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Goals and Pre-Rating (Scale of 1-4)

• Learn the definitions and theory of classical 
and contemporary discourse.

• Study three different writing theorists and 
their theories on communicating in writing. 

• Learn strategies to help us develop our own 
ideas when we write on a given topic.   

• Take part in two different activities to help us 
understand writing theory and the universe of 
discourse.



Lesson 1:  Intro to Discourse Theory

• Please take out a piece of paper and a pen or pencil.  
Please write your name, the date, and title at the top 
of the paper:

“Introduction to Discourse Theory”

• On the next page, you will answer a prompt asking you 
about your prior knowledge and ideas on discourse 
and communication.

• Following the writing activity we will share responses 
and write class notes.  



Writing Prompt: Discourse

“To the best of your knowledge, please define 
and explain discourse.  What is it?  Where and 
when does it occur?  How? Why?  Please explain 
using specific examples.”

• 5 minutes.

• Students share responses / discussion/ notes.



Classical Discourse

• Rhetoric is the art of discourse, wherein a 
writer or speaker strives to:
– Inform

– Persuade 

– [Entertain]

• The five canons of rhetoric have origins in 
Ancient Greece (Aristotle) but were codified in 
classical Rome:
– Invention, arrangement, style, memory, and 

delivery.



Modern Discourse Theory:  Mikhail Bakhtin

“One’s own discourse and 
one’s own voice, 
although born of another 
or dynamically stimulated 
by another, will sooner or 
later begin to liberate 
themselves from the 
authority of another’s 
discourse.”  



Dr. Peter Elbow

"Many people are now trying 
to become less helpless, both 
personally and politically: 
trying to claim more control 
over their own lives. One of 
the ways people most lack 
control over their own lives is 
through lacking control over 
words.”

-from Writing Without 
Teachers (1973)



Who Are These Guys?  
Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin

• Nov. 17, 1895 – March 7, 1975 
Russian philosopher, literary 
critic, and scholar.

• Worked on literary theory, 
ethics, and the philosophy of 
language.

• His writings, on a variety of 
subjects, inspired scholars 
working in a number of 
different disciplines.
– literary criticism, history, 

philosophy, sociology, 
anthropology and psychology.

Dr. Peter Elbow
• Professor of English 

Emeritus at the Univ. of 
Mass. Amherst.

• Directed the Writing Program 
from 1996 until 2000.

• Writes about theory, 
practice, and pedagogy.

• Authored several books and 
a number of papers.

• His practices in regards to 
editing and revising are now 
widely accepted and taught 
as the writing process.



Exercise:  Pair, Talk, Write

• Partner with another student.

• Re-read Elbow quote.  Talk with your partner 
about this quote—meaning, purpose, 
relevance, etc. (1 min.)

• Write your response to this quote, taking into 
account your own thoughts and discussion 
with partner.  (3 min.)

• Repeat same “talk/write” process with 
Bakhtin quote.  (1 min. / 3 min.)



"Many people are now trying 
to become less helpless, 
both personally and 
politically: trying to claim 
more control over their own 
lives. One of the ways people 
most lack control over their 
own lives is through lacking 
control over words.”

“One’s own discourse and 
one’s own voice, although 
born of another or 
dynamically stimulated by 
another, will sooner or 
later begin to liberate 
themselves from the 
authority of another’s 
discourse.”

Quotes for Pair, Talk, Write:

Peter Elbow Mikhail Bakhtin



Lesson 2:  The Universe of Discourse

• Please take out a piece of paper and a pen or 
pencil.  Please write your name, the date, and 
title at the top of the paper:

“The Universe of Discourse:  Theory and 
Practice”

• Over the next few slides we will learn about one 
contemporary discourse theory and then 
participate in a short writing and thinking activity



James Moffett (1929-1996)

• Writing and Educational Theorist
• Argued the teaching of writing must be student 

centered, that meaningful writing can not 
originate with teacher decrees but must start 
where the child is, allowing choice and self-
exploration.

• Recognized and wrote about trends in education 
long before others even considered their 
possibilities. 

• Important theories:  The Active Voice, the 
Universe of Discourse, growth in thinking through 
language.



Terms/Concepts Defined by Moffett

• Abstracting:  Mentally mapping reality.  Comprises 
two opposite processes, analysis and synthesis, 
working together simultaneously.

• Generalizing:  Putting mind over matter.
• Elaborating:  To work out.
• Egocentricity:  To assume too much.  Main cause of 

communication difficulties in comprehending and 
composing.

• The analytic brain is the intellect.
• The synthesizing hemisphere (brain) is intuition.
• Ambiguity:  Loaded language with multiple 

meanings



Activity #1:  The Water Bucket

• Directions:  Watch the following video and 
then answer the questions that follow on the 
next slide.  

• There will be time for sharing and discussion 
following the writing portion of the activity.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continu
e=110&v=WIo9ROTi7a4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=110&v=WIo9ROTi7a4


Questions (1-2 minutes each)

1. What’s happening?  
– From the real time point of view of the video, please 

describe what’s happening. (present)

2. What happened?
– Like a reporter or journalist, please tell us what 

happened. (past)

3. What happens? 
– In situations such as this, please tell us what 

happens.

4. What could/would/should/may happen?
– Think and analyze.  Given the event/scenario, please 

tell us what could/would/should/may happen.  



Activity #2:  Scene from 42

• Watch the following video and then answer the 
questions that follow on the next slide.  

• There will be time for sharing and discussion 
following the writing portion of the activity.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xd1QCLnRxAs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xd1QCLnRxAs


Questions (1-2 minutes each)

1. What’s happening?  
– From the real time point of view of the video, please 

describe what’s happening. (present)

2. What happened?
– Like a reporter or journalist, please tell us what 

happened. (past)

3. What happens? 
– In situations such as this, please tell us what 

happens.

4. What could/would/should/may happen?
– Think and analyze.  Given the event/scenario, please 

tell us what could/would/should/may happen.  



The Universe of Discourse

• What’s Happening.  Recording.  Close to the 
incident.  No analysis or opinion. Is what it is.

• What Happened.  Reporting.  After the incident.  
Writer’s report (some unintended bias). No 
analysis or opinion.

• What Happens.  Generalizing.  Interpreting an 
incident/event. Far from incident.  Making 
generalizations about the and similar incident(s).

• What Could or May Happen. Theorizing. Farthest 
from incident.  Essays of Argument.  Creation of 
theory about topic or incident.  



Relevance to Writing/Composition:

• Identifies how we progress and learn 
language arts, writing, and reading to a 
certain extent.

• Identifies individual’s movement from basic to 
complex thought.

• Can help writer develop own ideas and 
thoughts (thesis development).

• Help formulate own opinion, values, and 
philosophy on a given topic.  



Conclusion and Post-Rate

• Understand the definitions and theory of 
classical and contemporary discourse.

• Know three different writing theorists and their 
basic theories on communicating in writing. 

• Learn a strategy to help us develop our own 
ideas when we write on a given topic.   

• Please staple all work together in order.

• When it is returned, please make sure your work 
is placed neatly and safely in your binder.  You can 
put it in the “Assignments” section.


