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Inquiry Paradigms and Writing1  

Janet Emig 

What in the universe constitutes evidence? And how do we perceivelselect, 
gatherlarrange, and then valueljudge entities and processes to fulfill our defi- 
nitions? Our responses concerning the nature, organization, and evaluation of 
evidence reveal our inquiry paradigms, both those we elect to inhabit, and 
those we may even help to create. 
Inqgiy rather than research is used here because its connotations are less 

parochial and more generous. The generic term research suffers from concep- 
tual synecdoche in that, for many, the part has become mistaken for the 
whole: the single species of empirical research is treated as the entire 
genus-a matter to which I'll return. As to paradigm-a term as useful as it is 
currently modish-I will, like so many others, pluck one definition from 
Thomas Kuhn and call a paradigm an An inquiry explanatory m a t r i ~ . ~  
paradigm then is the explanatory matrix for any systematic investigation of 
phenomena. 

A few more background comments before I suggest what elements and 
features make up inquiry paradigms, including those for writing. There is not 
necessarily a one-to-one correspondence between a given academic discipline 
and a given inquiry paradigm. Within a single academic field or  discipline, 
there can be several, even many, inquiry paradigms active and working, as 
there can be several, even many, academic disciplines deploying a single in- 
quiry paradigm. 

As an example of the first arrangement: within the single field of belletris- 
tic studies can be found scholars who inhabit a number of distinct inquiry 
paradigms-say, the historical, structuralist, and the psychoanalytic--each 
with contrasting, even warring, assumptions and methods. As an example of 
the second: within a single inquiry paradigm that can be tagged as the 
positivistic reside many researchers within the physical, biological, and social 
sciences, as well as most evaluators of research in state, federal, and private 
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funding and granting agencies-a matter of immense conceptual and political 
consequence since it means that believers in a single mode of research guard 
almost all entries to monies and to influence. 

The concept of inquiry paradigms is widespread. In addition to Kuhn, I 
follow especially some of the distinctions made by three other impressive 
theorists. The first is Egon Guba with his monograph, Toward a Methodology 
of Naturalistic Inquiry in Education E ~ a l u a t i o n . ~  The second is Patricia Carini, 
formerly of the North Dakota Study Group on Evaluation and now Director 
of the Archives of Early Childhood, North Bennington, Vermont. Accounts 
of Carini's work appear in her own monograph, Observation and Description: 
An Alternative Methodology for the Investigation of Human Phenomena, and in 
companion monographs by B. S. Engel, A Handbook on DocumentationJ5 and 
by M. Q. Patton, Alternative Evaluation Research Paradigm6 A discussion of 
Carini also appears in the major essay by the third theorist I cite, Elliot Mish- 
ler of the Harvard Medical School, "Meaning in Context: Is There Any 
Other Kind?"7 

To qualify as an inquiry paradigm, an endeavor must be informed, I be- 
lieve, by 1) a governing gaze; 2) an acknowledged, or  at least conscious, set 
of assumptions, preferably connected with 3) a coherent theory or theories; 
4) an allegiance to an explicit or at least a tacit intellectual tradition; and 5) an 
adequate methodology including an indigenous logic consonant with all of 
the above. 

A Governing Gaze 

An inquiry paradigm must first be informed by what I'll call a governing 
gaze, a steady way of perceiving actuality. As students of perception like 
Luria and Gregory point out, perceiving is a process of immensely complex 
activity and se lec t i~ i ty .~  We see what we elect to see. We have, as this 
metaphor puts it, a gaze that is governed-by our expectations, which are in 
turn governed by our experiences and what we have decided cognitively to 
make of them: by, that is, our hypotheses (Smith, Goodman),$ schemes 
(Piaget),l0 and constructs (Kelly). " 

Most of us have a preferred way of perceiving. Although our preferred 
way of perceiving may have idiosyncratic features that mark our intellectual 
biographies, ways of perceiving are remarkably finite: there may be no more 
than three governing gazes, so it is easy and almost inevitable to regard most 
of us as one of three kinds of gazers: positivistic, phenomenological, or 
transactionaVconstructivist.Diametrically different are the positivistic and the 
phenomenological. "Between" these is the transactionaVconstructivist.I will 
discuss here the most fundamentally opposed, the positivistic and the 
phenomen~logica l .~~  

Inquiry governed by a positivistic gaze is also often identified as "conven- 
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tional inquiry"; classical research; empirical research; experimental research; 
pure research; or, simply, globally, and, of course, mistakenly, as The Scien- 
tific Method.I3 It is so powerful and pervasive a way of gazing that, as I've 
already suggested, many do not know that there is, or  can be, any other. Yet, 
as a way of seeing and perceiving, it has been historically acquired and 
learned, as social theory records in the writings of Auguste Comte and of 
Emile Durkheim. Bogdan and Taylor (1975), quoted in Egon Guba's mono- 
graph, describe a positivist as one who 

seeks the facts or causes of social phenomena with little regard for the 
subjective states of individuals. Durkheim advised the social scientist to 
consider "social facts," o r  social phenomena, as "things" that exercise an 
external and coercive force on human behavior."14 

As the twentieth century deepens, positivism as a governing gaze has come 
under more and more concerted criticism-expectedly, by inquirers who 
have come to perceive more transactionally or  phenomenologically, from 
Susanne Langer15 and Karl Popper16 in philosophy to Urie Bronfenbrenner" 
and Michael Scriven in the social scienceslR to Patricia Carinil%nd Paolo 
FriereZ0 in literacy education. 

One of the major differentiations between positivism and phenomenology 
as governing gazes is the attitude toward the context in which phenomena 
appear-toward what can be called the width of one's gaze and the focus/field 
relation. For the phenomenologist, focus upon the phenomenon must in- 
clude acknowledgment of the field; but for the positivist, there is no field, 
only focus, only the phenomenon to be examined a-contextually, with no 
consideration or  acknowledgment of setting. Such focus is understandable in 
light of the positivists' ambition to claim universality or at least generalizabil- 
ity for the statements they make about phenomena; that a- is true for all 
times, in all places, under all circumstances. Consequently, they engage in 
what Mishler calls context-stripping: 

Context stripping is a key feature of our standard methods of experimen- 
tal design, measurement, and statistical analysis. To  test the generality of 
our hypotheses, we remove the subjects from their natural social settings; 
their normal roles and social networks are left behind as they enter our 
experimental laboratories, much as we leave our shoes outside on enter- 
ing a shrine.21 

Mishler continues with the same acerbity: 

To  meet the assumptions of statistical tests, subjects are then randomly 
assigned to different experimental treatments, as if they were as inter- 
changeable as the seeds of different strains of corn or alfalfa. This ex-
perimental paradigm also serves as the ideal model for various types of 
nonexperimental research, including sample surveys and field studies of 
such social organizations as schools. Thus, the elegant methods of ex- 
perimental design and statistical analysis developed by R. A. Fisher for 
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the agricultural sciences have been carried over into the human sciences, 
bringing with them their context-free a s ~ u m p t i o n s . ~ ~  

What the positivists have overlooked, according to such critics as Urie 
Bronfenbrenner, is that the laboratory itself is not a noncontext but rather a 
context of a very powerful sort, often deeply affecting what is being observed 
and assessed. In his 1977 critique of research into developmental psychology, 
Bronfenbrenner noted that "findings on cognitive and social development are 
context-specific rather than having the generality claimed by investigator^."^^ 
H e  especially stressed that a laboratory is an "ecological context" as much as, 
perhaps more than, a home and that children perceive the laboratory as an 
alien environment, with such a perception serving as a significant factor in 
their responses. The laboratory must be regarded, simply and complexly, as 
one of the many settings in which behavior can be observed. 

In contrast to  the positivist's denial of context as a factor in human be- 
havior, the phenomenologist not only acknowledges context but also often 
scrupulously locates and describes it. For the phenomenologist, the govern- 
ing gaze must be wide enough to include the field. A reason lies in the inher- 
ent nature of the phenomenologist's concern. As Bogdan and Taylor note, 

the phenomenologist is concerned with understanding human behavior 
from the actor's own frame of reference. The phenomenologist examines 
how the world is experienced. For him or  her the important reality is 
what people imagine it to be.24 

To  examine how the world is experienced means necessarily to  describe the 
nature of that world for the perceiver. In addition, one of the persons whose 
view of reality, whose "personal knowledgeo-to use Polanyi's steadily useful 
concept2"is to be described and understood is the inquirer herself, as Pat- 
ricia Carini points out in her very important theoretical work. 

Mishler offers this summary of Carini's view: in contrast to  the positivistic 
tradition in which "the position of the observer is defined as outside and 
independent of the observed phenomenon," in phenomenology 

the perspective of the observer is intertwined with the phenomenon 
which does not have objective characteristics independent of the observ- 
er's perspective and methods. Further, it contains multiple truths, each of 
which will be revealed by a shift in perspective, method, o r  purpose. 
Since reality is knowable in an infinite number of ways, many equally 
valid descriptions are possible. The choice among them depends on the 
purposes of the investigator and the focus of the in~estigation. '~ 

"A reality knowable in an infinite number of ways" brings us to the second 
major distinction between positivism and phenomenology as governing 
gazes. The positivist believes that a one-to-one correspondence exists or can 
be established between a phenomenon and an interpretation of that phe- 
nomenon; the phenomenologist, as the quotation notes, believes that "many 
equally valid descriptions are possible." There are, for example, individual 
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literary critics, even schools of literary criticism, holding the belief that there 
exists one valid interpretation of a text. There are also contemporary 
philosophers and psychologists currently conducting research who reveal 
their positivism by assuming not only that meaning resides almost exclusively 
within a text but also that all texts consist of a sequence of propositions. 
Specifically, for the teaching of writing, a positivistic point of view reveals 
itself through many classical practices. One instance would be the giving of 
assignments. A positivistic assignment is one that does not emanate from the 
student writer nor from the students' prior writing such as free writings, 
journal entries, or  response-to-text papers. Rather, the instructor sets a task, 
often discrete and decontextualized, from the frame of his own rhetorical 
reference o r  from the frame of a given rhetorical theory (or rhetoric text). 

As with positivistic inquiry, phenomenonological inquiry assumes many 
forms: two of the best-known are case-study and ethnography, with case- 
study usually described as an intense, naturalistic examination of a given indi- 
vidual and ethnography as an analogous examination of a given group or  
culture. 

An instance of case-study is The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders by 
Emig.27 An instance of powerful ethnographic research is the study Michael 
Cole and Sylvia Scribner conducted concerning the uses of literacy among 
the tri-literate Vai, a tribe in northwest Liberia, and reported out under the 
title "Literacy Without Schooling: Testing for Intellectual Effects," in the 
February, 1978, issue of the Harvard Educational Rez~ iew .~Va i  (males) de- 
ploy the three languages, roughly, as follows: English, for administrative and 
political purposes; Arabic, for religious purposes (reading the Ko'ran); and 
Vai, their own invented syllabic writing system, for writing letters and re- 
cording tribal histories. Cole and Scribner estimated that Vais write from one 
to forty letters every month, almost exclusively to tribal members in other 
villages. 

Cole and Scribner asked themselves if there were any cognitive conse-
quences to  letter writing among the Vai, their major mode of literacy (with 
no connection to formal schooling); and they constructed two ingenious tests 
to obtain responses to their question. They summarized their findings as fol- 
lows: 

These studies provide the first direct evidence that what an individual 
does with text, or with pencil and paper, can promote specific skills that 
are available to support other behaviors. . . . It stands as the first clear-cut 
evidence in a present-day society that personal engagement in reading 
and writing does have psychological consequences. These consequences, 
however, are all highly specific to  activities with the Vai script.*" 

Here, too, is part of their discussions of their findings: 

If the educational objective is to  foster analogical reasoning, that objec- 
tive should guide the choice of instructional program. It should not be 
assumed that these skills will follow inevitably from practice in writing 
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essays. Writing essays may be helpful, as may oral practices. This is un- 
doubtedly the common wisdom of the classroom and the educational 
planner. But it would be helpful to  ally this wisdom with the psychologi- 
cal literature on literacy so that the conceptual framework informs teach- 
ing practice and practice informs the theory.30 

The significance of such ethnographic studies seems clear. By representing 
descriptions of cultures other than our own, they help us to examine our own 
culture more explicitly and critically. Only if we acknowledge the true range 
of diversity in literacy practices contrastively, in cultures other than our own, 
can we make sensible, accurate, and nonparochial statements about the rela- 
tions of language and learning and about the unique values of classic Western 
modes-say, exposition-for cognitive growth. 

A Set of Assumptions 

With any inquiry, particularly one into a phenomenon as intricate and 
complex as writing, it is almost impossible to proceed without a set of as- 
sumptions, although, like a tradition, they can be implicit or  explicit. For 
writing, these assumptions would inescapably concern (1) the nature of lan- 
guage, oral and written; (2) the meaning of a given language act or  text, if one 
were a phenomenologist, within some culture-linguistic, aesthetic, possibly 
educational; (3) also that act or text as a revelation or  at least a reflection of a 
writer's own attitudes and beliefs, as well as her state of knowledge and ex- 
perience concerning the topic or theme; and, possibly, (4) her specific or  
general cognitive abilities. Take as example the use of a single writing sample 
in any inquiry involving the assessment and placement of students within any 
institutional setting. Among the assumptions behind the use of a single writ- 
ing sample are the following: 

i)  A single writing sample in a single mode is a reflection of that writer's 
ability to 
a) write in that specific mode, not only on the single occasion repre- 

sented by the testing situation but also on any subsequent occa- 
sion; 

b) write in a related mode: e.g., if the sample involves argument, 
then exposition; 

c) write in any mode. 

ii) The piece of writing produced on any one occasion reflects the ability 
to  write another piece of writing on any other occasion: in other 
words, language is a fixed phenomenon-language1 is language2 is 
language^.^^ 

iii)  A single piece of writing is a sufficiently useful index of ability to  
"write," "do," o r  "pass freshman composition," "do college work." 

iv) Decisions by instructors, chairs, deans, departments, admissions of- 
fices, and testing agencies can sensibly be made on the basis of this 
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one sample that affect placement in a course, a college career, or, 
indeed, a full human future. 

To summarize, the whole notion and enactment of a monolithic writing sam- 
ple operates out of a set of positivistic assumptions. 

A Theory 

Indeed, perhaps one useful definition of a theory is that it represents a 
coherent and explicit set of assumptions. There are many sophisticated defi- 
nitions and discussions of theory in the recent literature-for example, those 
by Gregory B a t e ~ o n , ~ ~  B r ~ n e r , ~ ~  and George Jerome Howard G r ~ b e r , ~ ~  
Kelly.35 Here is Bruner on theory: 

A theory is also a way of stating tersely what one already knows without 
the burden of detail. In this sense it is a canny and economical way of 
keeping in mind a vast amount while thinking about a very little . . .36 

And a bit later in the same discussion: 

We now see the construction of theory as a way of using the mind, the 
imagination, of standing off from the activities of observation and infer- 
ence and creating a shape of nature.37 

Even more lyrical is Kelly's. After informally defining theory "as a way of 
binding together a multitude of facts so that one may comprehend them all at 
once," Kelly notes that 

a theory provides a basis for an active approach to life, . . . not merely a 
comfortable armchair from which to contemplate its vicissitudes with de- 
tached complaisance. Mankind need not be a throng of stony-faced spec- 
tators witnessing the pageant of creation. Men can play active roles in the 
shaping of events. How they can be free to d o  this and still themselves be 
construed as lawful beings is a basic issue in any psychological theory. 

The answer lies, first of all, in our recognition of the essentially active 
nature of our universe. The world is not an abandoned monument. It  is 
an event of tremendous proportions, the conclusion of which is not yet 
apparent. The theories that men employ to construe this event are them- 
selves incidents in the mammoth procession. The  truths the theories at- 
tempt to fix are successive approximations to the larger scheme of things 
which slowly they help to unfold. Thus a theory is a tentative expression 
of what man has seen as a regular pattern in the surging events of life. But 
the theory, being itself an event, can in turn be subsumed by another 
theory, or by a superordinate part of itself, and that in turn can be sub- 
sumed by another. A theory is thus bound only by the construction sys- 
tem of which it is understood to be a part-and, of course, the binding is 
only temporary, lasting only as long as that particular superordinate sys- 
tem is employed.38 

Inquiries into writing, into composition, probably need to be informed by at 
least four kinds of theories: 1) a theory of meaning; 2) if this is different, a 
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theory of language; 3) a theory of learning; and 4) a theory of research. Pref- 
erably, all of these should be consonant or  congenial. 

For meaning, every inquirer must commit herself to some response to the 
question, where does meaning reside? in the text? in the context? in the 
reader? or in the transaction among the three? 

It is useful, too, to know explicitly one's own learning theory. How do 
learners learn? by trial and error? by errorless programed experiences? from 
parts to whole? from wholes to parts? by an elaborate orchestration of both? 
by tight syllabi and drill on discrete features of discourse? by loose experi- 
menting with many modes in a self-selected ordering? 

One of the most concerted curricular movements in English education 
within the past decade involves that of sentence-combining in all of its man- 
ifestations and permutations. There is obviously a practice of sentence-
combining, but is there an adequate theory? Reading the texts and the many 
(endless?) articles in Research in the Teaching of English, one gains little sense 
that it proceeds from any adequate theoretical base, despite proponents' 
claims that it can cure all ills, including, one feels at times, the energy crisis. 
What learning theory or  theory of human development informs the claims of 
cognitive growth for student writers using sentence-combining? The practices 
and assessments of these practices seem barren of a generating or  buttressing 
theory. 

A Tradition 

In another essay I have very fully developed the notion that the presence 
of an explicit or  of at least a tacit intellectual tradition is requisite for a full 
and self-respecting inquiry paradigm, as acknowledgment of that tradition is 
requisite for any self-respecting paradigm inhabitant.39 (In fact, it could be 
said that those who neither know nor acknowledge their intellectual origins 
are the true bastards of the world.) 

The reason the only decent scholarly ploy is to know and to acknowledge 
one's sources is that, at this very late date in human intellectual history, it is 
deeply unlikely that at least those of us who work in the humanities-that 
non-cumulative endeavor-will have a wholly original idea. For example, 
anyone pretending to claim for the first time that the gesture may be the 
origin of writing would have to ignore the same observation made by the 
following scholars: W ~ n d t , ~ O  G. H .  Mead,42 V y g ~ t s k y , ~ ~  H ~ e y , ~ l  and Con- 
d o r ~ . ~ ~  

Whom then do  we seek and cite as ancestors and authorities? To  seek 
confirmation from Plato obviously marks a very different inquiry from one 
that cites, instead, Chomsky. Any full-bodied inquiry is marked by the pro- 
ductive and necessary tension between the tenets of the tradition in which 
the inquiry is made and the divergence represented by the individual talents 
of the inquirer. 
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A Methodology 

A mature inquiry paradigm also requires an appropriate methodology, 
including an indigenous logic. Given methodologies can be deemed appro- 
priate or  inappropriate for given inquiries. And dissonance between method- 
ology and intent, or  between methodology and content, is often easy to dis- 
cern. For the kinds of questions an examination of writing throws off in its 
early stages-and early is assuredly where we are in writing research, concep- 
tually as well as historically-certain methodologies seem premature, given 
the naive state of our knowledge. Tight pre-post-test designs, for example, 
imply an inquiry where the significant variables are not only known but also 
weighted and rated: true about writing? 

Also, where the acquisition and development of language are concerned, 
there are, for example, often no comparison or  control groups. Or, if they 
exist, they are too bizarre or special to serve as sources even of contrastive 
insight. Children in whom language development is suppressed-the Genies 
and wild boys of the world-are, as Lenneberg and others have already 
pointed out, freaks. Since, again as Lenneberg has observed,45 all children 
outside wolf packs and closets develop language, we do  not have the total 
absence of a trait, as required for experimentaVcomparison mitoses, but only 
lesser or  more developed instances of its presence. 

A Logic 

There are many modes of logic, each with its own claim for validity and 
power: for example, the Euclidean, the Aristotelian, the Russellian. An indi- 
genous logic is one so inextricably associated with a total mode of inquiry 
that the two cannot readily be considered separately: the logic, rather, seems 
almost a genetic attribute. 

For example, rhetorical inquiries are informed by syllogistic or  Aristotelian 
logic. Here, as with other modes of logic, historical origins suggest their cur- 
rent as well as past values for inquiry paradigms. Aristotelian-more particu-
larly, syllogistic-logic originated to regulate debates in law courts, political 
assemblies, and schools. Deploying this mode of logic, one can assign cor- 
rectness or  goodness to a sequence of generalizations possessing certain for- 
mal characteristics. While syllogistic logic serves rhetorical paradigms well 
and situations where the p.q. (persuasion quotient) is more significant than the 
truth value, it is not especially useful in empirical inquiries where the con- 
cern is with establishing truth value. 

In empirical inquiries, logics that can characterize the relational are more 
appropriate since the inquirer is almost always engaged in some act of com- 
parison. Such inquiries usually proceed at one of two levels of confirmation 
and validation: correlational or causal. In the first case, the inquirer is content 
to demonstrate a relationship: to note, simply, for example, that a occurred 
before 6-that, in the jargon of this logic, a is a subsequent, b a consequent 
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variable. A commonplace example is that heavy smoking often precedes the 
onset of lung cancer, with heavy smoking the subsequent, lung cancer the 
consequent, variable. With a causal relationship one must unequivocally 
demonstrate that b is the inevitable outcome ofa--often, o f a  only: that there 
can be no  other persuasive explanation for the phenomenon. As another 
commonplace example, yellow fever is caused always and only by the bite of 
the tse-tse fly. In certain kinds of classroom experiments, the goal is to dem- 
onstrate that the outcome in learning by the students is only and inevitably 
the outcome of a given kind of treatment o r  teaching. Since statistics as a 
mode concerns itself with correlations, refined as well as blunt, it is useful as 
a mode of analysis within positivistic inquiries. 

Conclusion 

What is the  value in making this elaborate-some might say over-
elaborate-characterization of inquiry paradigms as they pertain to writing o r  
to any other complex act o r  process? First, it is quite possible that unexam- 
ined inquiries are not worth making. Two, it is equally possible that im- 
poverished or immature inquiries are also not worth making, and that the 
surest way to identify these is to set them against mature paradigms and fully- 
realized inquiries. 

Second, despite the avowed national commitment to pluralistic evaluation, 
there can be no real possibility of contrastive assessment if evaluators literally 
do  not know that more than the positivistic paradigm exists; if they have no 
criteria by which to evaluate a range of paradigms; and if, undemocratically, 
they d o  not acknowledge the legitimacy of alternate world views. For what is 
involved in paradigm construction and inquiry enactment is, I have tried to 
show, no less than how we choose to perceive the world and how we elect to 
define what is distinctly human about human life. 
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Call for Manuscripts: Ideas for Teaching English in the 
Senior HighlMiddle School 

D o  you have a successful, immediately usable idea for the high school teacher? 
If so, we wish to  consider use of your idea for a sequential senior high edition 
of Carter-Rashkis, Ideas for Teaching English in  the Junior HighlMiddle School. 
T h e  edition will be  specifically oriented toward senior high English teachers. As 
with the ldeas for Teaching English in the Junior HighlMiddle School, your idea 
must: 
1)  fit into one  of the  following categories: Oral Language, Writing (Process o r  

Products), Reading and Literature, Language Study, Thinking Skills, Inter- 
disciplinary Studies; 

2) state the  purpose of  the activity and include directions to  the  teacher, and 
provide any material intended for student use; 

3) be  n o  longer than two pages, double-spaced, typed; and 
4) be immediately useful t o  classroom teachers. 
Send your idea to  Bill Horst ,  2311 Lighthouse Court,  Richmond, V A  23229, o r  
Dianne Shaw, 164  Lake Ellen Drive, Chapel Hill, N C  27514. Ideas will be 
evaluated and selected by the  editors. Please submit lesson plans in three  
copies. T o  ensure acknowledgement o f  receipt of  your contribution, please en- 
close a self-addressed, stamped envelope o r  postcard. Please state your name 
and school affiliation so  that we may give you credit. Deadline: May 1, 1982.  


