
ENGLISH 5930: RESEARCH PROBLEMS IN LIEU OF THESIS 
How do you study a writing process?  

 
This capstone will help you develop professional writing habits that increase the probability of 
publishing your research in the future. There are a number of paths through these woods. My 
approach will be organized by the assumption that if you want to become a professional writer, 
you need to engage in the study of writing.  
 
The study of writing can be approached from two angles that have the capacity to interanimate 
one another. The first angle, probably the most familiar to you, is a how-centered approach, 
which focuses primarily, if not exclusively, on accumulating techniques that accelerate the 
improvement of one’s writing process. Sure, there’s a focus on grammar and mechanics; but 
there is also a focus on argumentative coherence, writing to specific contexts, attending to 
audience values, and so on.  
 
The second angle, probably less familiar to you, is a what-centered approach, which examines 
the history, theory, and material evolution of writing independent of any demand for 
instrumental outcomes or techniques. This isn’t to say that a what-centered study of writing 
cannot improve your technique, but rather that it is not reducible to written improvement.  
 
Want an example? Scholars such as Ron Fortune and K.K. Ruthven have studied how literary 
forgers have to think about the work of writing in order to persuade audiences that their fake is 
the real mccoy. Neither Fortune’s nor Ruthven’s research is designed to encourage literary 
forgeries or to teach their audiences how to present a fake work as if it were authentic. Instead, 
they want to know what forgers have discovered about the phenomenon of writing—its histories, 
theories, and practices—in their attempt to produce a spurious literary work. Obviously, having a 
more expansive knowledge about how written texts work together can deepen your 
understanding of what the work of writing entails and, thus, help you engage in the work more 
imaginatively and seriously. 
 
This course is designed to expand your understanding of what the work of writing entails by 
helping you build a vocabulary for studying how written works evolve over time and space. We 
will focus specifically on how to track variations between different versions of the same written 
work by imagining the writing process as a problem-solving activity. By learning to view the 
work of writing in this way, we can begin to abstract general principles that should improve your 
work as a writer and prepare you for professional writing scenes in the future. 
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Course Outcomes 

1. Identify and practice the habits of professional writers.  
2. Define writing studies as a field of inquiry. 
3. Differentiate between a what- and how- centered approach to writing studies. 
4. Track the relationships among different concepts in writing studies. 
5. Understand the historical, theoretical, and material differences between writers and 

authors.  
6. Build a vocabulary for studying different versions of the same written work.  
7. Learn to track the revision process of writers by imagining the writing process as a 

problem solving activity.  
8. Abstract general lessons from a what-centered study of writing to improve your revision 

process.  
 
REQUIRED READINGS 
The War of Words by Kenneth Burke 
A Rhetoric of Motives by Kenneth Burke 
The Fluid Text by John Bryant 
Course Reader prepared by Instructor 
 
ASSIGNMENTS 
Essay Autopsy 
You will select an essay you have written during your graduate coursework that you know needs 
revision. Once you have identified an example, you will begin to explain how the draft of that 
essay came to be. Specifically, you will answer the following questions with as much detail as 
you can muster: 
 

1. What is the problem you were trying to solve when writing this essay?  
2. How does the problem you were trying to solve relate to problems that the field is trying 

to solve?  
3. What is the essay’s purpose and who is its audience?  
4. What do you believe are the strengths of the current draft?  
5. What do you believe are the weaknesses of the current draft? 
6. What factors compromised your ability to draft the essay in the way that you had wanted 

or hoped?  
7. If you had more time to work on the essay, how would you focus your energies?  
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8. What questions would you ask a professional scholar if they offered you help?  
9. What were the valuable mistakes you made during the writing process that led to your 

learning?  
10. What are the mistakes that you continue to make, but don’t quite know how to solve?  
11. What do you need to read in order to make this essay better?  
12. What do you need to cut in order to make this essay better?  
13. When you think about the type of characteristics you want your essay to have, what are 

they? Why?  
14. When you think about the type of characteristics you want your essay to avoid, what are 

they? Why?  
15. Who has influenced your writing the most and how does their influence show up in this 

draft?  
16. What do you believe is the future of this essay?  

 
Whenever you answer one of these questions, please provide an example from the current draft 
and analyze how you are drawing your conclusions.  
 
Writing Process Letters 
As we will discover, one of the ways that writers track their writing process is by sending letters 
to trusted friends, family members, and colleagues. So, this assignment is designed to provide 
you practice with that process. You will write no less than ten letters throughout the term that 
explain (1) what is going on in your life and (2) what is going on with your writing process (e.g. 
What you are working on, what problems you are trying to solve, what is frustrating you, where 
you feel like you are getting better, what you want to know, etc.). These letters should not simply 
talk about your writing process, but include small excerpts of your writing in progress, replete 
with questions that your correspondent can answer. You will not be graded on your 
correspondents willingness to write back. But if you can find someone to correspond with that 
can answer your questions elaborately, that would work the best.  
 
In short, this is not a simulated exercise; you are not writing to someone “as if” they are going to 
respond. You are writing and sending them letters expecting a response. Letters can be sent 
digitally via email, but you will need to print them out upon final submission in your portfolio. 
You are expected to space the ten letters out across the semester; please do not write ten letters 
all at once at the end of the term when you realize they are soon due. I expect you to be detailed 
and elaborate given the status of your writing project, which means that the length of the letter is 
contingent upon what you happen to be writing about.  
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Conceptual Cluster Precis  
In writing studies research, concepts run in packs; so, in order to define one concept, you have to 
explain its relationship to other concepts. For example, in order to define the concept of 
authorship, you need to be able to explain its relationship other concepts such as writers, texts, 
discourse, authenticity and so on. By learning to define the relationships between concepts, you 
deepen your understanding of what the study and work of writing entails. 
 
Here are the parameters: 

1. Your essay must be one-page single spaced.  
2. You must identify the concepts at the beginning of the essay, just before you begin your 

introduction. For example, it should look something like this:  
Conceptual cluster: authorship, authenticity, writing  

3. You may identify no more or less than three concepts for this assignment. 
4. You must define each concept and explain how they relate to one another by citing your 

course readings.  
5. You must analyze your citations by focusing on the parts that help you draw conclusions 

about the relationships between each concept. 
6. You must conclude by explaining what can be gained by studying these concepts in 

relationship to one another.  
 
Conceptual Cluster Revision Memo 
A revision memo is a document that you will produce in response to the open ended questions I 
raise while reading your draft of the Conceptual Cluster essay. This document is a key 
component in preparing you to begin the work of revision.  
 
A complete revision memo is comprised of four parts: 

1. An executive summary that reflects on how my questions and comments suggest 
opportunities for learning to write more effectively.  

2. A written response to the questions that I raised. These responses should be elaborate and 
practice the methods of analysis that are characteristic of written research.  

3. A revision plan that includes specific strategies for improving your essay.  
4. A series of questions to me that identify areas in which you need help.  

 
There is no maximum page length requirement, but the minimum response is 500 words. 
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Conceptual Cluster Revision 
Having developed a revision plan in your revision memo, you will now execute it. Your essay 
revision may be no longer than two pages single-spaced. In order for it to be an effective 
revision, it will need to accomplish more than mechanical and/or grammatical correction. A 
revision, Adrienne Rich argues, requires a different way of seeing that fundamentally changes 
how you imagined something initially. With this definition of revision in mind, you will produce 
a fundamentally re-imagined text that expands what you understand the work of writing and 
writing studies to entail. 
 
 
Writing Portfolio & Executive Summary 
A portfolio is a collection of documents that demonstrate how you have developed as a writer 
over the course of a semester. An executive portfolio summary is an argumentative essay that 
explains the contents of the portfolio to someone who was not privy to your learning process. In 
addition to your final revised essay, you should draw on written documents you have produced 
throughout the semester to demonstrate your learning. You will then use these documents as 
evidence for your learning in the portfolio executive summary.  
 
A valuable document could be any number of things such as an early draft of an essay, a revision 
memo, or a response to a writing prompt I asked you to complete. Remember, these documents 
cannot speak for themselves. In order to demonstrate that you have learned this semester, you 
need to analyze them and draw implications from your analysis. 
  

Order of Contents: 
• Portfolio Executive Summary 

(a) 12-point, Times New Roman 
(b) MLA Guidelines for Heading & Citation 
(c) 1200-1500 word count 
(d) Include a title 
(e) You must cite at minimum five contents stored in the portfolio, including all three 

collected artifacts 
• Final Revision of Conceptual Cluster Precis  
• Writing Process Letters 
• Appendix: Representative (Cited) Writing Development Documents 
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ACADEMIC DISHONESTY 
For UNT’s policy on academic honesty, please visit: 
http://www.vpaa.unt.edu/academic-integrity.htm 
  
DROP POLICY 
For information regarding UNT’s course drop policy, please visit: 
http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/schedule/scheduleclass.htmlDisability Concerns 
  
DISABILITY CONCERNS 
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with 
disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability 
Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide 
you with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion 
regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any time, 
however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the 
semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 
accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 
implementation in each class. 
  
For additional information see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at 
http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323. 
  
ACCEPTABLE STUDENT BEHAVIOR 
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 
opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional 
forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the 
classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether 
the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The university's expectations for 
student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic classroom, 
labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. The Code of Student Conduct can be found at 
www.deanofstudents.unt.edu. 
  
SEXUAL DISCRIMINATION, HARASSMENT, & ASSAULT 
UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual 
harassment, including sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. If you (or 
someone you know) has experienced or experiences any of these acts of aggression, please know 
that you are not alone. The federal Title IX law makes it clear that violence and harassment 
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based on sex and gender are Civil Rights offenses. UNT has staff members trained to support 
you in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and 
housing accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. 
  
UNT’s Dean of Students’ website offers a range of on-campus and off-campus resources to help 
support survivors, depending on their unique needs: http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/resources_0. 
  
Renee LeClaire McNamara is UNT’s Student Advocate, and she can be reached through e-mail 
at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of Students’ office at 940-565-2648. You 
are not alone. We are here to help. 
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READING SCHEDULE 
(Subject to Revision with Advanced Notice) 

  

Week One 
1/14-1/16 

M: Syllabus / Course Overview 
No Class Meeting  
  
W: Discuss “Changing the Question” by 
John Trimbur; “Writing Studies as a Mode 
of Inquiry” by Susan Miller 
 

 

Week Two 
1/21-1/23 

M: No Class // MLK Day 
  
W: Discuss “The Originality of Texts is a 
Manuscript Culture” by Gerald Bruns; “The 
Births of Authenticity in the Progress of 
Anxiety” by Susan Stewart 
 

  
 

Week Three 
1/28-1/30 

M:  “Writing” by Raymond Williams; 
“Writing as a New Technology” by Clifford 
Siskin 
 
W: “What is an Author” by Michel Foucault 

 

Week Four 
2/4-2/6 

M: “The Alphabetic Body” by Brian 
Rotman; “Screening Information” by Mark 
C. Taylor 
  
W: Homework: Begin The Fluid Text (1-17) 
***No Class Meeting*** 

Essay Autopsy Due 

Week Five 
2/11-2/13 

M: Discuss The Fluid Text (1-17) 
 
W: Discuss The Fluid Text (17-29) 
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Week Six 
2/18-2/20 

M: Discuss The Fluid Text (30-43) 
 
W: Discuss The Fluid Text (44-64) 

 

Week Seven 
2/25-2/27 

M: Discuss The Fluid Text (64-87) 
 
W: Discuss The Fluid Text (88-111) 
  

Conceptual Cluster 
Precis Draft Due  

Week Eight 
3/4-3/6 

M: Discuss The Fluid Text (112-140) 
 
W: Discuss The Fluid Text (141-end) 
  

 

Week Nine 
3/11-3/13 

No Classes // Spring Break  

Week Ten 
3/18-3/20 

M: A Rhetoric of Motives (1-48) 
 
W: A Rhetoric of Motives (49-100) 

 

Week Eleven 
3/25-3/27 

M: A Rhetoric of Motives (101-153) 
 
W: A Rhetoric of Motives (154-182) 

Revision Memo Due 

Week Twelve 
4/1-4/3 

M: A Rhetoric of Motives (183-220) 
 
W: A Rhetoric of Motives (221-266) 
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Week Thirteen 
4/8-4/10 

M: A Rhetoric of Motives (267-300) 
 
W: A Rhetoric of Motives (300-end) 

 

Week Fourteen 
4/15-4/17 

M: The War of Words (43-88) 
 
W: The War of Words (88-131) 

  

Week Fifteen 
4/22-4/24 

M: The War of Words (131-169) 
 
W: The War of Words (169-223) 

 

Week Sixteen 
4/29-5/1 

M: The War of Words (223-end) 
 
W: Workshop 

 

Week Seventeen 
5/6-5/8 

Finals Week Portfolio Due 
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