unsupported conclusions these authors drew: "Questions 

that seem most accessible to ESL students should be positioned at 

the beginning of the set, where they are most likely to receive 

attention ... . To prevent selection by length alone ... questions 

should be comparable in length" (683). Such conclusions cannot 

be supported by this study because the authors could not deter

mine the separate effects of either length of prompt or its position. 




