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Introduction 

 Writing groups have long existed throughout history, influencing written work as the 

world knows it today without any of the labels writing theorists tend to put on such activity. 

The Inklings, for instance, were avid drafters, always bringing new material to weekly meetings 

to be read aloud to the group. C.S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien are two of the better-known 

members, but all in all, there were nineteen men who gathered to quip and critique each other’s 

work. Modern composition theory allows the idea that we are part of a bigger conversation, and 

when we write we are digging into that conversation by adding pieces of argument. Kenneth 

Burke perhaps says it best: 

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have long 

preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for 

them to pause and tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had already 

begun long before any of them got there, so that no one present is qualified to retrace 

for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until you decide that 

you have caught the tenor of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; 

you answer him; another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against you, to 

either the embarrassment or gratification of your opponent, depending upon the quality 

of your ally's assistance. However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, 

you must depart. And you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in progress 

(Burke 110). 

Writing communities center around this idea of constant discourse, or as described above, 

Burke’s parlor, so I thought, “Why not dig into the writing group that influenced so much of 
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my own reading taste and childhood?” This thesis presents their ideas as a framework for what 

the best sort of writing community can be. 

 Bandersnatch by Diana Glyer presents the Oxford Inklings from the viewpoint of 

creative collaboration, with thoughts leaning toward a teaching and learning perspective rather 

than a simple biography of the group. That does not, however, mean that she neglects the 

biographical brilliance that such a group can offer. In one hundred and sixty nine pages of 

discourse, she talks about the people they were composed of, the contributions each group 

member tended to make, and the way they influenced each other’s writing outside of the group.  

 She describes it as a very small beginning, with Lewis and Tolkien’s friendship sitting 

at the root of it. From there, it turned into a small group gathering for conversation, writing 

critique, and theological discussion. They met for a total of seventeen years, according to 

Glyer, and attendance was by invitation only. There was fixed procedure for inviting new 

members, and those who came to meetings uninvited were called “gatecrashers.” In one 

particular instance, Warren Lewis is quoted as being enraged about Tolkien bringing an 

unwelcome guest, saying, “much concerned this evening with the gate crashing of B; Tollers, 

the ass, brought him last Thursday, and he has apparently now elected himself an Inkling. Not 

very sure what one can do about it.” 

 Thursday evenings were their standard meetings, but soon enough Tuesday mornings at 

the Eagle and Child became something of a constant, too - if more lighthearted. One point 

Glyer makes is that the routine of this group, and not just its size, contributed to the lifespan. 

As she says, “Regularly scheduled meetings work best… almost as if the rhythm of routine 

creates a safe place to discuss daring possibilities.” 
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 Throughout what follows in the rest of the book, Glyer shows the history and the 

background of the Inklings while simultaneously connecting back to ideas that worked and 

ideas that did not for the reader. She writes it from a teaching perspective, thus setting the book 

and the Inklings up perfectly to provide the foundation for the research in this thesis. 

 

Proposed Thesis Findings 

 There was a distinct need for this thesis to connect both my roots in secondary English 

Education and my new journey into composition theory. I wanted to find something that would 

feed my love of fictional writing while tying it into the work I wanted to do, so in discussion 

about activities such as National Novel Writing Month and places like Fanfiction.net I 

discovered one thing these had in common: community. What is it about community that 

makes writing so much easier than when done in solitude? Of course there is not always the 

chance for such collaborative learning, but when allowed, it offers writers a support system that 

can be integral to the writing process. Would this, I thought, be something we could apply to a 

high school English classroom? What about a freshman composition classroom? How could the 

model the Inklings put forth be used in such a way that classrooms on all levels could benefit? 

The proposed idea of this thesis is that writing communities foster textual production and the 

development of writing process when used in conjunction with collaborative learning theory in 

secondary and postsecondary education. Online roleplaying communities, writing sites, and 

worldwide contests have supported the idea of community adding to textual production for 

years, and before that, groups like the Inklings flourished with it.  Educators should use the 

ideas set before us in composition and collaborative learning theory to better maintain the 
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framework of a writing community within a classroom setting if we want to get the best results 

out of developing writers. 

 

Collaborative Learning Theory 

 The idea is to organize the thesis first by introducing collaborative learning theory. 

Glyer, in Bandersnatch, makes the point that with innovators, there is little distinction between 

work and play. Collaboration can be coworkers learning together around a boardroom table, but 

collaboration is also the picture of two children drawing together in the attic, father and son 

creating maps and telling stories, college student raising their voices together in local politics. 

In my personal passion for dog training, I’ve found that the best trainers always mention that 

the animal should never know the difference in work and play, offering that engagement 

always comes before legitimate learning. I find it interesting that, in recent years, IPO style 

obedience has begun a shift away from compulsion and “yank and crank” type training towards 

a more positive-based training that really centers on reward and honest engagement with the 

learning. Has education not taken the same turn? Has writing instruction not moved from rote 

grammar memorization to process over product and the idea that we can glory in the 

unfinishedness of writing? Science and research is always reaching forward and always finding 

new things – and it is the idea of this thesis that if we can push past the problem-based learning 

that many schools are now adopting and move into a collaborative writing environment that 

encourages sharing, critique, and thorough collaboration, we’ll see writers begin to emerge that 

appreciate the process and understand writing as a subject that is always in the midst of 

revision, rather than something to be dreaded. The plan is to include theorists from both 
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composition and education to create a base knowledge of the ideas this thesis is looking at 

before moving into the literature review of the Inklings. 

 

Modern Examples 

 After the introduction to collaborative learning theory and the literature review of the 

Inklings, this thesis will look at modern examples of online writing communities. Fanfiction.net 

was a site mentioned earlier, but it is an enormous community of writers who recreate worlds 

already introduced in their own way. For instance, the popular Fifty Shades of Grey series and 

The Mortal Instruments series evolved from fanfiction – a genre of writing that is constantly 

being commented on and critiqued on this website by over thousands of viewers. Writers 

submit their work into specific categories and readers interested in said categories can add 

thoughts and ideas to the work in a comments section. If popular series can evolve from this 

type of writing, why have we never inserted this into the classroom? Teachers are always told  - 

and Donald Murray states – that students should be able to choose their own subjects in writing 

in order to allow ownership and to encourage interest. Why not allow a sort of Fanfiction based 

writing class in something like Basic Writing or in the high school classroom? 

 The next medium this thesis would look at is the online roleplaying communities hosted 

on sites like Tumblr, Jcink, Proboards, and Invisionfree. Usually there is a subject chosen, such 

as real life, supernatural, or fantasy just to show some examples, but entire communities are 

built online where writers create characters that drive plotlines, have relationships, and move 

throughout these worlds. Think of them in similar terms to a video game where you may create 

a character who works through a series of events. However, in this roleplaying community, you 

write all the reactions and readers will comment and respond to your “threads.” There are 
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thousands of these sites, all usually hosted by one of the aforementioned hosts, and countless 

writers from all walks of life who interact through these created characters. It would be an 

interesting pilot to see if students in a high school or college setting, particularly students in a 

creative writing class, could work within a site controlled by the teacher in order to expand 

their imagination and their writing skills. The collaborative aspect for this world comes when 

writers (or students) are asked to essentially world-build together. Upon creating an account 

and doing some digging, it was noticed that writers tend to write with people who have similar 

literacy levels – is this not what is encouraged in the classroom? This thesis proposes that 

features from this online community mirror the Inklings and other major writing groups in style 

and thus offer too many things to be ignored in an educational setting. 

 The last of the big three modern examples is a phenomenon called National Novel 

Writing Month. It occurs every November, and writers who join make an account on the event 

website and are directed to message boards where they meet and interact with other writers 

undergoing the same challenge: write a novel in the month of November. The usual word count 

participants strive for every day is 1,600+, and during this month regional groups will set up 

and have physical meetings in places like libraries, Starbucks, and even come college 

campuses. Writing subjects can be anything and everything, and there is no penalty for not 

reaching the goal. However, NaNoWriMo offers publishing opportunities for those that do, and 

for those that may not “win,” there are resources and support for writers throughout the year. 

This sort of thing could work very well in both a secondary or postsecondary classroom if the 

teacher did not want to commit to a year long project, and the boards are moderated to ensure 

that it is still a controlled environment on the internet so students are relatively safe to reach out 

to that community if the teacher wants to expand beyond the classroom. 
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Classroom Application 

 As mentioned earlier in this prospectus, the idea that I needed to tie my background in 

secondary English Education to my Master of Teaching Writing was the driving force behind 

this proposal. With all the research in collaborative learning across composition theory, I refuse 

to accept the idea that a writing workshop cannot work in the secondary English classroom. I 

understand that there are constraints such as time allotted, classroom management issues that 

you don’t encounter in the postsecondary classroom, and administrative constraints that you 

might not feel as harshly in college. However, in this thesis, concerns will be addressed through 

strategic planning and there will be a design in place to implement this into the average 

secondary English classroom, complete with a unit plan and examples of instructional 

activities. 

 In the collegiate environment, specifically Basic Writing or English Composition 1 

(ENGL 1010), we can draw from composition and collaborative learning theorists to set up a 

similar plan, albeit with less constraints. Already we push process-based learning at Auburn 

Montgomery. What if we were able to turn the classes into workshops? Modeling after an 

approach known as andragogy (adult learning), we would set up the classroom into more of a 

self-directed, student based learning environment. In the ideal situation, the administration 

supports the plan, though modifications would be made to adjust between the Basic Writing 

class and the English Composition class. It should be noted that in the spring semester, I plan to 

use a unit or more of my Basic Writing class to place under this directive, and this thesis will 

also contain the results and reflection of that experiment. I expect to find that students write 
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more, have more of a sense of ownership, and feel more responsibility and accountability when 

the classroom is thought of as a community versus each individual working for himself. 

 

Conclusion 

 By the end of March 2017, I’m looking to have right at one hundred pages of a 

completed thesis outlining exactly why the writing community deserves to be in the academic 

classroom and not just an idea outside of it. The thesis will span multiple sections, starting with 

collaborative learning and composition theorists and what they have to say on the subject. 

Following that will be a literature review on the Inklings and a thorough understanding of how 

that group functioned, and then after that, there will be modern examples of writing groups that 

flourish today and events that encourage this type of free-flowing textual production. After the 

chapter on modern examples, there will be a chapter on classroom application and within this, I 

will share my own results from a unit based experiment in my Basic Writing classroom. 

 It is not a lack of research or knowledge that I am trying to overcome or add to with this 

thesis. The hope is that I can bridge two worlds that are too similar to be left unconnected and 

take that knowledge and application to my future classrooms with this theory as a jumping off 

point. I do not expect to break new ground, but the intent is to connect the dots so that in future 

writing conferences or secondary education, I can use my background to tie collaborative 

learning theory and composition theory into a neat little package that models well in both the 

secondary and postsecondary world. 
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