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 Teaching writing at the university level in the 21st century is a 

challenge.  Students are occupied with so many personal, social, and 

educational demands that the skill set required to become a competent 

writer is low on their list of priorities, if it appears on their list at all.  The 

prospect of learning how to write well has always been subject to the 

"duh" factor. Writing students usually reason as follows: "I know how to 

read, and I know how to talk, so, 'duh,' I know how to write."  This is an 

interesting analysis, and it appears to have some valid elements of logic, 

but ultimately the logic is flawed.  It is much the same as suggesting that 

because you can read a recipe in a cookbook you can competently 

prepare the dish, or that because you are capable of speaking you can 

deliver a rousing, persuasive speech.  Learning to write well, even only 

passing well, is not as easy as being able to read or being able to speak. 

  

 Certainly there is a strong correlation between what and how much 

we read, and how well we write.  But reading in itself does not 



necessarily improve our skill in writing.  As readers, we are not always 

pro-active learners of an authors’ style.  Too often we read (and much too 

often students read) with mechanical disinterest.  Truth be told, 

disinterested reading is more the rule than the exception.  Honestly, how 

much drudgery is reading when we are either disinclined to read, or the 

matter is dry, lifeless or disappointing?  Despite its obvious brilliance, 

this very article, being read by someone not disposed to consider its 

themes, will certainly score high in the drudgery department.  And yet, 

despite what may be the poor opinion of the reader, what is being read 

may be very well written, insightful, full of boldness, style and character.  

Nevertheless, a disgruntled or disaffected reader will often push through 

even the most engaging piece of writing and stubbornly ignore the 

chance to learn something from it.  Therefore, while the correlation 

between ambitious reading and consequentially improved writing is 

significant, disinterested reading offers little in the way of making a 

reader a better writer.  Old adages are pesky, annoying things, and 

“getting back what you have put into something,” is all the more 

annoying for its truth.     

 

 But then again, even a disinterested reader - one determined not to 

be engaged by what she reads, will occasionally get her foot caught in the 

door.  How often have we been unexpectedly thrilled by some moving 

passage of prose or poetry or by the lines in a drama or a song and stop 



to wonder how the author could possibly have created so palpable, so 

truthful, so beautiful a thing with mere words?  The sensation is not 

unlike the thrill we feel experiencing the masterwork of a painter, an 

architect, a dancer, singer or actor, except that reading great writing is a 

private, personal, almost intimate thing.  We read such pieces, marvel at 

the author’s skill and talent, and are intellectually enthralled.  It is an 

experience that teachers long for students to have over and over again.   

 

Skill and talent combine as the cornerstones of great writing.   And 

now that we have mentioned them it might be well to discuss them 

further and determine what they are, whether they can be distinguished 

one from the other, and if distinguishable, just how much of skill and 

how much of talent is mixed into truly great writing?   

 

 Skill in writing should not be confused with talent.  Skill is 

something that can be acquired by study.  We can learn writing skills 

through repetitive exercise, exposure to good examples and dogged 

determination.   Many of us, if not all of us, are capable of acquiring 

some degree of skill in writing.  We can learn the rules of grammar, for 

example.  We can commit to memory the spellings of words and spelling 

rules.  Skill can be developed over time and can be diminished or lost 

over time as well.  Skill in writing, as skill in many other human 

endeavors, comes to us as a consequence of directed labor.  It is a 



learned, mixed bag of language laws that conform to logic and eventually 

builds itself into rhetoric.  Skill in writing is almost entirely 

developmental.  It is certainly more of nurture than of nature.  A skillful 

student of writing is one who has applied himself or herself to a 

command of lingual mechanics.  And when that command is achieved, 

their writing will be competent, straightforward, decisive, and perhaps 

most importantly, difficult to misunderstand.  Skill in writing is 

knowledge based, practice driven, and is finally learned with no less pain 

than that suffered by the tortured student of music and the hideous 

playing of scales that absolutely must be endured. 

 

 Talent in the writing realm, on the other hand, is something apart 

and quite distinguishable from mere skill.  Talent is innate and 

unlearned.  It is a gift from the gods, or from our genealogical past, or 

from the cosmic overmind, or from whomever, whatever, or wherever you 

choose to believe it comes.  It cannot be acquired or purchased or 

developed.  It exists as one of the few indisputable manifestations of what 

makes us mysterious.  Talent is the sinew of art.  A technician must be 

skillful; an artist must be talented.  Talent is a toy of chance, a blessing 

and a miracle in an age where such things are denied.  Talent cannot be 

taught, not in a thousand years of studies.  It is bestowed, “…it droppeth 

as the gentle rain” landing where it will, uninvited, unearned, and by 

those of us who look upon it with occasional jealousy, undeserved.  



Whatever this magical, ethereal, intangible quality of “talent” is, it is 

certainly not what skill is.  In matters of writing, the presence of talent is 

often referred to as “style,” but exchanging one word for the other brings 

us no closer to understanding either.  Both words take poor aim at that 

indefinable essence that renders the product of the pen intriguing.  

Goodness knows there are innumerable degrees of this thing called 

“talent” in writing, but how very fortunate are those who have even a 

modest helping of it.   

 

 The mixtures of skill and talent make the writing classroom at the 

university level an exciting place.  Being there to work with students, 

helping them slowly acquire skills, is rewarding work.  It rewards with 

results - visible, tangible results; results in improved speech, in improved 

writing, in improved thinking, and in the self-confidence that follows as 

close behind them as surely as sweet follows sugar - results with so sure 

and certain a shape and weight, a teacher can almost hold them in hand.   

 

 The writing class is almost sure to hold little more attraction for 

the conventional student than does the ponderous burden of scales 

study for the musician.  Ah, but to be a writing teacher!  Lying in wait, 

patient for a glimpse of every writing teacher’s secret hope; the unlikely 

prospect, but ever-present promise of striking student gold, of hitting a 

vein of precious ore, this is the dream.  From among all the piles of 



struggling student papers, to find at last a certain turned phrase, an 

affecting paragraph or a bold sentence that shyly belies a true talent, this 

is the precious find, and all the more precious for its want.   

 

 But teachers are a patient and vigilant lot.  We will assign and edit 

and instruct and encourage and correct and edit again.  Every skill set 

reached by every student will be our doing.  And every talent that fortune 

sends us is our just reward. 
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