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Using focussed free-writing as a 
pedagogical ‘multi-tool’ to overcome 
barriers, empower student writers 
and access the student voice 
Bernie Millar 
   
“I think free-writing is very important because I come from a school where I did not have the 
chance of writing English every week.”  (Student, 2010 ECP class). 
 
 
Introduction 
Free-writing is “stream-of-consciousness” writing that has a long history, but was popularised 
in the 1970s by Peter Elbow for students in higher education as an effective way of 
improving writing (Elbow, 1973). In essence, free-writing means writing without stopping to 
think, self-censor or edit.  Li (2007) describes free-writing as “an empowering learning tool”.  
Somerville and Crème (2005) report from their research that free-writing gives “students a 
space to articulate and explore their tentative first thoughts in an unthreatening and 
supportive way in work they could use as a basis for their course essays”. Hinkle and Hinkle 
(1990) have shown that an advantage of focussed free-writing is enhancing students’ 
comprehension of course content.  
 
This paper reports on a year-long classroom-research project on the use of focussed free-
writing as a unique pedagogical ‘multi-tool’ in a first-year Information Literacy course in an 
Extended Curriculum Programme at a University of Technology. In particular, it looks at 
using free-writing as a means for a higher education teacher to access the students’ voice, 
thinking, prior knowledge and strengths. The paper will explore how focussed free-writing is 
not only an access point to academic writing, but is also a means of learning how to become 
a reflective learner and critical thinker. During the academic year the class of students kept a 
private free-writing journal that was only shared with the Information Literacy teacher and 
only used in the classroom for free-writing on specific topics set by the teacher. This paper 
will explore some anonymous examples of the student free-writing taken from these journals 
to illustrate the effectiveness of focussed free-writing as a pedagogical tool. The theoretical 
framework within which this paper is situated is that of the New Literacies Studies. 
 
Free-writing 
Advocating the use of free-writing to improve both writing and thinking can be traced back to 
an early source.  In 1934 Dorothea Brande published a slim volume on “Becoming a Writer” 
in which she first advocated the use of free-writing although she does not call it such. She 
advises aspiring writers to practise ‘unconscious writing’ every day where they have to 
suspend critical thought and write, “However halting or perfunctory the writing is, write. If you 
must, you can write: “I am finding this exercise remarkably difficult” and say what you think 
are the reasons for the difficulty” (Brande, 1934:28). She explains ‘unconscious writing’ as 
suspending one’s critical faculties while writing: “At the time of writing, nothing is more 
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confusing that to have the alert, critical over-scrupulous rational faculty at the forefront of 
your mind. The tormenting doubts of one’s own ability, the self-conscious muteness that 
drops like a pall over the best story ideas, come from consulting the judge in oneself…” 
(Brande, 1934:19). 
 
This approach to writing was taken up and re-invigorated in the 60s. The term ‘free-writing’ 
was first used by Ken Macrorie in the ‘60s, and popularised by Peter Elbow in his 1973 book 
“Writing without teachers” (Elbow, 1998), his subsequent books and his corpus of published 
articles.  As “stream-of-consciousness” was a popular term in the ’70s, it was used for free-
writing rather than “unconscious” writing. Kinney (1979:355) acknowledges the importance of 
the stream-of-consciousness element of free-writing when he describes free-writing as a 
simple and most effective ‘intuitive heuristic’ because it alternates between right-brain and 
left-brain approaches. This ‘intuitive’ heuristic is in contrast to the ‘rationalist’ heuristic which 
sees writing as a logical, linear left-brain only process. 
 
Belanoff, Elbow and Fontaine (cited in Fulkerson,1993:38) define free-writing as a practice of 
writing which is continuous over a set period of time, e.g. ten minutes. If the writers are given 
a topic on which to focus their writing, it is called ‘focussed free-writing’, while open free-
writing without a topic is called ‘unfocussed free-writing’. Free-writing can also be private in 
that the writing is not shared with anyone, or it can be shown to peers and/or the teacher. 
Free-writing is not a product; it is the practice of writing which is ‘free’ in the sense that (i) no 
grammar or spelling rules apply; (ii) considerations of voice, register and audience do not 
apply and (iii) it flows as stream-of-consciousness without stopping to think how to express 
oneself or having to choose precise words, and with no self-censoring.  
 
Elbow (cited in Moxley, 1996) names four benefits of free-writing: (i) gets you writing and 
develops a “free-writing muscle” which is the capacity to let words come to mind and write 
them down immediately; (ii) because it is non-stop free-writing improves thinking because a 
writer then “drifts into metadiscourse” giving one the opportunity to talk to oneself in writing. 
Elbow (1983:37) describes two levels of thinking: “first order thinking which is intuitive, 
creative and does not strive for conscious control or direction”; and “second order thinking 
that is conscious, directed, controlled thinking”. Second order thinking checks and controls 
first order thinking; (iii) free-writing puts life into our writing: “voice, energy and presence” 
because one is speaking on paper; (iv) free-writing helps students to think of themselves as 
writers. Elbow (1983:37) sees free-writing as developmental and generative: “Free-writing is 
a place where there is maximum safety and maximum invitation for the buried places of the 
mind and the emotions to have a little space.” 
 
Theoretical background: an Academic Literacies approach 
 
This paper positions itself within the theoretical approach of the New Literacies Studies 
(NLS) and Academic Literacies, because in Higher Education writing and particularly the 
teaching of writing is viewed as socially, contextually and ideologically loaded. 
 
The New Literacies Studies (Street, 2003:77) considers literacy as a social practice rather 
than a set of acquired skills. In essence, NLS recognises that there are multiple literacies 
that vary in terms of time and space and are contested in power-relations. Street (1985) 
distinguishes between ‘autonomous’ and ‘ideological’ models of literacy. The autonomous 
model sees literacy as a technical skill allowing people to develop cognitive skills that will 
improve their life, but actually imposes western notions of literacy on others (Street 2003:77). 
In contrast the ideological model is more culturally sensitive and nuanced, recognising that 
literacies may change over time and context. Street’s definition of literary practices is 
particularly useful to this paper: “Literacy practices, then, refer to the broader cultural 
conception of particular ways of thinking about and doing reading and writing in cultural 
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contexts (Street, 2003:79)”, because the cultural context of a classroom is not only an 
ideological space but is also influenced by the collective agency of the teacher and students 
within the particular structure of a department within a specific type of university.  
 
Academic literacies fall within the ambit of NLS. Lillis (2003) following Lea and Street (1998) 
defines an academic literacies stance as “a socially situated discourse practice which is 
ideologically inscribed”. In the free-writing project within the Information Literacy course, the 
‘ideological’ inscription could be described in the following ways: (i) as one of actively 
rejecting a deficit approach to first-year students, particularly those in the Extended 
Curriculum Programme and replacing it with a strengths-based approach that recognises 
that the students bring various individual strengths into the classroom, hence students have 
ontological access; (ii) as using a social justice approach which seeks to give a voice to 
students and to empower them on different levels; and (iii) by enabling them to recognise, 
access and participate in academic and disciplinary discourses, students have 
epistemological access. 
 
Free-writing is seen as dialogic where the dialogue happens in different ways at different 
times, for example, reflexively as a conversation with oneself as one writes; as a 
metadiscourse where one discourses with oneself about the discourse; or in open free-
writing, which is given to another to read, as a dialogue with the reader. As I was the only 
reader, I entered into this writer-reader dialogue by commenting at appropriate points in the 
writing or at the end of the piece mainly to let the writer know that she/he had been heard. 
This notion of ‘being heard’ is important in terms of the ideological stance mentioned above, 
because having a voice is only significant and empowering when the voice is heard and 
acknowledged. Interestingly, I observed that when their journals were returned, the students 
immediately flipped to my comments to read them. Often, students would respond to my 
comment and we would set up a brief writer-reader conversation. One student wrote: “When 
the diary comes back I like the comments made by Mrs Millar, I like that and it shows she 
read what we write and she cares about us…”  
 
The case study 
 
The focussed free-writing classroom-based research project was run in an Extended 
Curriculum Programme in a small department at a South African University of Technology, 
over 24 weeks of an academic year from January to October, within an Academic Literacy 
class. During the study, focussed free-writing was used in the classroom on 28 foci. The 
students wrote in a free-writing journal which only I read. I had been using free-writing 
informally in the classroom for several years, but decided to incorporate it as part of my 
teaching strategy and explore what value it added to the course and to the students’ learning 
experience. This then became the research question: “How can free-writing be used as a 
pedagogical tool in my Information Literacy Class?” with the objective of exploring how I 
could use free-writing as a pedagogical tool to add value to the teaching and learning 
experience. 
 
The students 
 
In order to create a student profile of the class which would enable me, as teacher, to 
approach my students as individuals with diverse personal stories (Adachie, 2009), the 
students were invited to complete a biographical questionnaire at the beginning of the first 
term. One question asked students to rate themselves in terms of their speaking, reading 
and writing abilities in English as a first or additional language.  The majority indicated that 
they felt that their spoken command of English was good, but they did not rate themselves 
highly on reading and writing English. Students are also asked how often they speak, read 
and write English outside of the classroom – the majority response was that they never used 
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English outside the classroom unless absolutely necessary. In the diverse class of 31 
students, there were the following home languages: one Zulu student, one Afrikaans 
student, three English first language speakers, and 26 isiXhosa students. The age of the 
students varied from 18 to 37. Three of the students were single parents while the mature 
student was married with three children. The students came from diverse schooling 
backgrounds, i.e. from schools in the rural areas, the urban townships, and former Model C 
schools.  
 
The method 
 
Each student had a free-writing journal which I read, but did not correct or grade, although I 
did sometimes comment, as explained above. Free-writing and the rationale behind it were 
explained to the students before their first freewrite. Students were asked to write without 
stopping – “Just write and write; don’t stop to think or check your writing”.  Focussed free-
writing uses prompts or supplies a topic as a focus. I used the focus for different purposes: 
 

a. To break the barriers of resistance to writing in English 
b. To practise writing in English by writing on a topic of relevance to the students 
c. To explore what prior knowledge the student had of a particular topic 
d. To explore what learning had taken place 
e. To explore any difficulties in learning 
f. To brainstorm in preparation for an assignment or project 
g. As an aide-memoire for the students to use later in an assignment 
h. To access the student voice on a particular matter or issue 
i. To access students’ evaluation of a particular topic or issue 
j. To reflect or comment on social and personal issues 

 
These foci can be classed into four broad areas: overcoming resistance to writing (a-b), 
learning (c-g), accessing the student voice (h-i), and reflecting (j).  
I recognise that in choosing the focus and asking students to freewrite on it, I was adding a 
particular dimension to the free-writing that might have been different, if the students had 
selected their own topics/foci or had freewritten without a prescribed focus/topic. 
 
The four areas of focus 
 
Anonymous excerpts from the students’ free-writing journals will be included to illustrate the 
four areas of focus. Due to space constraints it is not possible to include all the full 
freewrites. 
 
Area One: Overcoming resistance to writing in English 
 
Although there were three EL1 students, the other 28 were not. However, none of the 
students were used to writing in class for a sustained period of ten to twenty minutes 
regularly. Therefore, this exercise was new to everyone in the class.  
 
Area Two: Learning 
 
The focus question that accessed students’ prior knowledge was given at the start of the 
lesson asking students to write down all they knew about the topic. In preparation for an 
integrated content and language (ICL) project with the Finance lecturer, I intended to use my 
language class to explore different concepts related to finance.  Therefore, the free-writing 
focus was: “What I know about financial statements…”.  
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 “I have heard about financial statement before but I do not know what it is. I have never did 
accounting as a subject. But in my understanding financial statements is similar to a balance 
sheet but financial statements ate the information that you put in a Ledger book.” (Student 
A). 
 
“To be honest, I never done finance in my life. This year is the first year I have experienced 
financial work. At first it was hard because I know nothing about it, but as a year goes on I 
started to understand it a little bit. I can not say what I know about financial statements, 
maybe when I have learned about it I can tell you what I know…” ( Student B). 
 
“I think financial statement is about calculation is money that business uses and profit that 
business makes. The total amount of fixed and current assets should be calculated to find 
balance between assets and capital.” (Student C). 
 
“The financial statements are the business or the companies financial records, where 
auditors record the inflow and the outflow of money to determine if the business has made a 
surplus or a deficit. Usually the financial statements are made at the end of the accounting 
period which is 12 months. The financial statement is important for the business because it 
shows each and every transaction that has been made during the year. It also determines 
the future of the company whether it can be able to be successful or not.” (Student D). 
 
The free-writing of the four students above shows that the degree of prior knowledge about 
financial statements varies from none to having a general idea.  After this initial free-writing, I 
showed the class a YouTube video about financial statements, which we discussed. Then 
we looked at examples of financial statements and discussed their core concepts. I gave the 
students a short, scaffolded reading about financial statements which they read and 
discussed in pairs.  At the end of the class I asked them to freewrite for fifteen minutes about 
exactly the same focus: “What I know about financial statements…”   
 
Student A wrote one and a half pages: “I now know that financial statements come in three 
forms which are the income statement, balance sheet and cash flow statement. Financial 
statements are used by owners of the business, creditors, potential buyers that needs to 
know the growth of a business, banks, SARS etc. … I have learnt that it is possible to 
compare the financial statements of different businesses, and it should be possible to 
compare one year to another. I have learnt that there are fixed assets which are things that 
cannot be moved in a business e.g. furniture and the building. I learnt words that are used 
when doing a financial statement e.g. purchasing policy, stock control policy and sales 
policy. If a person wants to buy a business (SPUR [the example used in class]) from an 
owner the person who will buy the business should always ask to see the business’s 
financial statements in order to see if the business is or is not making any profit…”. 
 
Student B wrote: “I have learned more things I did not know at first when I was not lectured 
about financial statements. I learned that financial statements has the desirable 
characteristics which includes comparability, reliability, fairness and timeliness. I also 
learned about the users of financial statements which are the owners, potential buyers, 
banks, SARS and employees and trade unions. There is also a lot of preparation of and 
information in financial statement for example a pre-adjustment trial balance…there are also 
financial statements such as income statements, balance sheet statement and cash flow 
statements. .. every financial transaction goes through steps by steps. I can also define 
accounting, it is the system for keeping the records of all the money you collect and all the 
money that you spend”. 
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Student C wrote: “Financial statement comes in different several forms such as Income 
statement, Balance Sheet statement and Cash flow statement…” [then goes on to explain 
the three]. 
Student D wrote: “What I know now is that there are 3 main kinds of financial statement 
which are: The Balance Sheet, cash flow statement and the income statement. The financial 
statement is having characteristics which are – comparability (able to compare), 
understandability (able to understand), reliability (able to relied on) fairness (to treat people 
equal) and timeliness (to be on right time). The one thing I have learnt is that there are 
people who uses financial statements, such as the owner of the business, the manager or 
other personel, SARS, employees and trade unions…” [then goes on to describe the three 
statements]. 
 
When comparing the initial freewrite with the final one at the end of class, it is clear that 
learning has happened to the extent that the students can freely write in their own words 
about their increased understanding of financial statements.  If more time were given for the 
freewrite, the students may have written more and added in more detail.  After the final 
freewrite, I asked the students to look at their initial freewrite on financial statements and 
compare it to their final ones to see how much their understanding had grown and their 
learning increased. I could do this because I observed how much the students were writing 
in contrast to their initial freewrite. In a quick, brief discussion students expressed their 
delight at being able to see how much they had learned. Observing the students closely, I 
could see that for some it was an “AHA!” moment.  Doing the final freewrite at the end of the 
class served another purpose, namely that of consolidating the knowledge that the students 
had gained during the class. The use of this particular exercise was extended into using the 
information that they had written in their own words and refining it to integrate it into the 
report they had to write about the processes in the factory. 
 
At the end of a lesson I used free-writing to see how much the students had learned and 
understood of the lesson by asking them to write very quickly for three or four minutes on 
“What I have learned in this lesson…”.  Reading through the students free-writing, enabled 
me to see what was understood and what areas needed revisiting and further work. Another 
way of accessing the learning that has or has not happened is to ask the students to 
freewrite about any areas of the lesson that they felt they did not understand clearly as 
illustrated by the following quote from one student’s free-writing journal: “Free-writing helped 
me a lot because when writing about something you have learned in the class is like 
emphasising and summarising what you have learned”.  
 
When preparing students for an oral presentation and PowerPoint slideshow, I first ask them 
to freewrite on the topic as a means of brainstorming what they intend to talk about in their 
oral. They then use their piece of free-writing to plan the storyboard for the PowerPoint 
production.  
 
In some of their other subjects the students are taken on factory visits as an experiential 
learning exercise. When they return, I ask them immediately to freewrite about the factory 
visit and to write everything they can remember seeing. The point of this freewrite is as an 
aide-memoire which the students can use when they have to do a project on the factory visit 
– either a report or a photo-essay. This aide-memoire is intended to be used to link what 
they have seen and experienced with the research that they have to do for their assignment 
on the factory visit. 
 
Area Three: The student voice  
 
I used free-writing to create a space for the students’ voice in the class, especially for those 
voices that are usually silent or withdrawn. The students indicated that they enjoyed having 
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the freedom to express their own opinions and especially that they would be heard, as I 
commented and acted on what they had written. 
 
I used free-writing to access the student voice on a particular matter or issue. Here the foci 
asked students to write their opinion on particular issues such as evaluating the course. For 
example, the focus given was “In my opinion, students plagiarise because...”  The response: 
Student A: “First of all students today are so lazy they don’t want to think or to work hard, 
they want simple fast things”; Student B:  “Students plagiarise because they see it as the 
easy way out for them”; Student C: “Students plagiarise because of the difficulty of the article 
or information, it becomes difficult to summarize something you don’t have an inkling [sic] 
about”; and Student D: “Lack of time management. It plays a big role”. These four responses 
show that students have differing opinions about reasons for plagiarism. This led to an 
interesting class discussion about plagiarism.  
What became clear from both the free-writing and the class discussion is that the students 
had actually engaged with the concept of plagiarism but more importantly that students had 
gained epistemological access to the concept of plagiarism whereby they gained a knowing 
(subjective knowledge) of the concept.  
 
I also used free-writing to ask the students to evaluate the course: “What improvements can 
I suggest for the Information Literacy Course?” Because a level of trust had been 
established in free-writing, the students felt free to express their opinions honestly. The 
students knew that their responses were meaningful because I took what they said seriously 
as I had shown during the course of the year-long case study. 
 
Area Four: Reflection 
 
The intention behind the free-writing in this area was to get the students to reflect and to see 
that writing can be used to make sense of life. The foci used in this area covered self-
reflection and became a journey of discovery for the students.  One free-writing exercise was 
a response to the question: “Who am I?” A longer time of 15 minutes was given for this 
freewrite so that the students would have enough time to express themselves. The students 
wrote energetically to get as much down about themselves as possible within the time limit. 
The value of this exercise lies primarily in the insight it gave me into my students and the 
difficulties they face and obstacles they have to overcome in order to study. The majority of 
students are from homes where there is great financial hardship with only a single parent 
working. Reading the freewrites I began to understand how difficult both ontological and 
epistemological access is for many students. This made me reflect on ways in which this 
ontological and epistemological access could become easier for my students.  
 
At the end of the project, I asked the students to reflect on “The value of free-writing is...” 
Every student saw free-writing as valuable and gave various reasons: “The more you write, 
the more you start improving your writing skills”; “...to tell the lecturer who I am inside and my 
background and things that I want to achieve...” and “Freewriting is good because a lecturer 
gets to know more about the students she teaches”. The most remarkable comment made 
by a student during this final session of free-writing was: “Freewriting has made me to think 
in English. Always I thought in isiXhosa only. When I am freewriting I think in English…” – 
metacognition in action! 
 
Conclusions 
 
In response to my research question: “How can free-writing be used as a pedagogical tool in 
my Information Literacy Class?” I would answer the following based on the findings of the 
case study:  
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• Free-writing overcomes barriers to writing and learning. Allowing the students to 
freewrite without any restrictions or any rules within the constraints of a time limit 
which forced them to focus has proved to empower students as writers by developing 
their writing “muscle” and allowing them to find their own voice and express that 
voice in their own words.  Students begin to see themselves as writers. 

• Free-writing is a development tool for learning about learning. This applies both to 
the teacher as well as the student. By using foci that ask students to freewrite about 
their learning experience, the students are engaging in a metacognitive process 
which allows them to express their level of understanding of a subject. The students’ 
free-writing allows the teacher immediate access to any problems the students may 
be encountering, as well as seeing what works well in the classroom. 

• Free-writing opens the student voice. The students are free to express their thoughts 
and opinions. The teacher who reads the free-writing has access to that student 
voice and by choosing to hear it can engage in further conversation with the students 
and can use what the students are saying to improve the teaching and learning 
situation. 

• Free-writing improves thinking and reflecting. The more students freewrite, the more 
focused their responses to the foci became during the course of the case study. 

Free-writing is a valuable and powerful pedagogical multi-tool for both students and teacher. 
Free-writing operates on both the epistemological and ontological levels of access to higher 
education. Let me end with the words of a student: 
 
“Free-writing works for me because it helps an individual  to reflect and interact with herself 
without being aware of that because you don’t think but you just write things that you don’t 
consider therefor you write what you feel at the moment and it helps people to know their 
selves better than before”.  
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