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Abstract 

The study recognizes that writing though a very important language skill is difficult to 

acquire. To ease the mastery of the skill, various approaches have been propounded by 

scholars to assist second language learners, especially. The uncontrolled or free 

approach was discovered by mentalist theorists as a solution to the writing problem. 

The approach stresses fluency. It also views writing as problem-solving. Five factors 

were identified as influences that caused the emergence of the uncontrolled approach. 

The approach developed into writing-to-learn approach in America and England 

following an attempt to bring it to practical application. The study, therefore, concludes 

that fluency in continuous writing has great impact on learning.  
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Introduction  

Writing, along with speaking, is an expressive skill of language. Ugwu (2015) states that 

a learner is proficient in a language if he, not only speaks it, but can write in the 

language with competence. The acquisition of the ability to write however is very 

difficult. Watson (1980), for instance, states that the hardest part of writing is to write: 

thinking is much easier; writing is hard; it sometimes seems even harder than it is 

because one can easily forget it is not a single process. This view is reinforced by Nunan 

(2003), who asserts that in terms of skill, producing a coherent extended piece of 

writing is probably the most difficult thing there is to do in language. 

To facilitate the acquisition of the writing skill, scholars have initiated various 

approaches to teaching and learning it. These are the controlled/traditional/product 

approach, the uncontrolled/free approach, the amalgamated/communicative approach 

and the process approach. Each of the approaches has had impact on the acquisition of 

writing.  

Though the uncontrolled approach to the teaching of writing is somewhat 

forgotten, this article revisits its principles to expose how they can be of use to teachers 

and learners of writing. The uncontrolled or free approach was the first of the 

approaches formulated by the mentalist theorists as they kicked against the tenets of 

the behaviorist theorists who developed the controlled approach to writing. The 

uncontrolled approach was later refined to create the communicative approach and the 

process approach.  
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The Uncontrolled/Free Approach to Writing 

The uncontrolled approach, also referred to as the free approach, is a contribution of the 

mentalist theorists to the problem of teaching writing, especially to second language 

learners. Unlike the controlled approach that insists on accuracy, this approach is 

concerned with fluency. Juan de Pasto (2010) reveals that this writing approach 

emphasizes content and fluency more than form and grammar. The learner is 

encouraged to write on different issues on his own with little teacher-intervention. The 

benefit of this approach which focuses on quantity rather than quality is that the 

learner’s extensive practices give him greater control of content and grammar.  

The free approach aligns with the cognitive idea of strategy of problem-solving. 

Indeed it sees writing as problem-solving. Otagburuagu (2009) explains that the 

cognitive idea teaches that problem-solving should be envisaged in a whole rather than 

in small bits. Mentalists reject the view of behaviorists that writing or problem-solving 

be handled in parts. Jowett (1937) argues that “by this they agree with Aristotle that all 

arts which embrace the whole of any subject do not come into being in a fragmentary 

way.” This elevates problem-solving approach from the whole over problem-solving 

approach from the components.  

 Five notable forces influenced the emergence of the uncontrolled approach. The 

first was Aristotle’s postulation that writing is one of the skills a citizen must acquire in 

an ideal state. That view is complemented by the demand of the emancipation theorists 

that freedom of speech is man’s inalienable right. The second is the ecological 

adaptation of organisms in the biological sciences. This idea states that, just as 

organisms adapt to change in environment for survival purposes, the writer should 

adjust his cognitive map to cope with the task. The third is Newell’s (1969) schemata 

which focus on the strategies of problem-solving. Newell states that problem-solving 

involves goal definition, problem identification, data collection, planning, execution and 

evaluation. Related to writing, this model stresses thinking, planning and editing in the 

writing process. The fourth is the design theory of Kostelnick (1989) which equates 

writing to designing in creative arts and audience appeal. The fifth and most important 

is the cognitive theory that caused a movement from the discrete units, product-

oriented approach to one that insists on the intricacies of the writing activity and the 

mental process associated with it.     

 In recent years, the free or uncontrolled approach has metamorphosed into “the 

writing-to-learn approach.” This approach recognizes writing as a mode of learning and 

believes that students’ thought can grow and be clarified through the process of writing. 

It relies on the statement of the proponents, “How can I know what I think until I see 

what I say.” Langer and Applebee (2007) in their book, How Writing Shapes Thinking, 

make the following conclusions about writing and the writing-to-learn approach. 

1. Writing activities promote learning better than activities involving only studying 

or reading.  

2. Different kinds of writing activities lead students to focus on different kinds of 

information.  
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3. In contrast to short answer responses, which turn information into discrete 

small pieces, analytic writing promotes more complex and thoughtful enquiry 

but on a smaller amount of information.  

The Dartmouth seminar of 1966 convoked for English scholars from the United 

States of America and England laid the foundation of this approach. The seminar 

accepted the uniquely English model of language propagated by Britton and Emig. It 

identified three functional types of writing: transactional, for communicating 

information; poetic, for creating beautiful objects; and expressive, for exploring and 

reflecting upon ideas. The last category, expressive writing, is the basis of the write-to-

learn approach.      

Scholars who oppose this approach indicate that note-taking was a more 

effective study technique than reading or listening alone. But compared to essay 

writing, Newell did a study on the effects of note-taking, short answer responses and 

essay writing on three measures of learning: recall, concept application and gain in 

specific knowledge. He observes that essay writing enabled students to “produce a 

consistently more abstract set of associations for key concepts than note-taking or 

answering study questions. This view agrees with that of Newell (1969), which says:  

Answering questions required planning at a local level rather than a global level. 

While answering study questions may require a great deal of planning, the 

writers can only consider information in isolated segments. Consequently while 

a great deal of information is generated, it never gets integrated into a coherent 

text. Essay writing on the other hand requires that the writers, in the course of 

examining evidence and marshaling ideas integrate elements of the prose 

passage into their knowledge of the topic, rather than leaving the information in 

isolated bits.  

 That view aptly corroborates the philosophy of the Mentalist theory which 

rejected the bits over the whole. They argue that knowledge and problems are better 

mastered by taking a global approach of them instead of specific approach. Mueller 

(1975), hence, observes that: 

unlike the associationists’ view that learning consists of the orderly building up 

of individual bits, one upon another, gestaltists demonstrated that learning is 

rather a process of stepping back to seize up the entire situation or field in order 

to determine how all the elements fit together to achieve a solution.   

By that thinking, writing-to-learn approach and free or uncontrolled approach are 

related in their emphasis on fluency and lack of research and reflection in writing.    

Conclusion  

The philosophy of the uncontrolled approach is very useful to teachers and learners of 

writing in many ways. Teachers should encourage their learners to write often, as 

extensive engagement in writing enhances one’s expertise in it. Engagement in 

continuous writing instead of short answer responses such as in comprehension tasks 

has the embedded advantage of helping the learners both to write well and to 

understand issues better. Teachers should again emphasize the problem-solving and 
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artistic dimensions of writing espoused by the approach by helping their students to 

make their works not only informative but also appealing to the audience.  
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