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Reading Excerpt 1: Jensen, George and John K. DiTiberio.  “Personality and Individual Writing 
Processes.” College Composition and Communications 35.3 (1984): 285-300.  

 
Though composition theorists concur that writing should be taught as a process, they seem to agree 
little on the nature of that process. Pearl G. Aldrich, in a recent article in this journal, surveyed the 
writing habits of business executives and concluded that their writing suffered from inadequate 
planning: "These responses, therefore, showed that the majority of these, and presumably other, 
adult writers seem not to know the value of deciding in advance of writing what their purpose, 
audience, and point will be."1 Peter Elbow, on the other hand, feels that writers often become 
blocked by too much planning. He advises: "Write fast. Don't waste any time or energy on how to 
organize it, what to start with, paragraphing, wording, spelling, grammar, or any other matters of 
presentation. Just get things down helter-skelter. "2 Both authors describe distinctly different writing 
processes that apparently work for them, but what would happen if Aldrich were a student in 
Elbow's class or Elbow a student in Aldrich's class? To state the question more generally, how can 
we teach a classroom full of individuals, each of whom needs to approach the process of writing in 
his or her own way?  
 
Three possible approaches to the problem can be suggested. We can advise all students to write as 
we do and teach a single writing process. The process will, if we are lucky, work for some students. 
It will, however, not work for others, for it will force them to write in a way that will fail to draw 
upon their strengths. Or we can suggest that students try a variety of approaches, as W. Ross 
Winterowd does when discussing outlines: "Some writers prepare detailed outlines before they begin 
to write, but most don't. Most writers use some kind of brief outline or notes, but some writers 
don't. You just can't generalize. However, outlines can be useful."'3 Winterowd's approach is 
preferable, but it also has limitations. If students feel confused about how to write an essay, will such 
open-ended advice confuse them further? If students rigidly cling to ineffective writing processes, 
will teachers be reluctant to suggest a new approach? Will teachers of writing become as ineffective 
as permissive parents?  
 
A third approach is to develop an understanding of how people differ and how these differences 
affect the writing process. We can then more effectively individualize writing instruction. In recent 
years, various conceptual systems for identifying learning styles have been introduced into the 
classroom4 Some teachers have thus discovered practical tools for understanding differences in how 
students learn and how they function best. One such system, which we feel can also explain many 
variations in individual writing processes, will be presented here.  
 
…. 
 
Setting for our Observations (Methods) 
 
Our early reading of Jung and Myers suggested hypotheses about how an individual's personality 
might be related to his or her writing process. Since then, we have clarified and refined these 
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hypotheses at both the University of Illinois at Chicago and Georgia State University in the 
following settings:  
 

1. A thesis support group. At a weekly meeting, graduate students discuss difficulties that they 
are having in writing their theses. Participants take the MBTI, and the results are used to 
help explain writing blocks and suggest remedies. To date, twenty-five students have 
participated in the group.  
 

2. Workshops on approaches to writing, designed to develop prewriting strategies and reduce 
writing blocks. The participants' personality types are used to explain the cognitive processes 
behind writing blocks and to suggest methods for overcoming these blocks. To date, 
seventy-seven students and university staff have participated.  
 

3. A writing clinic. Students who seek writing instruction through the Academic Skills Program, 
a division of the University of Illinois at Chicago Counseling Service, are administered the 
MBTI. The instructor uses the results to help the student to develop an effective writing 
process, reduce writing anxiety, and overcome writing blocks. To date, thirty-one students 
have taken the MBTI and discussed their writing processes and essays with a writing 
instructor.  
 

4. A developmental writing program. Since beginning initial drafts of this paper, the senior 
author has begun teaching classes for developmental students at Georgia State University. 
The model has been found useful with eighty-two undergraduates to relieve writing anxiety 
and specific writing blocks, and to provide remedial instruction in writing.  
 

In all of these settings, students reported that knowledge of their personality type and how it relates 
to writing helped to reduce writing anxiety and overcome writing blocks. However, the findings 
should be viewed cautiously until tested experimentally. 
 
Extraversion-Introversion (Results) 
 
The first dimension of Jung's system identifies a person's general orientation toward life. 
"Extraverts" (Carl Jung's spelling is preserved here) predominantly focus their energy outward 
toward interacting with people and things. They tend to value outer experience (talking and acting) 
so highly that they often leap into tasks with little planning, then rely on trial and error to complete 
the task. Since they spend more time dealing with outer experience rather than inner experience 
(reflecting and observing), they think most clearly and develop more ideas while in action or in 
conversation. "Introverts" predominantly focus their energy inward through consideration and 
contemplation. More cautious about the outer world, they anticipate and reflect before becoming 
involved with it, in order to avoid errors. They think best and develop more ideas when alone, 
uninterrupted by people and events.  
 
Classroom teachers who allow for discussion and activity with other students meet the extraverts' 
need for doing. Those that give advance notice and time for reflection ("wait time") allow introverts 
to consider before becoming involved in activities or discussions. Estimates of both the general 
American population and the average public school classroom suggest that there are between two 
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and three extraverts for every introvert.5 Teachers, however, are more evenly balanced between the 
two. 6  
 
As predicted by theory, the extraverts with whom we have worked write with little planning, though 
they often feel guilty about not writing from outlines. They sometimes describe their writing process 
as "quick and dirty" or the "easy way." They tend to generate ideas best from talking about the topic, 
interviewing others, or presenting an extemporaneous report. Extraverts often find freewriting a 
good method for developing ideas, for they think better when writing quickly, impulsively, and 
uncritically. Their pauses while writing are more frequently instances of an inability to generate ideas 
rather than moments of productive planning. They also benefit from talking the subject out or, as 
Peter Elbow suggests, from writing about having nothing to write about. Some even "write" better 
by speaking their first drafts into a tape recorder.  
 
If expected to perform traditional prewriting strategies, such as outlining or tagmemic analysis, most 
extraverts we have observed do so more easily after writing a first draft as a means of clarifying 
rather than generating ideas. Discussing drafts seems to help them both to realize the need for 
revision and to understand what needs to be revised. Some may not revise unless they receive oral 
feedback. They are blocked less frequently when they can allow their first drafts to be relatively 
unfocused, filled with a wide range of data or ideas. In later drafts, they can more easily bring 
balance to their writing by selecting the most important ideas or data from the first draft and writing 
about each in greater depth.  
 
A member of our thesis support group exemplifies the difficulties that many extraverts have with 
writing. One of her first comments in the group was that she disliked writing because of the 
isolation and the lack of oral feedback. Writing seemed too isolated a process for her, and she often 
became blocked. Her blocks, interestingly, were usually overcome by some form of extraverted 
activity, not by contemplation or planning. She developed the structure for the first draft of her 
thesis by preparing for and presenting a talk on the topic. She overcame another block by writing an 
abstract for a later talk. After reading her first draft, her advisor heard her present her findings at a 
campus symposium. He told her that he understood the oral presentation better than the written 
version. The talk and her advisor's oral feedback helped her to reevaluate her first draft, focus it, and 
make appropriate revisions.  
 
In our experience, introverts generally have less difficulty with writing than extraverts, perhaps 
because they tend to follow the composing process as it is traditionally taught. Their basic writing 
process often follows the prewriting-writing-rewriting pattern. They generally want most of their 
ideas clarified before writing. They can and should be encouraged to develop ideas while writing, but 
they tend to find writing easier when much of the essay is written mentally before they put pen to 
paper. After they start to write, they pause frequently to plan further or to anticipate the direction of 
the essay. They may become dissatisfied with a first sentence or transition not because it is poorly 
written but because they are unsure about where it is leading. They tend to write alone, asking for 
advice reluctantly and then perhaps only from close friends or during private sessions with a teacher. 
Because introverts usually generate their ideas in isolation, we have found that their essays can be 
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improved if they revise to connect their ideas with lived experience, perhaps by adding descriptions 
of experiences, as an extravert would tend to do naturally.  
 
The introvert's writing difficulties, though seemingly less frequent, can be equally frustrating. After 
six years of research and planning, an introvert in our thesis support group still had difficulty writing 
his thesis because he wanted to have practically every word thought out before putting anything on 
paper. He had, with only moderate difficulty, written many graduate school papers in this way. With 
the longer and more complex Ph.D. thesis, however, he became locked into his introversion and did 
little but plan. Introverts blocked by too much reflection can be encouraged to write, at least 
temporarily, in a more extraverted way, to leap into writing even without planning and discover their 
meaning as they write. They may, thus, achieve a more productive balance between introverted 
planning and extraverted activity. 
…. 

Conclusion 

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) can help researchers to identify a writer's personality type. 
It is a measure of one's expressed preferences on each of the four dimensions discussed above. It is 
not, however, a performance test and does not measure how well people use their preferred 
processes. Form G of the MBTI (emerging from forty years of development through earlier forms) 
is a 126-item pencil-and-paper inventory. Its reliability and validity compare favorably to those of 
other such instruments.23  

All pencil-and-paper inventories, however, have shortcomings and can be easily misused. The MBTI 
is one of the most benign of psychological instruments, since it was designed to identify the 
strengths and gifts of each type. Nevertheless, results from the MBTI can be misused if those 
administering and interpreting them attach primarily negative connotations to certain types. It is 
difficult for some to accept that all types have different but equally valid ways of dealing with the 
world. Training in the uses of psychological tests and the MBTI in particular is important if teachers, 
researchers, and clinicians are to appreciate the subtleties of the instrument. The Center for 
Applications of Psychological Type offers training workshops for administering and interpreting the 
MBTI.24  

Though results from the MBTI may eventually provide valuable information for composition 
teachers, we are not suggesting that teachers should test or label students wholesale. The MBTI 
should first be used in research to validate the observational findings presented in this article and to 
explore other related topics… 


