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Introduction 

In this thesis project, I aim to argue that confessional writing in the composition 

classroom can be a very important and transformative tool to produce a well-rounded 

academic and emotional foundation for students. Specifically sharing and workshopping my 

personal work was instrumental in helping me to emotionally work past some of the events I 

shared. Although this type of sharing is contested, I argue that the benefits make the exercise 

worth it. I also argue that using confessional writing in the classroom is a great way to prepare 

students for other types of writing assignments. Having an effective confessional voice is very 

important throughout a student’s academic writing career and beyond. I plan to have a career 

in academia, and my experiences with confessional writing and this project will inform my work 

and professional life. Confessional writing can be an effective pedagogical tool when used as a 

first step in the process of getting students to create a confessional voice. I show how students 

approach writing more analytically and with more confidence after starting out with an 

autobiographical framework. 

In the second chapter, I look at the examples of students sharing work with their peers 

and how the practice can be both emotionally and pedagogically beneficial. Chapter 1 

establishes the benefits of practicing confessional writing, and in this chapter I will take it a step 

further to discuss sharing that writing openly in the classroom. To be clear, this is a theoretical 

discussion based on research and personal experience. I am writing from the perspective of a 

student. I also discuss consequences that can result from sharing confessional writing in the 

classroom. Ethics are intrinsic to this topic and to my argument, so in the second chapter I also 

cover the ethical complications that arise when students are sharing their personal work with 

their peers. My second chapter concludes with an examination of a case in which Professor 



Sarah J. McCarthey received responses to a personal assignment that revealed instances of 

abuse among her students. In one example, when a student turned the personal assignment in, 

McCarthey was surprised to find that the student’s experiences included an abusive father, a 

bully brother, and a girlfriend of her father’s that would hit her and her brother. When asked 

about these entries and the assignment in general, the student said “it helps me put away the 

memory of what bad things happened to me. I can put it in my notebook and I won’t think 

about those bad things so much” (McCarthey 186). The student’s  story can help illustrate both 

some of the risks involved with assigning confessional assignments and the benefits. 

The third chapter showcases two examples of confessional writing, one from myself and 

one from Carolyn Blizzard, a colleague from CSUSM. I will go over the goals of the assignment, 

the work that was produced, and how the assignment shaped the future of our college careers. 

Confessional writing is very important and personal to me, and these two examples will 

showcase the reasons I believe the exercise to be such an important one in early writing 

classrooms.  



Chapter 1: Confessional Writing 

Confessional writing was very important to me in my early writing courses, providing me 

with a solid ground from which to build. By taking a confessional approach to writing a college 

essay, I could become more confident in my writing to produce better work in a myriad of essay 

types. My first confessional assignment gave my writing a sense of authority that it had never 

contained before, allowing me to be more assertive with my knowledge about not just myself but 

other topics as well. Taking part in an assignment where I was made to look at myself and my 

experiences- (and write them down on paper)- transformed my feelings towards writing and 

shifted my college trajectory.  

I define confessional writing as a piece of writing that includes a process of composing, 

analyzing, and ultimately diagnosing the confessional voice and intentions of the author. I 

choose to use the term confessional writing rather than “personal essay” because the confessional 

aspect of the assignment is intrinsic to what I believe are the positive results. In these 

confessional writing assignments, we want to analyze the “why” and not just the “how.” It’s not 

enough for a piece of writing to be just personal or anecdotal from a student’s perspective. 

Confessional writing is an all-encompassing process that includes all the steps, which is why I 

wanted to separate it from personal writing or the personal essay. Obviously, the essay itself is 

central and important, but the pre-and post-activity is integral to the process as well, and a large 

part of what I think makes confessional writing successful. I also want to mention that I intend 

for these assignments to be a part of a larger syllabus, not something that takes the focus of an 

entire course. The aim of confessional writing is to help lead and prepare students for other 

assignments and genres that they will encounter in their college careers. Being able to jump into 

a different type of assignment is important because the confessional experience will be fresh and 

students will be able to apply what they learned to something new in the class. The prompts for 



these assignments are designed to get someone to dig into their past for specific instances which 

merit the effort and time of being worked through and analyzed. It’s not conducive to a good 

analytical exercise to look at the mundane; it needs to feel relevant so that the students 

themselves feel the desire to dive in and take a closer look at what was written. For example, a 

prompt I received in my first-year writing course was to write about an instance in my life where 

I failed at something that I knew I had the power and ability to do better at. This was a good 

prompt because it asked me to reflect analytically about why I didn’t perform up to my full 

potential. This example elicited a myriad of different responses and resulted in a well-rounded 

and successful discussion once we shared our papers with the class.  

Critical thinking is an inherent part of confessional writing because participants are 

essentially analyzing past events in their lives to come to a conclusion about what those events 

mean in the context of their assignment. The process is an analysis of the who, what, when 

where, and why of the experience being written about. By analyzing specific/targeted aspects of 

a peer’s personal essay, students will be training to come to any problem that requires critical 

thinking from all angles. Students who are used to thinking this way when writing their 

assignments are going to have more insightful and intelligent comments to make on various 

topics that they might have previously found difficult to parse. By examining past experiences 

and being curious about their place in the world through their reflections, students will be more 

ready to write about the traditional texts that show up in freshman writing courses. Through their 

new identities as reflective writers, they will be able to critically analyze and examine any 

foreign situation and apply it to familiar situations in order to negotiate meaning.  

A genre close to but distinct from memoir, confessional writing in a classroom setting has 

the aim of being a critical work that allows the student to analyze themselves in order to define 



their identities within the context of the larger literary world. In “Encouraging Emergent 

Moments: The Personal, Critical, and Rhetorical in the Writing Classroom,” Rochelle Harris 

asserts that “A student's own essay is a site for critical pedagogy to be enacted and for critical 

consciousness and social critique to emerge” (2). That critical consciousness is alive in 

confessional writing because the participating students are so intimately tied to their work that 

they are potentially, and with practice, far more cognizant of the implications that emerge from 

what they are analyzing. In my own experience, confessional writing not only helped me to 

define myself as a writer within the context of the literary world, but as a person in society. It 

was an uplifting and eye-opening experience, even when I was analyzing something from my 

past that I normally would try to ignore. Later in this project, I will explicitly analyze an 

experience I had with confessional writing, as well as a particularly draining experience a peer of 

mine had. People tend to shy away from writing about themselves when they know someone else 

is going to read it, but pushing through that discomfort can lead to some very positive results. 

I’m not trying to say that every student will latch onto confessional writing immediately like I 

did, but I intend to show that many students will be able to gain confidence, confessional voice, 

and critical thinking skills from the experience. 

Being a technically proficient writer is important, but the ultimate goal in the writing 

classroom should be to produce rich, analytical, and critical content. By putting an emphasis on 

confessional writing early on, educators can get students focused on what the content means as 

well as how they are trying to say it. By engaging in confessional writing, students are prompted 

to mold their thoughts and ideas into a unique style that enables them to engage more with the 

content of their assignments. In “Reflections on the Peculiar Status of the Personal Essay,” 

Wendell V. Harris argues that  



the immediate effect of the successful personal essay is simply the consciousness 

of participating in an individual way of looking at things, of savoring the striking 

or pungent phrasing that gives force the author’s individual point of view, or of 

pursuing fresh thoughts of one’s own for which the unique mental organization of 

the author has somehow been a catalyst. (936)   

That “unique mental organization” is what gives student’s writing a distinct personality known 

as confessional voice. This confessional voice is a personal point of view and style that can be 

carried on throughout all following assignments, giving the student the ability to critically 

analyze the “why” that goes along with the “how.” It’s easy to look back on a personal 

experience and know how it happened, but figuring out why it happened requires critical thought 

and the ability to analyze how events unfold and what that ultimately means. This instance of 

confidence leads us to the evolution that students who participate in the confessional essay go 

through: they start to analyze what is around them by analyzing their own experiences. When I 

was a new writing student analyzing my experiences, I was creating a new outlook that would 

inform and continue to inform my writing. I was shaping a new confessional voice to filter new 

ideas through, one that I felt had purpose and the right to be heard. I needed to feel that my 

thoughts had meaning in larger context and had something to contribute to literary discussion. 

Literary criticism matters in every context, but that isn’t something I believed back in my 

freshman writing class. I needed a confessional voice founded by the creation of a new writing 

identity, and confessional writing provided that for me. 

In studying the writings of Michel de Montaigne, the writer credited with being the 

founder of the personal essay, Hayley Mitchell Haugen began to see that even the most personal 

of writing is, of course, influenced by the outside world. She writes, “while he is writing about 



himself, Montaigne is not a self-uninfluenced by outside forces. He embraces the world outside 

himself in his essays in an effort to check himself against and react to the views of others” (60). 

In confessional writing, this is the process we go through. We are developing a world view that 

incorporates both our understanding of ourselves and the understanding of the world around us. I 

agree with Haugen in saying that personal writing is influenced by the outside world, and the 

next step is to take that notion and apply it essentially backwards. We want to discover not only 

ourselves through the lens of the outside world, but discover the outside world through the lens 

of ourselves. Through analyzing personal events and experiences, we diagnose just how we are 

influenced by outside forces and what that means to our identity.  

A writer’s confessional voice comes from a rich combination of personal experience and 

outward influence. This confessional voice is the combination of individual writing style that is 

noticeable across multiple works and the subjective ideas that shine through the writing. In 

researching these ideas, I asked myself, what does it mean that confessional writing so closely 

interacts with and is influenced by this outward experience? It means that through engaging in 

confessional writing, students begin to see their writing within the context of an existing literary 

body of work. Confessional writing enables this specifically because the act of critically looking 

at your own experiences through writing might provide you with a more fully formed context of 

who you are as a person and a writer. We learn all about the lives and writing styles of famous 

authors and critics; doing the same with yourself gives you a more complete view of your 

identity as a writer as you relate to other writers. Without the confessional element, you’re only 

analyzing the writing on the page, not the person behind it. This writing identity is a curated, 

academic self that produces meaningful work “that is invigorated by creativity, spontaneity, and 

personal discovery” (51). This is a view that Hoagen and I both share. That’s not to say that a 



critical identity can’t be formed through other types of writing, but confessional element created 

an identity within myself that I found more meaningful and engaging than if I had only been 

analyzing critical work. The same goes with writing and the critical task of analyzing it. I write 

differently coming from a confessional perspective and produce work that I would argue is more 

honest and true to myself. The relationship between writing and identity is an important one. 

Without a sense of critical identity and confessional voice, imitation is all that can really be 

achieved. This is why most students come into college writing essays the same way, because 

they are imitating the five-paragraph essay that their high school teachers wanted them to write. 

In my case, as my identity as a writer was developing and becoming more unique, my writing in 

turn became more my own. Confessional writing directly influenced this, and I would say was 

the cause of it. In her essay “Subjectivity and its Role in Constructed Knowledge: Composition, 

Feminist Theory, and Psychoanalysis,” Irene Papoulis explains that “Every college student, of 

course, must assimilate disciplinary conventions, but unless students learn to articulate their 

subjective responses to the thoughts they encounter, they will be crippled when it comes time to 

generate their own ideas” (133). This means that while students will always have to write in 

certain formats to make certain academic requirements, without the ability to analyze their own 

subjectivity, they won’t be able to generate enough unique ideas within the context of those 

requirements.  Confessional writing prepares students to be able to articulate the meaning of their 

own subjective thoughts in order to form new ideas pertinent to any assignment or task.  

Learning to write in a meaningful way requires students to develop an understanding of writing 

as a tool for analysis and critical thinking. I argue that confessional writing is the perfect way for 

them to learn to articulate their thoughts into cohesive arguments. This new identity will inform 

the student’s writing in all future assignments; it will shape their narratives and their arguments. 



The student will be able to make more clear and concise realizations about intricate topics 

because of their knowledge of themselves, the literary world, and how those two things affect 

each other.  

Confessional writing is not only about being able to write critically, but it is also about 

being able to think critically. In the context of this project, I am going to use critical thinking as a 

means by which students take different perspectives and new information to then form opinions 

based on the analysis of that information. Critical thinking is about identifying the basis of a 

topic, analyzing the material, addressing and acknowledging different perspectives, identifying 

your own position, and coming to a conclusion. In “Critical Thinking: What, Why, and How,” 

Richard Paul asserts that “as we come to habitually think critically in the strong sense, we 

develop special traits of mind: intellectual humility, intellectual courage, intellectual 

perseverance, and confidence in reason” (10). This goes right along with my argument that 

participating in confessional writing, which involves critical thinking about the self, creates that 

courage, perseverance, and confidence. It’s a process that enables the writer to carry those skills 

and confidence over to other forms of writing and academic work.  

A common question that educators get when handing out prompts or assignments is 

“what does this have to do with me?” or “how will I use this?” Confessional writing will enable 

students to answer these questions for themselves and see the value in covering a range of topics 

that they might not have previously considered. In being trained to look at themselves and their 

experiences from all angles and perspectives, they can more actively see the value in covering 

topics and perspectives they previously might have shied away from. Guy Allen said that the 

students in his experimental writing course “had no idea that writing could be a part of their 

lives. Life for them resumed after they got their essays in” (Allen 67). Encouraging students to 



see that they can relate to outside texts and experiences is important to student engagement. 

Finding an identity that fits in with other literature being studied is essential to students being 

able to parse through and negotiate unfamiliar texts. What is at stake here is the ability for a 

student to engage with the material and understand how their thoughts and opinions fit into what 

they are reading. Just as you can just hear or you can truly listen, a student can either write 

superficially or truly engage with the material that they are commenting on. In my personal 

experience, writing essays was a superficial exercise that I didn’t feel fully connected to before 

engaging in confessional writing. After my experiences delving into my own past, I was then 

able to see future assignments as important critical exercises working the same muscles trained 

from engaging in confessional work. Confessional writing can get students to a level where they 

believe in what they are writing, not just looking at the page number or word count. This was and 

is absolutely true for me. 

Academic theorist and professor Peter Elbow mentions there are theorists who argue that 

confessional writing isn’t very important to students understanding contexts outside of 

themselves. In Expressive Discourse, Jeanette Harris goes as far to say that there is no such thing 

as writing only for the self (66). Donald Murray argues that all writing, even “impersonal” 

writing such as reports and newsletters, is autobiographical in that it stems from “the questions 

that itch our lives,” suggesting that there is no point to confessional writing at all (214). These 

opposing theorists cite the tendency for first-year students to become self-absorbed and unable to 

consider other perspectives. They think that by having students reflect on their own experiences 

in their first writing courses, the students will then be unable to think analytically about other 

assigned texts. I argue that becoming “self-absorbed” is precisely what enables students to 

consider other perspectives, rather than shutting them off to outside ideas. How can one develop 



a fully formed opinion on another perspective without knowing where you stand in relation to 

that perspective? This is why Elbow thinks that confessional writing is important despite its 

detractors, and I fully agree. It wasn’t until I was able to understand and critically take a look at 

my own life that I was able to accurately and honestly consider other perspectives.  

Elbow argues in his essay “Being a Writer vs. Being an Academic: A Conflic t in Goals,” 

that a new writer’s analytical skills will be better off by starting within an autobiographical 

framework, and in turn the student’s confidence in writing will be boosted as well (80). Elbow 

wants his students to practice analysis by means of autobiography, even though by doing so he is 

inviting new writers to take themselves too seriously and become too possessive over non-

original ideas. His point is that even though there is the option for students to become too self-

absorbed, the confidence they gain in their own writing outweighs the risk of a closed mind. 

Elbow says that “[w]riting is a struggle and a risk. Why go through the bother unless what we 

say feels important? None of us who has a full awareness of all the trouble we can get into by 

writing would ever write unless we also had a correspondingly full sense of pride, self-

absorption, even arrogance” (81). I agree with Elbow, students need to feel like what they are 

saying matters and is worthy of critical analysis. This process if gaining confidence in the value 

one’s own academic work is leading to the development of the new identity I was covering 

earlier. Students will get that sense of pride from looking inward and discovering who they are as 

writers through examining their past experience. This pride will then translate into a more 

authentic confessional voice. Being fully absorbed in writing requires that authentic confessional 

voice to be backed by the confidence that that confessional voice matters. In a 1995 published 

exchange with David Bartholomae, Elbow mentions to his fellow theorist that while he 

completely agrees with the end goal of having students master academic writing, he feels that 



this expectation should be put into the upper levels of education, with the lower level courses 

focusing on students finding confidence in their own confessional voice (Elbow- 82). 

 I argue that in order for students to find that confessional voice, they need to believe that 

there is a place for it in the academic world. Taking part in confessional writing very early in my 

college career helped me to believe I could contribute something to the scholarly world. I was 

more enthused to write when I wasn’t thinking about how I was going to fail. Writing a 

confessional piece gave my writing a sense of authority it hadn’t previously displayed because, 

of course, who knows me and my experiences better than I do? It can be daunting for students 

first stepping in to a college level writing class to be comfortable enough to try writing 

something down in their own confessional voice. Elbow tries to create an atmosphere in his 

classroom where students are both aware of the important works but also believe in themselves 

as potential contributors: 

Whether I want my students to be academics or writers, it seems crucial to avoid 

coming at key texts (or at student texts) as models. That is, I must fight the 

tradition of treating these readings as monuments in a museum, pieces under 

glass. We must try to come at these strong important texts, no matter how good or 

hallowed they may be-as much as possible as fellow writers-as fully eligible 

members of the conversation, not treat them as sacred, not worrying about "doing 

justice" to them or getting them dirty (74). 

What Elbow says about “models” here is important. We don’t want students to simply copy or 

emulate the writing they are being shown, we want them to use their confessional voices to 

penetrate the noise with their own work. Every critical work is eligible to be a part of the 

conversation, and by not deifying famous texts we can hopefully encourage students to feel their 



work can also be a part of that literary conversation. This idea goes along with my argument for 

confessional writing because the goal is the same, to create an environment where the student 

can learn to critically look at their own work as part of the greater literary body. Not creating an 

atmosphere in which the student already feels that their writing is going to fail compared to the 

established works (or even an idea of what “literature” is supposed to be) is an important step in 

developing the confidence within them to nurture their own critical and confessional voice. I 

remember believing that I had nothing meaningful to say and that I had nothing to contribute to 

the conversation when I first began college. I just thought I should emulate what I had read to 

impress my professors. It wasn’t until I engaged in confessional writing and found my own 

identity and confessional voice that I was able to actively produce critical analysis that I felt 

meant anything. Established texts are to be used as examples to learn from, not models to strictly 

follow. Elbow is encouraging instructors to acknowledge that while these works are important, 

the confessional voices contained within them are no more important than the confessional 

voices of the class. I argue students need to feel that they have agency to create their own works 

and those works will be part of the conversation along with the classics. Essentially, if they are 

writing for themselves instead of trying to imitate the works of others, they will produce more 

unique and meaningful work. The confidence this creates will be invaluable in the future when 

students are attempting to navigate new styles of writing for the first time.  

This confidence can manifest itself for the teacher as well as the student. In “Toward a 

Writing and Healing Approach in the Basic Writing Classroom: One Professor’s Personal 

Odyssey,” Molly Hurley Moran describes a therapeutic experience in which she wrote a book 

about a personal tragedy that eventually led her to investigate confessional writing in an 

academic setting to see if it had any implications in the freshman composition classroom. These 



observations led Moran to completely alter the way she ran her first-year writing course. She 

wanted her students to explore these issues that they were bringing with them to college, with the 

assumption that by doing so they would be able to gain control over their disabling feelings 

caused by past abuse or trauma, allowing them to become more engaged in their academic lives. 

The result was that she created a new course in which students do extensive confessional writing 

(a practice Moran calls private writing) that forms the basis for all the assignments in the class. 

Moran’s definition and use of the term “private writing” closely aligns with my definition and 

use of confessional writing, so we can safely use examples from her classroom to inform our 

understanding of confessional writing. 

Moran needed to prepare her freshman students for a course in the following year that 

specialized in conventional composition. Papers in the conventional course would automatically 

fail if submitted with too many grammatical errors. Those errors were not going to be the focus 

of Moran’s experimental class, so how would she sufficiently prepare them for what was to come 

while giving them assignments that focused on personal content? It’s important to note that this 

was a course being designed for students who failed to get into the entry level writing courses. 

Moran had been teaching this course for years and noticed something about her students’ 

writing:  

While my students’ writing generally improved, it did so by becoming more 

correct and better organized, but the content usually remained uninspired or 

clichéd and the students didn’t seem to like writing any better at the end of the 

semester than they did at the beginning; they still saw it only as something they 

had to do to get through school (104). 



This observation, combined with her experience writing her own book, provided the inspiration 

to create this new introductory writing course.  

Initially the book about her sister’s disappearance had nothing to do with her teaching 

career, but eventually Moran began to see the therapeutic value in writing about such a traumatic 

event. After the book was complete, she realized that the process of using writing to work out an 

experience could be valuable to students if translated correctly into a classroom setting. Moran 

writes of her experience: “As I contemplated such a pedagogical approach, I found myself 

thinking about how helpful it would have been for me to have been encouraged to write about 

personal issues in a university class my freshman year of college. Although not a basic writing 

student, I was hampered by personal problems” (98). Would writing from a personal perspective 

about past experiences and often painful issues help students’ writing improve? In researching 

this topic, Moran was convinced that this type of therapeutic experience would produce positive 

results with her students. She writes the following: 

The growing body of evidence pointing to the healing power of writing about 

personal issues holds strong implications, I began to think, for the teaching of 

basic writing, for I had long noticed that basic writing students seem inordinately 

burdened with emotional difficulties: not only the usual range of issues and post-

traumatic stresses so many young adults arrive at college with today—divorced 

parents, death of a high school friend in a car accident, eating disorders, and so 

on—but the additional distress of having been stigmatized and marginalized 

because of academic failure or a learning disability (97).  

What needed to be done then was the creation of a model that took a pedagogical approach to 

this activity, rather than a psychological one. While students working through their issues and 



becoming more emotionally healthy is a fantastic side effect of confessional writing, the main 

goal of the writing teacher should obviously be to help students become better writers. 

According to Moran, this was a challenge since there was very little literature to go off of as 

confessional writing in beginning composition courses wasn’t a subject that gained much 

practical or theoretical attention at the time. Moran argues that social constructionist and cultural 

studies theories have dominated the field of English for decades, with articles about confessional 

writing only dotting the landscape. Much like Peter Elbow, Moran saw this type of writing as a 

bridge to other types of writing, such as exposition, analysis, and argument. In Moran’s example, 

we see that confessional writing enabled her to even begin to be able to work on other 

assignments. By being able to analyze her own thoughts and experiences, she could get the kind 

of clarity that would enable her to move forward with her writing and education. Therefore, she 

created the course that she did and continues to defend the practice as an extremely positive 

experience. I went through a similar process when I started college. I was so wrapped up in 

everything going on in my personal life that my education took a backseat and I couldn’t 

properly concentrate. By participating in confessional writing, I could see myself and my 

experiences more clearly, and therefore I could parse through what I needed to in order to move 

on. I wouldn’t have properly analyzed my problems and looked at everything in quite the same 

light if I had not been prompted to do the confessional assignments. 

 In her essay, Moran refers to a theorist and professor named Jim Cody who took a group 

of students who were struggling in a myriad of classes at the school where he taught and put 

them through a six-week workshop course. All the assignments given to the students during the 

workshops were of a personal nature, and Cody began to see major improvement in the writing 

of students who had never been given such assignments. Students who were producing “stilted” 



and “clichéd” papers were suddenly writing rich, expressive pieces in response to the exercises 

that he gave them (Moran 100). One student had been referred to Cody by a fellow legal studies 

professor who was concerned at how poorly the student had navigated a paper on Malcolm X. 

Over the course of the workshop series that same student flourished in freewriting sessions, 

detailing his own experiences with racial injustice and linking those experiences to those of 

Malcolm X. Cody was suddenly able to write more engaging material about the same topic on 

which he had previously failed (100). Because he had never been asked to write about his own 

thoughts, his relationship with writing had just been about regurgitation. By allowing the student 

to link his own experiences with that of a figure from history, the student could find connections 

in his writing that he wasn’t making previously. This clarifying process is central to why 

confessional writing is important and is a great example of why it should be a part of any writing 

classroom. The passion and drive that the student felt for the project intensified only after he 

could look inward, to analyze his own experiences. He came out the other side rejuvenated and 

fully ready to engage in critical work. 

 In the same way that Cody had his students writing about themselves, Moran had a 

personal aspect attached to every assignment in her newly designed introductory writing course. 

They had the option on every assignment to either write a personal response to what they had 

read or to explore their thoughts and feelings concerning a personal issue. She explains this 

choice:  

I gave them this choice because I didn’t want to make this exclusively a writing-

and-healing kind of exercise since not all basic writing students are dealing with 

personal crises or want to explore personal problems in writing. But I did want to 



offer the possibility for those who had been scarred by painful experiences to 

write about them (104). 

I think that this is an important part of the process and should be adopted because I don’t want 

confessional writing to be viewed as a practice that only people in turmoil can participate in. 

Students who are happy with their lives will benefit from confessional writing just as their 

colleagues in crisis will. Shaping the assignment in a way that caters to both groups is essential 

for every student to gain the same benefits from participating. This choice allowed students to be 

able to write about something personal no matter what the reading was or what had been going 

on in their lives. There was also a class magazine published at the end of each semester. This 

exercise was important because by having a physical, published version of their work, students 

could see their place in the literary conversation. They had done something with their writing 

that all of the great writers had done. Students could submit their final papers to be published if 

they wanted. Moran found that not many students in her previous classes had elected to have 

their essays published, but the students that had gone through her new course were excited at the 

prospect. Because of the personal nature of their previous confessional assignments, they were 

more ready for the prospect of having their work read by many people in published form. They 

gained a confidence in themselves that the students previously in the class lacked.  

So what were the end results of the class? Moran gave her students the same 

questionnaire she always did at the end of the semester, and these were the results:  

My entering fall semester students’ attitudes towards writing were similar to those 

of students in the past, with the preponderance of students circling 2 or 3 and with 

typical comments being that they didn’t like writing because they weren’t “good 

at it” or weren’t “good at grammar.” Fall semester I had students fill out another 



questionnaire at the end of the term containing the same item, and I asked them to 

comment about any change in attitude they had experienced. The majority 

indicated an attitude improvement: 56% circled a higher number than they had at 

the beginning of the term, most of them two points higher. Many attributed their 

improved attitude to having developed confidence in their ideas and their ability 

to generate writing topics, with some expressly linking this new ability to the 

private writing requirement (110).  

This is a good example of how having students engaged in confessional writing can not only 

improve their writing skills but can also help them develop an appreciation for writing. It’s a 

different way of thinking about writing assignments through the individual lenses of the students 

in the class. Grades will likely improve as students become more invested in the work they 

produce and realize their identity as writers, and their writing will be more engaging for 

everyone involved. While the argument could be made that Moran’s results were in a vacuum 

because she only experimented in one type of class and that the outcomes may not be the same 

for different classes, the results are more than promising for those who believe in confessional 

writing as an effective tool in the classroom. The results suggest that emphasizing confessional 

writing in a basic writing course can put students on the road to academic success.  

 Utilizing confessional writing in the classroom can be an effective way to prepare 

students for other types of writing assignments. Having an effective confessional voice is very 

important throughout a student’s academic writing career. Confessional writing can be an 

effective pedagogical tool when used as a first step in the process of getting students to create a 

confessional voice. In the essay “Chapter, Language, Power, and Consciousness: A Writing 

Experiment at the University of Toronto,” Guy Allen writes about experiments he conducted 



over a long period of time in a class that he created called Effective Writing. He found that 

students who were well versed in confessional writing (which he refers to as the personal essay) 

went on to produce better academic writing once they got to the higher levels. The work 

produced by these students tended to be more “honest, vivid, and original” than those of students 

who had no experience with it (66). Allen also found that there was a correlation between the 

amount of confessional writing that the students did in his course and how well they wrote in all 

their other subjects. Allen’s findings made him conclude that good writing is rooted in one’s 

ability to observe experiences and form critical thoughts about those experiences. Allen explains 

that “when students learn to take responsibility for meaning, they become better writers of 

standard-form writing, like research reports, business letters, or the academic expository essay” 

(82). When students have mastered the art of critically parsing through the meaning of their own 

experiences in their confessional assignments, they are then able to take that skill into other 

projects.  

 Proponents of confessional writing have said that theorists in the literary field have 

unconsciously set up an unnecessary divide between confessional writing and academic writing. 

These two sections of the writing world are two sides of the same coin, for every piece of writing 

has a personal history behind it. This could be as obvious as the author taking an integral role in 

the text or as subtle as the reasoning behind the author’s interest in the topic in the first place. In 

“Between the Drafts,” Nancy Sommers says that composition theorists self-consciously 

interweave personal anecdotes with theoretical discussion in essays and that although many 

scholars don’t allow their students to write about their personal experiences, the theorists 

themselves use confessional narrative. The divide between confessional writing and academic 

writing is unnecessary. The self-conscious use of personal anecdotes reveals the importance of 



confessional writing and abstract thinking by acknowledging that even the most academic work 

can’t be produced without inward reflection and a subjective confessional voice. Educators need 

to acknowledge this relationship in their classes. If they do, then future students may will be able 

to see more easily the benefits of confessional writing as it translates into the writing that they do 

in literature courses and other disciplines. 

 Confessional writing can have an empowering effect on different populations of people, 

such as victims of sexual abuse, domestic violence, diseases, and mental illness.1 Through 

examining these experiences and negotiating meaning from them, students also have the benefit 

of getting more practice with their prose. When writing a personal narrative, students are often so 

focused on the task and the events on which they are commenting, that they barely have a chance 

to remember that they are doing something for school. The advantage here is that students will 

be more focused on the content of their assignment and the meaning of that content rather than 

the structures that make up an “academic essay.” That’s not to say that content is absolutely 

more important than form, but without both the assignment will be lacking.   

As examples from Moran, Elbow, Allen, and Cody show, educators who have 

mechanisms in their class that allow students to think critically about and engage their own lives 

have seen improvements in writing. This is the purpose of many of the blackboard forums and 

journal responses that we see teachers assigning. Students are gaining the benefit of thinking 

critically about the texts they are reading while engaging their own opinions and thoughts on 

relevant topics. These types of ongoing assignments have the added benefit of peer interaction, 

since students may converse with one another on their shared and differing experiences, resulting 

in rich dialogue.  

                                                                 
1 This empowering effect will  be covered more in-depth in chapter 2. I will  also address the ethical concerns of 

confessional writing. 



Confessional writing has become a recent debate among theorists trying to navigate 

confessional writing’s place in the scope of the composition classroom. In her essay “Scripted 

Subjectivity: The Politics of Personal Disclosure,” Suzanne Diamond explains:  

debates on teaching strategies have generally focused on academic priorities, 

rather than the absolute rights and wrongs, on what kinds of writing best precede 

other kinds; hence, they are most productively referenced, not as a way to decide 

which position wins but rather as an array of positions about how to get students 

constructively engaged in their chosen field (24).  

It’s significant that Collins mentions the order in which students are introduced to certain types 

of writing. This is because advocating for confessional writing doesn’t mean that every other 

type of writing needs to be thrown away or even given less emphasis. I’m arguing that it’s 

beneficial to have confessional writing assignments placed before other types of analytical 

assignments, not as the end-all-be-all of the course. No one, including me, is arguing that 

confessional writing as a genre needs to take the place of another genre entirely in the 

composition classroom. Diamond is saying that no genre wins over the others. The argument 

being made here is that confessional writing is a great precedent to other types of assignments. 

Theorists like Diamond and Allen argue that achieving a confessional voice has a direct 

connection with acquiring academic literacy. I argue that confessional writing is an impactful 

way of getting students to that point and gaining that confessional voice. They believe, as I do, 

that it is best for confessional writing to precede other types in freshman composition classroom. 

In her essay “Beyond the Narrative Mode in the Composition Classroom: Embracing a Return to 

the Personal Essay,” Hayley Mitchell Haugen explains that writing becomes empty when 

“learning to manipulate strategies and genres is more important than thinking well in language or 



discovering personal stances and values” (Haugen 50). I argue that the mindset of form over 

confessional voice ends up putting students into the belief that conventions matter more than 

anything else, which causes them to create their essays as monuments to form rather than 

meaning. A successful essay will have both a mastery of form and meaningful content related to 

the assigned topic. 

 It’s important to mention that I don’t believe every student is going to embrace the 

process of confessional writing right away, as not all of them are going to be used to bringing in 

any personal aspect into their assignments. That’s not to say that confessional writing won’t be 

beneficial to these types of students or that they won’t eventually come around to it. I remember 

being wary myself of opening up to this new professor that I had just met a couple of 

weeks/months ago. It can be scary to show a vulnerable side to someone that essentially has 

control over your future. In “Composing Culture: A Place for the Personal,” Patricia Sullivan 

describes an instance where a student named Ellen was having trouble with her confessional 

assignments. Ellen’s attempts at being personal with her writing only resulted in vagueness. Her 

projects were written “from the detached perspective a botanist or geologist might use to record 

field observations.” (41). She was one of these students who had an instant aversion to writing 

from a more personal perspective. Then, on her third attempt, Ellen opened up about herself and 

why she had an aversion to being personal with her professor in the first place. She came from a 

home in which alcoholism killed a member of her family and continues to struggle with 

alcoholism herself. We can’t blame her for struggling through her first few confessional 

assignments, can we? I had trouble opening up about my personal life to my first writing 

professor and I have never had to reveal anything close to the type of trauma Ellen revealed in 



her third assignment. Sullivan goes on to say that this type of change in the way a student can 

open up detracts from the arguments made against confessional writing. She says: 

If Ellen's response hits advocates of personal writing where we live, its content 

and form provide little support to the critics and opponents of personal writing 

either, those who protest that the personal narrative is not an academic 

genre…Ellen's response lends no support to this view because one of the most 

persuasive arguments she makes against personal writing and in defense of an 

impersonal, scientific style is cast in the personal, even intimate terms of lived 

experience. (44). 

Ellen is trying to argue that her style of writing isn’t a personal one, but in doing so, she spins an 

intensely personal narrative about herself within the rest of the assignment. Her confessions 

about her family’s alcoholic past and abusive nature show that confessional writing is very much 

within the academic realm because, by delving into these items, she produced the most well 

rounded argument of any of her assignments so far. Ultimately, Ellen’s aversion to confessional 

writing appears to have been more about not wanting to delve into a troubled past rather than 

arguing against the actual academic merit of the practice. Once she opened up, she produced a 

piece of writing rich in her own confessional voice, giving evidence to the usefulness of 

confessional writing. 

Ellen’s story is an example of a risk that is run by having students work from personal 

experience. The personal format may limit some student’s confessional voices or cut them off in 

a way that prevents them from diving fully into the assignment. Some students just aren’t going 

to be able to write about their lives, some students aren’t going to be able to work with a foreign 



assignment structure, and some students aren’t going to excel in a genre in which they see no 

value.  

Other genres of writing, such as fiction, will allow students to make sense of their lives in 

a way that doesn’t require them to be so vulnerable. A lot of writers write about themselves 

through their characters without ever directly linking themselves to what is on the page. If we 

don’t include confessional writing assignments in the curriculum along with the other types of 

assignments, we are then keeping all of the students who would excel at this type of personal 

assignment from gleaning the type of unique insight that can only be found from self-reflection. 

While most first-year composition classrooms contain elements of self-reflection, I’m arguing 

for a model that that heavily relies on that method, not just includes it sparsely. The good thing is 

that as previously stated, every genre of writing usually has personal elements attached. What 

that means for instructors who have certain Student Learning Outcomes is that they can mold 

their coursework with more confessional types of assignments while achieving the same 

outcomes required of them. This means that if an instructor can’t alter their curriculum to build 

in entire segments of confessional writing, the required material can be altered to include 

personal aspects. Just as we won’t do away with an argumentative essay assignment completely 

because some students have a hard time forging arguments, we shouldn’t toss aside the 

confessional writing assignment because some students may have tough time finding out what 

they want to say.  

Confessional writing in the composition classroom is a relatively new concept in the 

world of composition theory. Sharing confessional stories in a safe setting that is (hopefully) free 

from persecution gives students the opportunity to delve into extremely complex issues in a non-



threatening environment. While they are still being graded for their work, I am more speaking to 

environment the educator curates in which this work will be shared. Sullivan says the following: 

Providing the conditions for our students to speak surely entails that we become 

engaged readers and interlocutors of our students' writing, that we regard their 

writing as ongoing cultural and constitutive teachings not only for one another but 

for us as well. Whether they are on the line, wondering what hides in pitch-black 

corners, or longing for the beaten path, our students are composing our culture; 

they are writing the stories that become our lives; they are essaying the very ways 

meanings are born and given life in this world (54). 

This means that confessional writing is important because students who are participating in it are 

navigating uncharted territories within themselves and are giving birth to meaning just by 

participating in the assignment. Sullivan’s student Ellen may never have confronted her feelings 

about her family the way she did if she wasn’t given the task of writing about it in her writing 

assignments. This is not only an ethical way of teaching students about themselves and the 

world, but an extremely beneficial one to those who have never been able to find their 

confessional narrative confessional voice. 



Chapter 2: The Ethics of Sharing 

The term “sharing” is a ubiquitous word in the composition classroom, yet one that is 

fairly unexamined. Typically sharing can include various types of peer review, collaboration, and 

class discussion. In the context of this project I am using the word “sharing” to mean peer review 

in a classroom setting, specifically of confessional writing. This includes students sharing their 

work to the class or in small groups, as well as sharing via handouts of their work to fellow 

students. Confessional writing can help students to develop their confessional voice and 

perspective, as I argue in Chapter 1, and sharing with their peers is their chance to put that 

confessional voice into practice. This sharing creates potentially safe spaces for students to work 

through their issues, and gain the agency to tell someone if they are being hurt or abused. If we 

accept that there are benefits to confessional writing in a classroom setting, is it within ethical 

boundaries for students to share these writings with their professor and their peers? I use ethics in 

this context to mean beliefs and rules that are adopted by a larger group or institution, in this case 

meaning the university What consequences can result from a public sharing of personal 

information? What legal responsibilities do instructors have when overseeing this practice? 

In order to come to a conclusion on this subject, we must look at some of the possible 

risks and drawbacks to having students engage in confessional writing. Any time students are 

allowed to write freely and share non-vetted content, there are possibilities for negative 

consequences. In “Opportunites and Risks of Writing from Personal Experience,” Sarah J. 

McCarthey mentions that these consequences can include the possibility of limiting students’ 

confessional voice, potential cultural conflicts, and a misunderstanding of the role of 

confessional writing. We can examine these risks by looking at a case from McCarthey’s essay 

in which a student named Anita wrote about some very troubling occurrences in her past when 

prompted to write about herself in an assignment. 



 Anita was a student who never spoke aloud in class, whether it was reading from the 

board or electing to share a piece of writing. She was instructed (as was the rest of the class) to 

keep a journal throughout the semester and write about experiences in her life that had an effect 

on her. These could have been experiences directly from the semester she was in the course or 

from any time in her past. Anita took to the assignment with great interest and filled the 

notebook with writing, detailing experiences from all across her timeline. When she turned the 

assignment in her teacher was surprised to find that Anita’s experiences included an abusive 

father, a bully brother, and a girlfriend of her father’s who would hit her and her brother. When 

asked about these entries and the assignment in general, the student said “it helps me put away 

the memory of what bad things happened to me. I can put it in my notebook and I won’t think 

about those bad things so much” (McCarthey 186). Her story can help illustrate some of the risks 

involved with assigning confessional assignments.  

 Focusing on deeply emotional memories can create emotional and legal consequences in 

the classroom. The entries in Anita’s journal had emotional consequences for everyone involved. 

Upon learning of abuse, the educator had a responsibility to try and help the student. Most 

universities, certainly those which fall under a state school system, have Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) guidelines in place to make sure employees are cognizant of their responsibility to 

report their knowledge of a student’s abuse. This is a complicated subject with many variables so 

this document is drafted to make sure that there is no confusion about what falls under the 

category of abuse. In the IRB guidelines for California State University San Marcos, it states that 

“A mandated reporter must report to appropriate authorities when, in the course and scope of his 

or her employment or professional capacity, he or she knows of, or reasonably suspects, that a 

child, elder or dependent adult has been the victim of abuse or neglect” (CSUSM IRB, 3). This 



includes any person employed by the university in any capacity. This mandate is based on 

reasonable suspicion, which entails “an objectively reasonable suspicion that a person would 

entertain, based upon facts that could cause a reasonable person in a like position, drawing when 

appropriate upon his or her training and experience, to suspect abuse or neglect (4). Any 

instructor who is reasonably suspicious has the responsibility to report their suspicions. It’s 

important to note that the instructor shouldn’t approach the student about what they intend to do, 

but go straight to the proper university department. Instructors also must keep up on what 

constitutes abuse at their particular school because definitions of abuse can vary by state.  

While knowing when and how to report to the authorities is important for extreme 

situations, instructors also need to be aware that they should refer their students to counseling 

services on campus for issues regarding anxiety, financial problems, relationships, and self-

esteem. Like many others, Anderson University encourages its instructors to send their students 

to counseling of any of these issues present themselves or if they come to attention via 

assignments. Their referral guidelines state that 

in speaking to a student about counseling, it is important to keep in mind some of 

the negative reactions a student may have to the idea and to try to discuss them 

with the student. Reassure the student that many people seek counseling to help 

them manage and respond to events in their daily lives. Counseling provides a 

chance to explore feelings and solve problems with the help of an objective, 

sensitive, and concerned listener within a safe, confidential setting (Anderson 

University, 2). 

Confessional writing asks students to engage in writing about, analyzing, and sharing 

information about themselves that a lot of the time will be sensitive in nature. They may think 



that they have no need for any type of counseling or help with what they have been dealing with, 

but reassurance and understanding will go a long way in getting them the help they need. 

Because of students’ lack of understanding of the seriousness of their own problems, the 

majority of violent acts against them go unreported by the students themselves or the people who 

know them. In a Bureau of Justice Special Report titled “Victimization of College Students,” it 

was revealed that violent victimization of college students is rarely reported by the victims 

themselves. The survey, which looked at students reporting crime to authorities across all U.S. 

campuses from 1995-2002, concluded that  

the police were informed in about 35% of violent victimizations against college 

students. Victimizations of nonstudents (47%) were more likely to be reported 

than those of college students. The most common reasons given by college 

students for not reporting to the police were that the violence was a private or 

personal matter (31%) and that the crime was minor or resulted in no loss (25%). 

Among nonstudents about 1 of 4 crimes were not reported to police because they 

were a private or personal matter (Violent Victimization of College Students 5). 

From this survey it seems that students are less likely to report crimes committed against them 

than non-students are. They don’t feel as if they have agency over what happens to them and the 

survey shows that they often don’t feel like the crime against them was serious enough to even 

mention. Perhaps being a student puts you in the mindset that you are still learning about the 

world and the way it works and therefore don’t have the authority to make decisions for yourself. 

Every single crime or abuse is a private or personal matter that happens between two or more 

individuals, whether the victims are students or not. It’s also worth noting that the survey 

reported that most of the cases of violence were coming from people that the students didn’t 



personally know before the attack (4). Even if it is a private situation, that doesn’t mean it’s right 

for those activities to stay private. Predators must be brought to justice, and the victims need help 

for what they have gone through or are currently going through. Students need to know that they 

have the agency to come forward about what has happened to them.  

Confessional writing is a potential conduit for these victims to get their story out there, to 

get that help and justice. While isn’t the main goal of the confessional essay, it’s definitely a 

benefit. Of course we don’t want there to be any students in our classes who are going through 

violent or emotionally damaging situations, but we can’t deny the statistics. Confessional writing 

is a way to normalize the discussion of topics that otherwise wouldn’t receive enough attention. 

In “A Feminist, Ecological, Safety-Centered Approach to Teaching about Gendered Violence,” 

Janet Lee of Oregon State University explains that discussing the topics of student abuse and 

violence is a way to normalize the discussion and make students more comfortable with coming 

forward. I believe this directly correlates to the goals of confessional writing, and I argue that 

sharing confessional writing in a classroom setting and creating a safe space for students to open 

up may mitigate some of the consequences students may feel will happen if they go to the 

authorities. They may not even have the language to describe what has happened to them. 

Parsing through that trauma with writing and sharing can help students come to more healthy 

solutions to the problems they previously might never have treated. 

Many instructors, especially ones who haven’t ever assigned confessional papers, haven’t 

had much experience dealing with issues that come to light through a student’s writing. 

McCarthey asserts that  

if teachers are not prepared psychologically or emotionally to respond to the painful 

elements of students’ lives and find the appropriate support, it is questionable whether 



they should encourage their students to write deep, personal pieces. At the same time, 

teachers may feel pushed into the role of therapist without adequate preparation or 

outside support (189). 

Before allowing students to write about their lives, and even more so before those students are 

allowed to share their writing in a public way, the educator must be fully prepared to take the 

responsibility that comes with such knowledge. The students engaging in these assignments 

often times have never told another person about what has happened to them. They feel safe 

telling their teacher because they know they won’t be chastised or made fun of in any way. This 

is why if educators are going to assign this type of work, they need to be able to shoulder the 

responsibility. Encouraging students to write about deep and meaningful experiences and then 

being unprepared for the consequence can be a cause of confusion and discomfort for the 

students involved.   

If there are all of these risks involved in having students share writing about their 

experiences, is it ethically sound to have students share their work with their peers as well as the 

professor? It is a common practice in most composition classrooms for students to share their 

writing; therefore, the instructors in those courses should be educated in the ethics of what they 

are doing. An effective way look at this issue is through a top-down method of professor to 

student. Professors are the ones making the rules of the classroom and the rules of the 

assignments. Whether explicitly stated or not, ethics underline every aspect of academic life 

from policies about discipline in the classroom to educator/student relationships.  

The university has a set of ethics that encompass policies, procedures, and best practices. 

Being an employee of the university, the instructor must follow and practice those ethics. 

According to Sarup R. Mathur and Kathleen Corley, in their essay “Bringing Ethics into the 



Classroom: Making a Case for Frameworks, Multiple Perspectives and Narrative Sharing,” all 

teachers must learn about and commit to instructional  and behavioral practices that foster an 

ethical school culture that embraces and promotes the core values of respect and responsibility, 

integrity and honesty, and care for self and others (137). It is easier said than done to cultivate 

and maintain that type of culture, especially if confessional writing assignments are being 

brought into the classroom. Instructors are of course going to come across situations where 

students are put into uncomfortable situations that may embarrass or potentially harm them in 

some way. Although that may happen, the intended outcomes of confessional writing are 

certainly always positive and the actual outcomes will often be so as well. The ethics developed 

by the universities themselves give confessional writing epistemological merit. The CSUSM 

Faculty policy of ethics states, “all faculty must adhere to their proper roles as intellectual guides 

and counselors, encourage the free pursuit of learning in their students, and demonstrate respect 

for their students as individuals.” Confessional writing and the sharing of confessiona l writing 

fall under this policy. In confessional writing, we are following this policy naturally because not 

only are respect for students and the free pursuit of learning important to the process, they are 

intrinsic to the intended positive outcomes. 

In relation to the potential negative consequences of confessional assignments, the ethical 

policy I want to highlight is “Avoid any exploitation, harassment, or discriminatory treatment of 

students.” This policy is important because instructors need to make sure that the assignment and 

sharing activities don’t descend into exploitation or harassment. This is can be done by clearly 

stating that students don’t have to share if they don’t feel comfortable doing so and that any 

inflammatory or discriminatory language towards someone’s personal work will not be tolerated. 

Practical demonstrations must also be held in class to literally show students how to respond in a 



respectful manner without using discriminatory and inflammatory language. As in any lesson, 

the combination of theory and practice will set the tone and mood for the activities to come.  By 

cultivating a culture that is non-exploitive, students engaging in the assignment will be 

encouraged to get out of their comfort zones and learn with the group. Instructors are teaching 

students respect by having them discuss tough personal topics that need a certain reverence and 

tactfulness. The belief that confessional writing helps students and is ethically sound is justified 

by the exact rules that professors are supposed to follow. By going about confessional writing the 

correct way, instructors won’t be going against the ethic of avoiding any exploitation, 

harassment, or discriminatory treatment of students. The point of confessional writing isn’t to 

exploit or create a hostile environment in the classroom while the writing is being shared and 

critiqued. The aim must always be to teach students how to exist and act in that environment in a 

respectful way. 

Educators are in a tough position because behaving ethically is an obvious part of the job, 

but not many of them have had the training in specific coursework designed to lead prospective 

and seasoned teachers into ethical preparedness for confessional writing. Sarup R. Mathur and 

Kathleen Corley argue that there are three frameworks of ethics for educators in the classroom. 

Mathur and Corely are commenting on K-12 students, but we can use their ideas in the 

framework of higher education, specifically because I am advocating confessional writing for 

freshman writing courses. The age range is very similar and the students haven’t had many 

college courses yet. Mathur and Corely are aiming for students to participate in writing 

workshops because of the positive benefits they will gain from sharing their work in that context. 

Their research outcomes align with the exact argument this thesis is making: 



Through telling and sharing stories, humans make sense about themselves and the 

world around them. Sharing stories in a safe setting, away from institutional 

hierarchy affords the opportunity to delve into complex issues in a low-threat 

context. People can position themselves and their actions in their own terms. 

Telling stories allows one to narratively self-construct (4).  

While Mathur and Corely don’t specifically state that the writing they are referring to has to be 

confessional in nature, their argument for writing workshops can be directly translated into my 

argument for confessional writing in the classroom. Both practices are about students making 

sense of themselves in settings where their peers can directly and respectfully influence them by 

commenting on their work. Complex and often chaotic issues can be parsed through in order for 

healing and rebuilding to take place. Just as I had brought up university ethics when arguing for 

confessional writing, Mathur and Corely bring a model of ethics to the table. The three models 

they discuss are ethics of care, justice, and critique.  

The ethic of care is based on the tenet that people are rational, interdependent beings 

(Mathur 2). This ethic rejects the idea that the ultimate goal is to become completely 

independent. People who advocate for this ethic view society as both rational and capable of 

autonomy, rejecting the idea that the whole point of life is to be independent. Through this ethic 

we care for people, promote compassion, and maintain healthy relationships. Whether we are 

talking about confessional writing or Mathur and Corely’s proposed conferences for K-12 

students, this ethic is very important to both processes. Both activities rely on autonomy and the 

belief that we can foster environments where all students will be respectful and actively engaging 

in conversation that aims to help themselves and the group as a whole. The educator’s role in this 

is to meet student needs and develop positive relationships that show care for the students they 



are responsible for. This is done through a mixture of planning and prevention. Instructors 

anticipate the needs of the students in the class in regards to the assignment, establish rules and 

procedures based on those needs, and provide examples of the activity completed successfully.. 

The ethic of justice includes both a student’s responsibility and choice to act justly and 

the school’s responsibility to govern the student body justly (Mathur 2). This ethic provides a 

way to establish what is just and to also enforce the rules that have been set in place. The 

educator’s role in this is to deal with students in a fair manner that protects and promotes civil 

and human rights. This is done by promoting just rights and rules in the classroom. From time to 

time, there will be students who push back against others in the class or the professor. A lot of 

the ideas being shared in a confessional setting may be new and threatening to some. Instructors 

need to be open about the possibility of this happening in order to maintain what is okay and not 

okay to say in this setting based on the outlines of the IRB ethical code. Respect is everything, 

and it must be upheld in order for the process to do any good. Sharing in the composition 

classroom has the effect of creating order from chaos. For example, the professor curating this 

environment and assignment in my freshman writing class read a passage of his own 

confessional writing to the class. After he was finished, he gave us examples of positive, 

negative, unhelpful, and harmful reactions to his sharing. This model helped us to visualize the 

process and become more invested in the assignment. In “The Costs of Sharing: Attending to 

Contact in Composition Practices,” Matthew Heard offers the following:  

Focusing on affect, we find that composition pedagogy has tended to adopt shared 

practices as a way of helping writers to overcome their fears and anxieties about 

writing. This definition of sharing positions interpersonal contact as most valuable 



when it transforms all chaotic and non-rational experiences of writing into 

rational, orderly, and thus more socially valuable forms of communication (1). 

What Heard points out here is exactly the point of the sharing confessional writing. It’s a practice 

meant to help students “overcome” their fears and anxieties about writing and the topics the are 

writing about. The structured and cultivated communication that happens in between students in 

a confessional setting is what transforms the chaos of personal experiences into clarity for those 

students lost in those experiences. The interpersonal contact that Hard mentions is the last and 

arguably most important step in the process. Whether this is between peers or between student 

and instructor, that interpersonal contact and review give all parties involved new perspectives 

on the experiences being shared. Every student who comes into the classroom to share is going 

to comment on different experiences. This practice enables students to work through chaotic 

subjects such as abuse and violence with their peers. I agree with Heard that sharing will help a 

lot of students have order where there once was chaos. Many students don’t want to share their 

personal information for fear of persecution, but with proper supervision in this carefully 

cultivated environment, victim blaming and mockery can be minimized in the classroom. 

Communication is a part of everyone’s life no matter what they end up doing after they leave 

school. If students are responsible enough to have an adult conversation about tough personal 

topics, then they will be ready for tough peer altercations in the future, whether at work or in 

other classes. Sharing confessional stories in a safe setting that is free from the persecution and 

judgment of the outside world gives students the opportunity to delve into extremely complex 

issues in a non-threatening environment. This isn’t to say that the classroom is inherently 

different than the outside world, as the same people inhabit it, but it is certainly different in that 



the atmosphere and culture of the space will be carefully cultivated by the instructor creating the 

assignment.  

The ethic of critique is all about questioning. Mathur states that the ethic of critique 

illuminates issues and flaws. This ethic requires a contemplation of social justice and issues that 

involve inclusion (137). The ethic of critique is important because going about critiquing 

someone’s work the wrong way can tarnish the positive outcomes of this activity. Students 

participating in confessional writing engage in the ethic of critique by being inclusive of 

everyone in their peer group, by acknowledging differences without harassment or mockery, and 

by critiquing issues in each other’s writing in constructive ways. This could be done in various 

ways; an example would be to have everyone in the room say something positive about the work 

that had just been read. 

These guidelines and examples lead to the following question: are professors offering an 

ethical learning environment by having students engage in confessional writing and then sharing 

their personal insights with their peers? By sticking to this three-part code of ethics as a lens, the 

answer can be yes. Mathur and Corely state the following: 

education is more than imparting knowledge of subject matter; education also 

influences, among other things, the development of ethical decision making. The 

adults in schools play powerful roles in children’s development; these adults–the 

teachers, administrators, and staff–are the “experts,” the guides who can lead 

students beyond their current state of understanding and mastery to the next, more 

advanced level, a destination students can reach with assistance (6). 

Again, Mathur and Corely are talking about K-12 students, but what they are saying directly 

applies to my argument and aligns with what I’ve been saying. While modeling an ethical 



practice in the classroom, educators are developing ethical decision-making in their students. The 

students are participating in an activity that promotes the ethical behavior towards themselves 

and those around them. It has been established previously in this paper that confessional writing 

has been shown to help students emotionally, and by assigning tasks that promote this idea of 

therapeutic writing educators are residing well within the guidelines of the ethic of care. The goal 

of work-shopping these assignments is not only to improve a piece of writing, but to promote 

compassion, empathy, and camaraderie between the peers in the classroom. Students who are 

working through their issues together and are being exposed to different life experiences other 

than their own are likely to form positive relationships. 

Educators can also work well within the boundaries of ethical justice when their class is 

engaging in public personal reflection. The professor must make sure that all of the students are 

being respectful to one another and are mindfully considering what others are willing to share. 

This mindfulness will help mitigate cultural conflict because they will be more ready to 

understand differences and be respectful of the people talking about those differences. An 

educator can promote the idea that everyone comes from different backgrounds with different 

problems, but everyone can join in this communal experience. Some students may be 

apprehensive about reading confessional stories and some may be apprehensive about hearing 

them, but as long as the educator in the classroom creates an atmosphere and a situation where 

the ethics of the situation are always known and called upon, discovery and analysis will take 

place. 



Chapter 3: Intimate Examples of Confessional Writing Assignments  

 

I chose to make this project about confessional writing because it’s a practice that helped 

me greatly as a developing writer and one that I believe in as a pedagogical tool. In this chapter, I 

show how two different people were affected by confessional writing, creating projects from 

different prompts in different classrooms. First, I will go over an experience I had with a 

confessional writing assignment, one of the assignments that prompted me to want to take on this 

project in the first place.  Not only was writing about an experience I had interesting, 

enlightening, and fun, but the conversation that followed with my fellow students gave me so 

more much confidence in sharing my academic work than I had ever had previously. Second, 

when formulating this project, I knew that I wanted to showcase a colleague who had previously 

shared her experiences with confessional writing with me. CSUSM graduate Carolyn Blizard had 

a particularly enlightening experience when tasked with writing about mental illness. I formally 

interviewed her about the experience of writing her confessional piece. Her story touched me, 

aligned with a lot of the thoughts I had about the practice, and provided me with first-hand, 

concrete evidence that what I had been championing has real merit in the classroom. She gave 

me 100% permission to quote everything she said in writing and to leave nothing she told me out 

of this project. I submitted this interview to the California State University San Marcos IRB 

board and received permission from them to use Carolyn’s words in my project. 

In 2008, I started at CSUSM not really knowing what I wanted to do. It wasn’t until the 

following year that I declared my major to be Literature and Writing Studies. Looking back, one 

of the key factors in my decision was the fantastic first year writing course I attended in my first 

few semesters. One assignment sticks out to me as a great and transformative example of the 

process of confessional writing. Before being tasked to write this assignment, I had never even 



written about my life in my free time, let alone done it for a classroom project or activity. I 

honestly didn’t see any point in the exercise and thought hobbies such as journaling or writing in 

a diary were largely a waste of time. In many ways, I was the perfect candidate for this type of 

exercise. What better way to see if a process works than by taking a student through it who isn’t 

predisposed to come out the other side with the desired results? I remember starting this 

assignment was like dragging myself through mud, but as I progressed through my piece of 

work, it became easier and more interesting. I have previously defined confessional writing as a 

piece of personal writing that includes a process of composing, analyzing, and ultimately 

diagnosing the reality and identity of the author. This assignment, what I wrote, and the 

aftermath of sharing it to the class encompasses these bits to create a true example of the process 

and its intended outcomes. 

The prompt itself was very simple. I can’t quote it here directly because I don’t have the 

original document, but I do remember that in general we were supposed to write about an 

instance in our lives when we experienced a high level of fear. I feel it’s an apt example to 

showcase in this project because I was afraid in that moment of writing about a memory of mine 

in which I was also afraid. Going through this process helped to both alleviate the fear of writing 

about myself and the fear that I had in the memory I chose to share. I remember instantly 

thinking of the topic for my paper. It was a memory of a time I went camping with my father and 

sort of got lost in the woods. I say “sort of” because he couldn’t have been more than a couple 

hundred feet away the entire time, but to 7-year-old me, that might as well have been miles 

away.  

I want to showcase two passages from what I wrote, because I feel that they both 

encompass all the important aspects of the work and provide the meat of what the conversation 



with the peers revolved around. This first passage details my encounter with a bear while 

separated from my father in the woods: 

The bear lifted its head toward my direction, and immediately got to its feet. 

That’s it, I thought. This is the end of my very short life. I was frozen like roots 

had slithered around my feet, trapping me to the spot I was sure was going to be 

my final one. With each thud of its feet I became more and more unglued, hoping 

that superman would swoop down grab me at the last second or some other 

mythical being would be there to protect me. Nope, it was me and him. He 

reached me and stopped for a second, looking me up and down. He came right up 

and placed his nose on my finger. Tears were spilling down my face now, 

dripping down into his fur. He licked my hand and grunted a little bit. His tongue 

was warm and rough, rolling over my hand and back into his mouth. And then, as 

fast as he had come, he walked away into the brush beyond. I dropped to my 

knees and buried my head in my hands, thanking every god I could think of.  

I had never been afraid like this before. I literally thought I was going to be eaten or mauled to 

death. I still don’t know why either of those things didn’t happen. I certainly wasn’t an imposing 

figure and I was making audible noise with my crying. Looking back at these words and at the 

memory, I can only guess that the bear was either full or recognized that I was young and for 

some instinctual reason didn’t want to harm a “cub.” This passage is also interesting because of 

where I ended up essentially praying and thanking the “gods” out there. I had never been 

particularly religious, and I’m still not. Fear has a funny way of revealing certain things though, 

and I’ve always thought that maybe I am more predisposed to believing in a higher power than I 

thought after that reaction in the woods. This was one of my favorite things we talked about in 



the classroom after I shared my work. Some students echoed my thoughts about why I had 

prayed and some had wildly different opinions on what had happened. Opinions ranged from the 

belief that I would have found my way to a more spiritual belief system regardless of this event 

to sentiments of how they had experiences just like mine that lead them to their current beliefs. 

This is the benefit of the exercise in sharing, getting to hear so many different viewpoints on a 

topic that you are intimately involved in and knowledgeable of. After this class period I began to 

see this experience in a more positive light than I ever had previously, partly because my peers 

shared anecdotal evidence that everything I had been wondering and thinking was completely 

normal. This process is part of figuring out the “why” that goes along with the “how” of these 

confessional works.  

 The second passage I want to highlight is the end of the assignment I wrote, and involves 

me taking a look at my memory and questioning it within the actual assignment itself: 

I turned and walked back to my dad, wiping my eyes and preparing some story to 

explain to him why I took so long. I’m not sure why I didn’t tell him what 

happened. I suppose I thought that moment was for me and the bear alone. I also 

didn’t want him to panic, because I was in such a great peace. This huge, hulking 

creature, this stalker of the animal kingdom showed me affection rather than 

turning me into a meal. It was terrifying and beautiful at the same time, as 

traumatic events sometimes are. We went to the same forest and to the same spot 

a few more times for a few years afterward, but I never saw my furry friend again. 

Before this assignment, I hadn’t told a lot of people this story, and as it says in the above 

passage, I still hadn’t mentioned it to my dad. I have since told him about what happened, and 

even let him read the assignment I am talking about here. He can’t understand why I wouldn’t 



say anything, and I don’t really have a good answer for him as I’m not sure either. The closest I 

can come to an answer is something one of my peers offered in our discussion, that I felt a 

connection with another being that I didn’t want to share with anyone else. As it says in the 

passage, traumatic events can be both beautiful and terrifying. That quote I find illuminating 

because it mirrors the confessional writing process. It can be and is very scary for some people to 

not only divulge information about themselves on paper, but then to share that information with 

their instructor or class can be terrifying on another level. Ultimately, what I thought was going 

to be an arduous experience turned out to be a pleasantly transformative one that both ignited my 

love of writing and analyzing literature and helped me to overcome my fear of publicly speaking 

to my fellow students. Without these experiences, I would probably would have gone towards a 

different major entirely which would certainly have altered my current career path. Currently, 

I’m an admissions counselor for a school of education, and part of my job is reading scholarship 

essay submissions. Every single one of these essays is a piece of confessional writing. Potential 

students talk about everything from their past, by now there aren’t many subjects that I haven’t 

read about from evaluating student submissions. I talk to all students about their essays whether 

they received the scholarship money or not, giving constructive feedback and advice on how to 

improve. This is a practice I really enjoy, and one that I can directly trace back to my first 

experiences with confessional writing.  

In 2011, Carolyn Blizard had to write a paper on a person suffering from a mental illness. 

She had initially chosen to write about a friend of hers, but at the last minute he backed out and 

left her with nobody else to write about. So she decided to just write about herself. She admitted 

to me that she doubted the point of the essay, wondering why they had to do it at all and 

questioning the validity of the desired outcomes. I believe lots of students engaging in this type 



of writing for the first time will have this type of concern, but I argue (and she would argue now 

as well) that confessional writing will enable students to squash those doubts and eventually lead 

them to a place where they see the value in looking inward for an assigned critical work. The 

assignment was to write about experiences with mental illness and then use what they have 

learned in the class to reflect on it or to see a different side of it. It was very personal in nature 

and required a lot emotionally of the students in the class. While the subject matter was tough to 

write about, Carolyn told me that the process opened her eyes to aspects about her and her 

writing that she hadn’t previously thought about, all while forging a good relationship with 

someone who understood what she was going through (her professor). Trust and empathy are the 

important factors here, not necessarily professor bias towards any particular issues that students 

may bring up. She says of the following: 

before writing this paper, I had suppressed a lot of the stuff that happened to me, 

and this assignment brought back a lot of memories that were not fun to re-live. 

But the process opened my eyes to how far I had come and though grading this 

assignment my professor helped me realize that I am capable of more than what I 

thought, emotionally and academically. In this instance, re-living traumatic events 

and/or memories made me stronger. 

The realization that Carolyn had recalls my assertion that confessional writing is a medium 

perfect for a student to realize their ability think critically about writing and about the events on 

the page. Carolyn could take traumatic experiences and subjects and analyze them to discover 

positive truths about herself, and build confidence in herself as a writer with agency in the 

process. Carolyn was so tied to her work that she was extremely aware of every implication that 

emerged from what she was analyzing. This also recalls Irene Papoulis’s proclamation that 



“Every college student, of course, must assimilate disciplinary conventions, but unless students 

learn to articulate their subjective responses to the thoughts they encounter, they will be crippled 

when it comes time to generate their own ideas” (133). Carolyn gained the ability to analyze her 

own subjectivity, leading her to be able to articulate meaning through her own experiences and 

come to realizations she doesn’t think she ever would have come to without participating in this 

assignment.  

At first, she was uncomfortable because mental health can be a controversial topic to 

some people, especially in the late 2000-s. One of her major fears was that her professor was 

going to think everything she was writing was fake, that she was making up a dramatic tale to 

shock a good grade out of whoever was reading it. It was a very nerve-wracking experience at 

the beginning. I asked her what her feelings were starting the paper, and she told me the 

following: 

I was a little hesitant at first because I was afraid of the memories that I would be 

reminded of and possibly feeling judged, but at the same time I wanted to 

overcome my fear of living with a mental disorder. I didn’t see the benefits of 

writing about some of my issues at the time; I just wanted to get it over with. 

This passage sheds light on a common reaction I spoke about previously in this project, that 

many students will potentially shy away from writing about themselves when they know their 

confessional work is going to be read by someone else. Carolyn was hesitant about the 

experience just as I had been when tasked with completing this confessional assignment. We 

both didn’t see the point or benefits of writing about ourselves at the time and only wanted to get 

it over with as quickly as possible. While I didn’t feel as if I would be judged, her issues with 

self-esteem caused that to be a major factor in her initially not wanting to participate.  



I argue that pushing through that discomfort and unease can lead to positive outcomes, 

and both of our experiences with confessional writing show just that. After Carolyn started 

writing her paper, it began to feel good to get everything out and tell her story. She told me that 

she was an open book and would generally talk about anything, but when it came to her mental 

health issues, she didn’t talk about it with anyone, certainly not someone grading her in a class, 

because of the stigma surrounding those issues. A problem Carolyn had her entire life was not 

feeling like she was loved or wanted or appreciated enough. She recalled a time in high school 

when a fellow student killed himself. She remembers going to the memorial and seeing all the 

people who loved him, missed him, and appreciated him. She thought no one would care if she 

was gone, which eventually led to suicidal thoughts. She was worried about putting this 

recollection and other very personal things that were difficult to relive into writing her 

assignment, and at the time she was very worried about those things getting out into the world. 

The events depicted in her essay were from a particularly dark time in her life (late high school), 

and before working on her confessional assignment, she hadn’t thought about those events in a 

long time. She told me about her hesitation when writing about being bullied and battling 

depression and how her impression of the assignment slowly began to change over the course of 

writing it: 

I was being judged, I was being mocked, I had kids telling me to go and kill 

myself, and even while taking the Zoloft things were progressively getting worse. 

This is when I started inflicting self-harm. This was affecting every aspect of my 

everyday life. I couldn’t finish my homework because I always thought I wasn’t 

doing something right or it was just so horrible that it wasn’t worthy of being 

turned in. There were some points when writing this assignment where I didn’t 



know if I was going to be able to be honest about everything and say everything 

that needed to be said. But it was somewhat comforting knowing that someone 

who didn’t really know me or know anybody that I was talking about was reading 

about my background. When teachers know more about their students, I feel like 

it creates a completely different relationship and a level of trust that is unique to 

the student/teacher relationship. 

The experience of being mocked at a younger age is largely what prompted Carolyn’s fear of 

sharing her experiences with her instructor and class. Right in this passage we can see her 

hesitations about an assignment like this come to life on the page. This anxiety continued 

through her childhood and into the present moment when she had to write about these anxieties 

for this assignment. She had such anxiety about not doing her assignments right, not just this 

confessional one but all assignments throughout her academic career. In my case, I knew that I 

could be honest, but due to the sensitive nature of what Carolyn was sharing, she felt like she 

might not be able to be completely honest about her feelings and what happened to her. 

Ultimately, sharing her personal experiences made her feel like she forged a real connection with 

her professor, especially after the fact. This sharing created a “completely different relationship” 

between her and her instructor that enabled her to become more confident, not only in writing 

about her past but also in sharing that information as well. During writing this, she was a little 

nervous, but after she turned it in and received her feedback, it felt like a weight was lifted off 

her shoulders, and not just academically. Sharing this information with her professor made her 

feel like someone for the first time could understood why she may have been struggling with 

some things in her class or why her homework was sometimes not up to par with college level 

expectations. She said the following:  



After hurting myself and seeing what I had done to myself, I realized that Zoloft 

was not going to cut it and I needed to see my doctor and my psychiatrist 

immediately. When I got my paper back, there was a little note next to this section 

saying “No pun intended?” It seems silly to say but this little joke broke through a 

barrier of my anxiety and made me feel more at ease about the whole thing. I 

spoke to my professor about this, and she had told me that because of what I 

shared with her and because of the conversations we had while I was writing my 

paper, she too felt that we had made a close connection that she felt comfortable 

making a joke because she knew I would appreciate it. 

This passage showcases the transformative nature of her experience with this assignment, by 

highlighting an instance where her professor jokes with her about a sensitive topic. I particularly 

find it interesting that she included the fact that she knew her instructor felt comfortable as well, 

that it had become a two-way street. Not only had Carolyn become more comfortable in her own 

skin and with her writing, but her instructor also became comfortable enough with her and the 

sensitive topic to make a joke about it. I know from personal experience that humor is one of the 

only ways to break down Carolyn’s walls of anxiety, and perhaps her instructor sensed that as 

well.  

While writing the paper, Carolyn shared with me that she wasn’t sure if she should 

include content about self-harm and suicide. She didn’t even want to think about it in the first 

place. But it was what she experienced and felt, and it came with the package of having a mental 

illness. Even though she was nervous about sharing this information with someone, after she 

turned in the paper, she realized that her professor urged her to talk about and work through these 

issues in her assignment because she genuinely cared. Her professor had seen something in 



Carolyn and wanted her to keep going, to complete the assignment and talk about what she had 

written.  

 This paper made Carolyn more confident in herself. It made her realize that sometimes 

things need to be shared and need to be said to become stronger and to help heal you in the 

future. As previously stated in chapter one, developing this confessional voice is imperative to 

beginning writers and young academics in general. In order for her to find that confessional 

voice, she needed to believe that she could not only contribute something to the conversation, but 

she needed to believe that she had agency to talk about her feelings without mockery. On this 

topic, Carolyn said this:  

The process of confessional writing opened my eyes about a lot of things that 

happened in my life and how things could have been swayed one way or another 

because of my surroundings. I finally had found my confessional voice to write 

about these experiences in a confident way, and that is something I took into 

every other assignment during my college career.  

Confessional writing gave Carolyn a sense of authority that hadn’t previously existed for her, 

because she was writing about experiences and ideas she knew intimately well. Through 

participating in a confessional and critical work, Carolyn’s writing and outlook on her writing 

went through a transformation, a development of a new confessional voice to filter ideas through, 

one with subjective purpose. This passage from Carolyn immediately recalls Richard Paul’s 

assertion that “as we come to habitually think critically in the strong sense, we develop special 

traits of mind: intellectual humility, intellectual courage, intellectual perseverance, and 

confidence in reason” (10). In talking with me about the process of her assignment and the 

aftermath of being evaluated based on what she wrote, I realized that Carolyn had gained all four 



of the traits that Richard Paul brought up. Where before she wouldn’t have written a word about 

her personal struggles with mental illness for fear of persecution and mockery, after the exercise 

she was more ready to talk about those topics. She gained the humility to realize her faults, 

strengths, and weaknesses; she gained the courage to speak her mind about not only her own 

experiences but also future topics she might have shied away from; she gained the perseverance 

to finish the project and talk to other human beings about what happened to her; and finally, she 

gained the confidence to have this interview with me, something she admits she never would 

have been able to do without participating in that assignment. Confessional writing made her a 

more confident writer, because she finally believed that she had the agency to share her thoughts 

and views with outsiders, and that they would be thoughtfully critiqued and not just laughed at or 

shrugged off. She now believes that her experiences, thoughts, and opinions are valid and 

important. This was an important assignment for her, because she got so much out of it. She 

gained a new relationship with her professor, a new outlook on what happened in her life, and 

the courage to be a confident writer. Most importantly, she had a realization about her past that 

gives her a more positive outlook on her future.  

The examples of confessional writing from my research, along with those from my 

personal life, tell me is that the practice has a real value that I initially shrugged off as 

meaningless. Confessional writing is a way to engage with yourself, your instructor, and your 

peers on a personal level that other types of classroom activities can have trouble matching. 

Listening to Carolyn speak about her experience and reflecting on my own reinforces my belief 

in this process as a valid pedagogical tool in first year writing classrooms. The instructors and 

theorists I researched also show that real life application of these practices have merit to reaching 

and affecting a wide range of students positively. Confessional writing and the sharing of that 



writing has both emotional and academic benefits, providing students with a solidly confident 

foundation from which to build upon throughout the rest of their academic careers.  



Conclusion 

 Leading a classroom is something I fully intend to do during my career in higher 

education. I currently work as an admissions counselor and have also held marketing and student 

services positions. I can see, at least at the school I work at, that administration genuinely cares 

about the well-being of students. The process from application to graduation is a massive 

undertaking by both school and student. This process is what attracts me about working in 

administration. While my goal is to stay in administration and help grow a university from that 

standpoint, I do want to be in the classroom for at least a few years to gain both experience and 

insight into the running of a university classroom. Studying the educators mentioned in this 

project, including Moran, Haugen, and Elbow, gave me new perspective on pedagogy, not to 

mention even more of an affinity for developing the conventional voice. Before starting this 

project I knew I wanted to stay in higher education for my career, but only after studying some 

of these educators did I realize that it’s important that I eventually become one myself. 

Taking part in confessional writing really helped me gain an appreciation for writing, 

academia, and education in general. I intend to incorporate it into my classroom whenever 

possible. Confessional writing is a versatile process that can lead into other genres such as poetry 

and even songwriting. I define confessional writing as a piece of writing that includes a process 

of composing, analyzing, and ultimately diagnosing the confessional voice and intentions of the 

author. Confessional writing assignments don’t need to be traditional essays, and it will most 

likely take many forms as I navigate my way through different coursework and course aims 

during my time teaching.  

Working with Carolyn opened my eyes to benefits of confessional writing that I hadn’t 

previously thought about. Confessional writing helped her to come out of her shell in a way that 

other experiences in academia had not. She told me that from that point forward her outlook was 



a more positive one, and her rising grades were proof of the change. From the inception of the 

project, to meeting with her professor, to coming to terms with the content of the essay, she 

literally changed. The practice helped me in different ways that it helped her and that is the 

beauty of it. Her trauma is unlike anything I’ve experienced, and yet working through that 

history helped her come to similar conclusions as me about the value of self-reflection in 

academics and the confessional voice. It’s something that is going to carry with her through her 

professional life, and it is certainly something I plan on heavily incorporating into mine.  

As I transition into administrative and leadership roles, I can take the concepts from 

confessional writing with me. Confessional writing is an extremely student focused approach, 

and that is a goal I think all deans and other administrators should have. So, by having been both 

a student and an educator that has experience in this confessional approach, I’ll be well attuned 

to reside in a position that requires me to be very student focused. I hope that through my 

experiences as both an educator and a student for so many years I can come into leading a 

university with a well-rounded approach that encompasses the many needs of students and 

faculty. Confessional writing not only helped me get to a more analytical state when it comes to 

academia, but it also helped me gain more empathy for those around me through hearing their 

stories. I will bring this empathy into every position I hold in my career.  



Works Cited 

Allen, Guy. “Language, Power, and Consciousness: A Writing Experiment at the University of 

Toronto.” Teaching Composition. New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2008. 65-98. Print. 

Baskerville, Delia. “Developing Cohesion and Building Positive Relationships Through 

Storytelling in a Culturally Diverse New Zealand Classroom.” Teaching and Teacher 

Education. 27.1 (2011): 107-115. Web. 10 August. 2016. 

Diamond, Suzanne. “Scripted Subjectivity: The Politics of Personal Disclosure.” Compelling 

Confessions: The Politics of Personal Disclosure. 1st ed. Cambridge: University Press, 

2010. 23-48. Print. 

Elbow, Peter. “Being a Writer vs. Being an Academic: A Conflict in Goals.” College 

Composition and Communication 46.1 (1995): 72-83. Web. 23 Mar. 2015 

Franklin, Keri. “Thank You for Sharing: Developing Students' Social Skills to Improve Peer 

Writing Conferences”. The English Journal 99.5 (2010): 79–84. Web. 23 April. 2016. 

Harris, Jeanette. Expressive Discourse. SMU Press, 1990, 66. 

Harris, Rochelle. “Encouraging Emergent Moments: The Personal, Critical, and Rhetorical in the 

Writing Classroom.” Pedagogy. 4.3 (2004) 401-418. Web. 13 Sept. 2016. 

Harris, Wendell V. “Reflections on the Peculiar Status of the Personal Essay.” College English 

58.8 (1996): 934-945. Web. 30 April. 2015. 

Haugen, Hayley Mitchell. “Beyond the Narrative Mode in the Composition Classroom: 

Embracing a Return to the Personal Essay.” CEA 24.1 (2011):49-70. Web. 9 Mar. 2015.  



Heard, Matthew. “The Costs of Sharing: Attending to Contact in Composition Practices.” 

Composition Forum. 12.29. (2014) 44-58. Print.  

Holler, Claudia. “Identity and Empathy: On the Correlation of Narrativity and Morality.” 

Rethinking Narrative Identity Persona and Perspective. 1st ed. John Benjamins 

Publishing Company. 33-40. Web. 13 Sept. 2016. 

Kalb, Claudia. “Pen, Paper, Power! Confessional Writing Can Be Good For You.” Newsweek. 

133.17 (1999) 75. Web. 9 Sept. 2016. 

Krieger, Christy. “Waiting Tables, Writing Lives: The Truth of Personal Experience in Student  

Academic Writing.” Compelling Confessions: The Politics of Personal Disclosure. 1st ed. 

Cambridge: University Press, 2010. 23-48. Print. 

Lavelle, Ellen. “Writing Style and the Narrative Essay.” British Journal of Educational 

Psychology. 67.4 (1997): 475-482. Web. 3 March. 2016. 

Lawrence, Holly. “Personal, Reflective Writing: A Pedagogical Strategy for Teaching Business 

Students to Write.” Business Communication Quarterly. 76.2 (2013) 192-206. Web. 3 

Sept. 2016. 

Mathur, Sarah P. “Bringing Ethics into the Classroom: Making a Case for Frameworks, Multiple 

Perspectives and Narrative Sharing.” International Education Studies 32.6 (2014): 136-

145. Web. 10 Mar. 2015.  

Mccarthey, Sarah. “Opportunities and Risks of Writing from Personal Experience.” Language 

Arts 7.13 (1997): 182-91. Print.  



Moran, Molly. “Toward a Writing and Healing Approach in the Basic Writing Classroom: One 

Professor’s Personal Odyssey.” Journal of Basic Writing 23.2 (2003):93-115. Print. 

Murray, Donald M. “All Writing Is Autobiography.” College Composition and Communication 

42 (1994) Davis, CA: Hermagoras Press, 207-16. 

Perillo, Lucia. “When the Classroom Becomes a Confessional.” The Chronicle of Higher 

Education. 44.14 (1997) A56. Web. 13 Sept. 2016. 

Papoulis, Irene. “Subjectivity and its Role in ‘Constructed’ Knowledge: Composition, Feminist 

Theory, and Psychoanalysis.” Into the Field: Sites of Composition Studies. New York: 

MLA, 1993. 133-140. Web. 9 Mar. 2015.  

Skorczewski, Dawn. “From Confession to Testimony: Refiguring Trauma in the Classroom.” 

Compelling Confessions: The Politics of Personal Disclosure. 1st ed. Cambridge: 

University Press, 2010. 23-48. Print. 

Sommers, Nancy. “Between the Drafts”. College Composition and Communication 43.1 (1992): 

23–31. Web. 

 


	Thesis Signature Page
	Confessional Writing in First Year Composition Classrooms

