
ABSTRACT
Background: Although the quality of student writing is 

often lamented by faculty, writing instruction is an area of 
nursing education that has received little attention. Nurs-
ing programs rarely teach writing from a disciplinary per-
spective, and promoting the drilling of basic skills, such as 
grammar, has failed to engage student writers. Method: A 
critical examination of the history of writing research, the 
nursing academic context, and the epistemology of writ-
ing as meaning making will provide the rationale behind 
a need for a new perspective on nurses’ writing. Results: A 
model to support socially constructed writing is proposed, 
which explores the writer’s identity, relational aspects of 
writing, creative and emotional knowing, and the writing 
context. Conclusion: This article continues the conversa-
tion about re-visioning and enhancing the value of writ-
ing within the nursing profession. The knowledge created 
while writing can contribute to stimulating thinking, deci-
sion making in practice, and identity formation of nurses. 
[J Nurs Educ. 2018;57(7):399-407.]

Academic writing instruction—and best practices for the 
induction of students in any discipline as thinkers and 
writers—is subject to two approach debates. Writing 

can be taught as a generic skill focusing on grammar and syntax 
and structural basics, presumably transferable to all contexts, 
or it can be taught within a disciplinary context that introduces 
students to the genre, tacit knowledge, values, relationality, and 
identity forming processes inherent in an academic discipline 
(Elton, 2010). Rarely are the two schools combined. One criti-
cism of the skills-based model is that it is deficit focused rather 
than strength based and assumes all student writing is deficient 
and in need of remediation (Allen, Bowers, & Diekelmann, 
1989; Elton, 2010; Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis & Turner, 2001; 
Nightingale, 1988).

The discipline of nursing acknowledges that most writing in-
struction is situated within English departments or conducted by 
generic writing experts (Andre & Graves, 2013; Hanson Diehl, 
2007; Luthy, Peterson, Lassetter, & Callister, 2009), which en-
sures that nursing’s disciplinary values, discourses, and conven-
tions will not be nurtured in the instructional process of learning 
to write. Disciplinary discourse perspectives of writing recog-
nize that writers situate the language choices they make, their 
stance, and their knowledge within the tacit social context of 
their discipline (Hyland, 2004). However, generic instruction 
assumes the writing act is objective, formulistic, and positiv-
ist in nature (Gimenez, 2012; Mitchell, 2017; Webb, 1992)—a 
stance that Ryan, Walker, Scaia, and Smith (2014) referred to 
as insular, and which is also incongruent with the nursing value 
of relationality. Positivism, as applied to academic writing, as-
sumes that it is possible for the author to separate themselves 
from past experience, emotional response to the content, and 
the context in which the writing takes place. Positivists see 
writing as mechanical and linear, and thus measurable through 
quantitative methods (St. Pierre, 2014). The author is expected 
to remain invisible in the work (Mitchell, 2017). Passive voice, 
avoidance of first person, and a disengaged narrative are consid-
ered features of positivist writing (Tierney, 2002).

In the international nursing literature, periodic calls have 
been made for nurses to change the way they write and teach 
writing. Although nursing’s current preference for objectivist 
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writing has taken us from a burgeoning scholarly discipline to 
an established research discipline, Fairbairn and Carson (2002) 
argued that nurses need to be able to write in a manner that tells 
the stories of nursing. Those stories occur primarily in practice, 
and writing that is jargon filled, obscure, and speaks only to 
audiences of researchers will not have reach beyond the walls of 
academia. The goal of writing should be to create meaning and 
knowing. Writing that has meaning to practitioners, students, 
and the public requires considering factors, including disci-
plinary and writing context (Allen et al., 1989; Dieklemann & 
Ironside, 1998; Gimenez, 2012; Webb, 1992), creativity (Han-
son Diehl, 2007; Rolfe, 1997), emotional responses (Chaudior, 
Lasiuk, & Trepanier, 2016; Parboteeah & Anwar, 2009), audi-
ence needs (Rolfe, 1997; Ryan, Walker, Scaia, & Smith, 2014), 
reflexivity (Mullhall, 1997; Ryan et al., 2014), and writer iden-
tity and voice (Mitchell, 2017; Ryan et al., 2014; Webb, 1992). 
These are only a sampling of citations from nurse writers who 
have previously connected the values of nursing to the writing 
process, although interdisciplinary authors looking at writing’s 
social constructs present similar factors (e.g., Flower, 1994; 
Game & Metcalfe, 1996; Ivanič, 1998; Nightingale, 1988; 
Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005).

BACKGROUND

The inspiration for this article was established during a proj-
ect I conducted with colleagues (Mitchell, Rieger, & McMil-
lan, 2017), examining the items on existing writing self-efficacy 
questionnaires used in published research. This project was 
initiated as a preliminary step to the development of a writing 
self-efficacy questionnaire, which considers the constructivist 
elements of writing. A template analysis method was used to 
categorize and theme the individual items on 11 published writ-
ing self-efficacy measures. Bandura’s (1977, 1997) self-efficacy 
theory and a cognitive process theory of writing by Flower and 
Hayes (1981) were used to identify a priori themes for the classi-
fication of the items. During the review process, one anonymous 
reviewer questioned, “Do these frameworks make this emerging, 
revised measure nursing discipline-specific or will another nurs-
ing writing framework (yet to be determined) need to be added to 
the analysis?” The current article, which examines writing from 
the stance of social constructionism, responds to this question of 
need for a model of writing amenable to the nursing discipline.

To provide additional background congruent with a social 
constructionist perspective, which states that a writer’s real-
ity cannot be separated from the context of writing or the past 
experiences and identity of the writer (Andrews, 2012), it will 
be relevant to understand that I am a registered nurse who has 
focused much of my nursing career in academia with an in-
terest in exploring the writing experiences of undergraduate 
nursing students. Thus, much of my perspective on writing has 
developed over 15 years from working with and listening to the 
writing fears, frustrations, and elations experienced by my co-
horts of students. Only 6% of Canadian nursing programs offer 
a discipline-specific writing course (Andre & Graves, 2013). I 
was the course developer for one of those courses. The details 
of the instructional activities offered in that course are reported 
in Mitchell, Harrigan, Stefansson, and Setlak (2017).

The focus of this article is to provide the rationale behind 
a need for a new perspective on nurses’ writing. It discusses 
writing as a process that is not only socially constructed, but 
also establishes the identity of the writer within a discipline. 
A writer does more than make text, in this perspective; a 
writer makes meaning (Flower, 1994). The position taken is 
that nursing has fallen behind in exploring writing as an ac-
culturation mechanism for the discipline by perpetuating out-
dated and positivistic modes of writing and failing to progress 
the teaching of writing outside of the basic skills perspective. 
Through an examination of the history of writing research, the 
nursing academic context, and the epistemology of writing as 
meaning making, a model of writing for the nursing discipline 
is presented.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL SHIFTS IN WRITING RESEARCH: 
PRODUCT, PROCESS, AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

An introduction to the trajectory of theoretical thinking on 
writing and its movement from product to process to social 
constructionism is relevant. The 1970s is thought to be the de-
cade that marks the beginnings of empirical writing research 
(Nystrand, 2006). Early writing research assessed writing by 
its product or text, a perspective that has positivist undertones 
because it focuses on what is objective and measurable (Night-
ingale, 1988). In product perspectives, the author and text are 
separate entities and the author is invisible and thought to not 
exist in the product. Product assessments decode writing for its 
grammar, syntax, and structure—the surface elements of writ-
ing—which are limiting to our understanding of the complexi-
ties inherent in the act of composing written work (Elton, 2010; 
Mitchell, 2017).

The dangers inherent in the product prospective of writing 
are most evident when exploring the literature discussing per-
spectives on writing assessment. Writing scholars examining 
the effect of product-focused assessment recognize the limits 
of focusing on grammar alone to assess writing. Evaluating re-
quires a balance between giving some corrective guidance for 
learning and not overly focusing on mechanical aspects as to 
ignore ideas expressed. Analyzing examples from undergradu-
ate student papers and their associated evaluator comments, 
Lillis and Turner (2001) demonstrated how vague grading com-
ments, such as “faulty grammar” or “faulty punctuation,” left 
students unable to identify the errors in their writing. Indicat-
ing deficit without correction leaves the impression that these 
conventions are common sense, are easily transferable from 
context to context due to past learning, and should not need to 
be taught. Diekelmann’s and Ironside’s (1998) doctoral student 
participants lamented the technical requirements attached to 
their candidacy examinations and their struggles to fulfill them. 
Evaluators would use rulers to assess margin width and were in-
flexible on page requirements. These doctoral students learned 
to write quickly and to let their advisors tear their work apart in 
an earlier draft because no matter how polished the writing was, 
it would always be returned with heavy criticism.

Focus on these surface characteristics of writing is a deficit 
perspective. When student writing is viewed from this deficit 
perspective, which neglects examining the writing process, cre-
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ativity, emotions, and student identity, students’ knee-jerk reac-
tion is to devalue the importance of writing. They then develop 
resistance to accepting the value of developing a practice of 
writing to help them integrate knowledge from their discipline 
into their identity and practice (Hathaway, 2015) or, as Diekl-
emann and Ironside (1998) observed in their doctoral nursing 
student sample, it leads to disengagement.

With the recognition that writing product assessments were 
limiting, cognitive processing models began emerging in the 
late 1970s, with the most widely discussed process model de-
veloped by Flower and Hayes (1981) and then later revised by 
Hayes (1996). The composing process, rather than the text or 
the writer, becomes the focus (St. Pierre, 2014). Process models 
recognize that writing is recursive, not linear, and that product 
and process are deeply intertwined. Thus, the product cannot 
be separated from its producer (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). 
Writing processes are diverse and theoretical discussions of 
them are broad enough in scope that it is accepted that no two 
academics would model, or teach, the same writing process (El-
ton, 2010).

The writing as a process movement broadened scholars’ 
understanding of the complexities of writing, but their primary 
weakness was the tendency to decontextualizing the writer from 
their cultural and social environment. They ultimately depict the 
writer as “an isolated individual struggling to express personal 
meanings” (Hyland, 2003, p. 18). Ivanič (1998) demonstrated 
the difference between the process and social views of writ-
ing identity. Although both consider the writer’s identity to be 
a crucial factor in the product, the social view recognizes that 
the writer is also reinventing themselves within the text while 
attempting to build a relationship with the reader in the process. 
The writer creates or visualizes a version of the reader and inte-
grates that imagined reader’s needs into their word choices and 
depth of description. When a reader reads the text, they then 
invent a version of the writer. Both mechanisms influence the 
meaning imparted and the understanding created in relation to 
the content being presented.

Process models focused on the how questions about writ-
ing to the neglect of the why (Hyland, 2003). The evolution of 
writing theory in the 1980s and 1990s has since evolved into a 
perspective congruent with a social constructivist epistemology. 
Social constructionism views knowledge and truth as created 
by the mind, not discovered (Andrews, 2012). Reality, then, 
is constructed by individuals through community experience 
and through conversations and relationship building with oth-
ers (Ward, Hoare, & Gott, 2015). A constructivist approach to 
writing acknowledges that there is an alternative story present 
behind the language used in text, even when that text is describ-
ing empirical research (Ivanič, 1998; Mulhall, 1997). That real-
ity may be presented to the reader selectively and strategically. 
Product and process models are grounded in the belief that 
writing, and concurrently reading, are undertaken only for pur-
poses of communicating. Social models recognize that the acts 
of reading and writing require that two (or more) individuals, 
remote in time and space, make a connection with one another. 
Meaning is generated in a complex negotiation between readers 
and writers where each bring their socially constructed perspec-
tives, identities, and past experiences to the creation of the text 

and the interpretation of that text (Flower, 1994; Game & Met-
calfe, 1996; Ivanič, 1998; Nystrand, 2006; Rolfe, 1997; Straw, 
1990). Beginning from a premise of social constructivist think-
ing implies that any model of writing proposed should consider 
the influence of contextual factors, identity, and development of 
the reader–writer relationship on the writing process.

Writing is a social act that takes place within interpretive 
communities (Bruffee, 1986) or discourse communities (Gos-
den, 1995), and those communities socially construct reality, 
thought, text, knowledge, facts, and selves (Bruffee, 1986). The 
extension of this knowledge is that writing assignments will 
teach students to develop their identity within a discourse com-
munity. This immersion into a community is not without strug-
gle, as numerous unwritten rules exist as to how to be successful 
within that discourse community and little is known about how 
novice writers in these environments come to know and apply 
these rules as they are generally not explicitly taught (Gosden, 
1995). Nursing as a discourse community has a much-discussed 
gap in priorities between theory, education, and practice, which 
has resulted in an anti-academic discourse where nurses in prac-
tice view the requirements of academia as hegemonic and un-
related to good nursing (Laiho & Ruoholinna, 2013). This gap 
has created problems for the nursing discipline with respect to 
their ability to connect the value of writing to professional nurs-
ing practice.

NURSING DISCOURSE AS A BARRIER TO THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF WRITING 

An analysis of the nursing education literature suggests that 
nursing continues to take a skills-based product focus to writing 
instruction. In Canada, most writing instruction in nursing pro-
grams occurs through generic writing courses, English literature 
courses, or a combination of both. In 48% of programs, no writ-
ing instruction is required (Andre & Graves, 2013). The failure 
of the generic one-size-fits-all approaches to writing instruction 
is often evidenced by student descriptions of their difficulties 
attempting to transfer their writing knowledge from one disci-
pline to another (Chaudoir, Lasiuk, & Trepanier, 2016; Lea & 
Street, 1998). Different disciplines often have different rhetori-
cal styles, which in simplest terms means different conventions 
for forming an argument. The school of literary scholarship, 
known as rhetorical genre theory, analyzes texts by their famil-
iar repetitive structures (Paré, 2014). It recognizes that writing 
in a particular discipline serves a social purpose. Nursing rarely 
uses words such as genre, rhetoric, or transfer when theorizing 
about disciplinary writing issues; yet, we have a genre and we 
have a rhetoric of our own. Some of that rhetoric comes from 
the traditions of biomedicine and objectivist epistemology, as 
described earlier. Some of it may come from our widespread 
adoption of American Psychological Association (APA) style. 
Nursing is a citation-heavy discipline. We are more comfortable 
with writing that pays homage to more senior published experts 
in the field rather than allowing our own voice to be privileged 
(Ryan et al., 2014), which is in contrast, for example, to history 
or literary studies (Madigan, Johnson, & Linton, 1995).

Discipline members often know what particular texts (e.g., 
an academic paper) are supposed to sound like. Disciplinary 
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expectations are tacit and socially constructed. We can read ar-
ticles from nursing, medicine, psychology, history, and litera-
ture and know there is something different in the structure or 
approach of each but perhaps not be able to articulate what that 
difference is, except maybe by surface elements. Experts in a 
discipline can recognize when their discourse has been handled 
successfully and within “the rules.” Novices to a discipline, on 
the other hand, can only draw from their past writing experi-
ence to accomplish a writing task. If that writing fails to fit the 
expectations of the disciplinary expert, it will be criticized and 
downgraded. It may even appear to the disciplinary expert to be 
poor writing in need of remediation. Because it is often difficult 
to put into words what is wrong with a piece of writing when the 
problem is a matter of unusual phrasings or word choices that 
do not fit the typical discourse for a discipline, it might simply 
be labeled as unclear, colloquial, or grammatically incorrect. 
What is actually a social acculturation problem is then misla-
beled as a problem with the product.

Students have learned to write prior to entering nursing, but 
it may not be the kind of writing that fits nursing’s discourse 
preferences. Students need ongoing instruction and mentorship 
to transfer their writing skills from a familiar writing task, or 
genre, to an unfamiliar writing genre and be successful (Tier-
ney, 2002). This thinking needs to expand beyond disciplinary 
transfer to exploring the expectations of individual instructors 
and courses. Each assignment presents new metacognitive de-
mands and has its own instructional needs (Slomp, 2012). Yet, 
educators often expect students, without guidance, to be able to 
adequately address the requirements in any course assignment 
simply because they have received generic writing instruction. 
In nursing, most educators are not writing experts, so a gap ex-
ists between what nursing needs in terms of writing instruction 
and what they have been able to provide due to lack of skill in 
those faculty assigning the writing (Troxler, Vann, & Oermann, 
2011). An issue unique to the nursing literature is acknowl-
edgement of the reluctance among nursing instructors to assign 
writing assignments for reasons including the time-consuming 
nature of grading (Luthy et al., 2009), the “unwelcome chal-
lenge” (Mandleco, Bohn, Callister, Lassiter & Carlton, 2012, 
p. 25), or that instructors may doubt their own writing capacity 
and therefore may be reluctant to assign and grade student writ-
ing assignments (Whitehead, 2002). Each of these instructional 
issues contributes to students’ lack of value in their writing as-
signments.

The nursing literature often reports that student writing prob-
lems are described as being limited to the mechanics of writing 
(Diekelmann & Ironside, 1998; Mandleco et al., 2012; Trox-
ler et al., 2011; White & Lamson, 2017). Strategies to improve 
student writing are described in two systematic reviews on the 
topic (Oermann et al., 2015; Troxler et al., 2011). These reviews 
summarize interventions that range from quick-fix grammar 
and APA tutorials to the more time-consuming (and more effec-
tive) strategies involving scaffolded leveling of assignments or 
submission of multiple drafts for feedback. Strategies gathered 
in these reviews were program specific and the majority were 
not evaluated using research evidence. 

To provide two recent specific examples of writing assess-
ments targeting grammatical and structural focused interven-

tions, Mandleco et al. (2012) used quantitative methods to as-
sess student writing before and after the writing workshop, with 
content including “punctuation, grammar, professional voice, 
plagiarism, clarity of expression, and paragraph and sentence 
coherence and unity” (p. 5) using a tool that assessed the basic 
elements (i.e., verbs, pronouns, punctuation, capitalization, and 
sentence faults). They observed improvement on only half the 
grammatical items assessed based on the workshops, but degree 
of overall improvement of writing was assessed only anecdot-
ally where reports from faculty identified that student writing 
improved. White and Lamson (2017) described a teaching inno-
vation in the form of a voluntary workshop that targeted “issues 
with writing mechanics, composition, using current evidence, 
and formatting of citations and references” (p. 444) and provid-
ed students with a checklist for revisions that focused on APA 
formatting issues and directed students to page numbers in the 
APA style manual. The workshops were poorly attended, remi-
niscent of Hathaway’s (2015) warnings that writing instruction 
framed as addressing deficiency will encounter resistance from 
students. Neglecting to recognize students’ previous learning, 
devaluing how much of a student’s identity is inserted into his 
or her writing, neglecting interpretative factors such as how to 
understand the meaning of complex research studies and aca-
demic papers, and eliminating creative opportunities to inspire 
thinking and knowledge are ineffective ways to stimulate stu-
dent buy-in for the importance of writing in nursing. 

Applicability of writing in a clinical practice discipline has 
also been discussed. Whitehead’s (2002) student participants 
questioned the applicability of writing to clinical practice. Cot-
tingham’s (2005) discussion of the need for writing in nursing 
is scathing, with an arguable element of satire, as he is clearly a 
skilled writer himself. At his worst, he accuses nursing academ-
ics (who he describes as “ethically timid” and “underperform-
ing intellectually” [p. 1]) of deemphasizing bed creases and 
denture care in favor of dithering over which line to indent on 
a reference list. At his best, he observed, quite correctly, there 
is no evidence base to claim a connection between good essay 
writing and good nursing. But Cottingham’s (2005) argument 
is based on the view that student writing requires remediation 
because it is perpetually grammatically inept, which reduces 
student writing to products without consideration for the pro-
cess and identity building that develops through the act of writ-
ing. Given the preponderance of discussions of the benefits of 
academic writing on thinking and knowledge creation as I have 
cited throughout this article, I am tempted to ask the question, 
“Does it matter that objective evidence is lacking to establish 
if good writing leads to good nursing?” But given how nursing 
academia has aligned itself with a positivist view of science and 
the need for objective evidence, it very much matters indeed.

Academic knowledge is, from the perspective of practitio-
ners, hegemonic and therefore elitist (Mulhall, 1997). Laiho 
and Ruoholinna (2013) stated that new university graduates 
of nursing eventually adopt the anti-academic discourse as a 
way of fitting in to the practice environment. Having spent the 
majority of my career in nursing education teaching academic 
writing and research to nurses, I can confirm that some students’ 
disdain for these subjects begins much earlier than during their 
immersion into the culture of practice. These courses are diffi-
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cult and demanding, and the sense of succeeding at the material 
lacks the instant gratification and glory present in the ability to 
start an intravenous or insert a Foley catheter. Some see courses 
of this nature as a waste of their time. Their devaluing of course 
material shows up on course evaluations in statements reflect-
ing their opinion that writing and research have nothing to do 
with nursing. 

The benefits of the discipline-specific approach to writing 
that are critical to the nursing discipline are well documented. 
Writing can cultivate a professional identity where student writ-
ing at all levels (undergraduate, masters, doctoral) facilitates 
students’ ability to find their fit within the discipline and helps 
them identify their passion for areas of nursing practice (Chau-
doir et al., 2016; Rolfe, 1997; Ryan et al., 2014). Writing plays a 
role in academic socialization, providing opportunities for stu-
dents’ development as scholars and thinkers, aiming to be trans-
formative through providing students with opportunities to not 
just think about the knowledge they have within their discipline 
in a holistic fashion but also talk about that knowledge (Hatha-
way, 2015; Lea & Street, 1998). Integration of sources through 
synthesis and reflection on practice can stimulate critical think-
ing (Allen et al., 1989; Chaudoir et al., 2016; Springer & Clin-
ton, 2015) and facilitate the development of competencies in 
nursing assessment and practice and communicating them to 
the broader nursing community (Chaudoir et al., 2016). Writing 
instruction that considers many audiences and recognizes the 
importance of the relationship between faculty and student in 
the writing process can contribute to developing relationships 
within the classroom (Chaudoir et al., 2016), with readers, or 
with patients (Ryan et al., 2014). Yet, these benefits reflect the 
values of nurses in academia and contrast dramatically with the 
views of some nurses in practice and some nursing students 
who see writing as having no value to their day-to-day work 
(Cottingham, 2005; Whitehead, 2002). 

Disciplinary factors, such as argument styles, citation expec-
tations, use of nursing-specific language and word choice, play 
a role in writing (Hyland, 2004; Ryan et al., 2014), and stu-
dents are often graded by disciplinary preferences and knowl-
edge requirements before those preferences are taught. Students 
learn what is required of them by trial and error and the frustra-
tion of attending to a wide variety of preferences among fac-
ulty contributes to their disillusionment with writing (Chaudoir 
et al., 2016; McCune, 2004). Students who receive feedback 
that is limited to grammar and mechanical errors and ignores 
their content, ideas, and the creative elements of their writing 
may feel as if their identity has been attacked or disregarded. 
In this perspective, students see their essays as extensions of 
themselves, and feedback that ignores the personal aspects of 
writing leads to student detachment from their writing and they 
develop difficulty defining themselves as writers (Torres & An-
guiano, 2016). Consequently, students see themselves as facing 
these frustrations alone and without support. They do not real-
ize that these personal disruptions are normal and are present 
for all writers at all stages of their careers (Antoniou & Mori-
arty, 2008). 

Nursing needs to rethink the critical aspects of the way we 
write and present knowledge. Defining writing by its mechani-
cal and structural aspects is like defining nursing by its tasks. 

If writing is a social construction in the creation of knowledge, 
then a disciplinary focus on writing competencies in students 
and nurse writers broadly needs to be discussed and integrated 
into professional curriculums. If continuing to preserve a prod-
uct model in writing instruction and grading is leading to dis-
engagement, then acknowledging the social aspects of writing 
may help make the value and need for writing visible. 

A MODEL FOR WRITING

The remainder of this article is dedicated to discussing the 
constructs and attributes that should be considered as contribut-
ing to the writing act, writing pedagogy, and in providing writ-
ing feedback. The model can be applied in a scaffolded manner 
from undergraduate, master’s, doctoral, and professional writ-
ing contexts. The model was developed based on characteristics 
and values present in a social constructivist epistemology. 

The development of the model emerged through a lifelong 
journey with writing and a personal and professional engagement 
with the interdisciplinary writing literature. Like most academics, 
I have had no formal academic writing training; however, I have 
taken creative writing courses. My postsecondary initiation with 
academic writing occurred in the literature and history depart-
ments in my prenursing undergraduate degree. My writing skills 
were honed through creative and fiction writing, which means I 
have always recognized the aspects of academic writing that are 
creative in nature—the bringing together of diverse and seem-
ingly contradictory ideas and the interpretive synthesis required 
to have an innovative take on a concept or research approach. 
The emotional extremes, and the connection between writing and 
identity, are similar in the creative and academic writing expe-
riences. Many theoretical passions begin haphazardly. Mine be-
gan when, in an unrelated literature search, I stumbled upon two 
academic articles linking academic writing and creative writing 
(Antoniou & Moriairty, 2008; McVey, 2008). Thus, due to my 
personal writing experiences and my reading on creative writing, 
creativity as a component of this model was an a priori assump-
tion in this model development.

I began exploring the writing literature in depth while pre-
paring to write research manuscripts. Two previous articles 
had a strong influence on the development of this model and 
its philosophical perspective. Researching the definitions of the 
writing terms associated with Flower’s and Hayes’ (1981) cog-
nitive processing model of writing and the search for appropri-
ate labels for the other writing constructs that were themed from 
the writing self-efficacy questionnaires (e.g., Mitchell, Rieger, 
et al., 2017) prompted another theoretical journey exploring the 
nature of academic voice (Mitchell, 2017). A discussion within 
the self-efficacy instrument analysis team about what defined 
writing voice (i.e., did it, or did it not, include argument?) 
prompted a deeper exploration of that concept. The research 
for those two articles led me down many rabbit holes, the most 
significant of which (to this article) introduced me to Ivanič’s 
(1998) work in writing and identity and Hyland’s (2003, 2004) 
work in disciplinary discourse—the latter of which alerted me 
to the contextual, disciplinary nature of writing. 

Exploring the problem inherent in viewing student writing 
from a deficit perspective caused me to stumble on nursing’s 
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anti-academic discourse as an explanation for the problem I was 
living in my professional world where I sensed a deep devaluing 
of writing and its importance to the nursing profession and nurs-
ing education. When I was asked as part of my doctoral studies 
to explore a controversial philosophical issue in my research 
area, this devaluing and anti-academic discourse was an obvi-
ous starting point. Pairing that anti-academic discourse with the 
question proposed by the reviewer for the writing self-efficacy 
instrument analysis (quoted earlier) sent me down the path of 
exploring the theoretical attributes of constructivist writing and 
its relational, contextual, identity-forming, emotional, and cre-
ative attributes. Therefore, it was not one literature search that 
informed this article, but rather several. Using the “one stop 

search” platform at my institution to capture multiple databases, 
I focused on literature examining writing voice, writing identi-
ty, writing in nursing, disciplinary discourse, nursing discourse, 
discourse analysis and nursing, writing theory, writing as a way 
of knowing, writing as a method of inquiry, and writing and 
social construction. Writing as a concept is not well indexed 
in most databases (including the nursing database CINAHL®) 
so searching for the stem writ* in the titles of articles proved 
useful. The most valuable literature was found through citation 
tracing and examining the reference lists of key articles. These 
articles were read, cataloged, and thematically analyzed. The 
thematic analysis identified the five key attributes present in 
the model and their defining characteristics. Additional read-

TABLE

The Elements Relevant to a Social Construction of Writing in Nursing

Construct Attributes Select Nursing Sources
Select Interdisciplinary 

Sources

Nurse writers’ identity Writing voice Mitchell (2017)

Mulhall (1997)

Ryan et al. (2013)

Webb (1992)

Ivanič (1998)

Nightingale (1988)Cannot be separated from the writers’ cultural, 
gendered, and professional identity

Informed by past experiences with writing, self-
beliefs, and self-regulatory capabilities

Present in standpoint and argument

Causes internal conflicts within the writer

Integration of the model requires reflexivity 
within the individual

Relational aspects Knowledge of the audience for the work Rolfe (1997)

Ryan et al. (2013)

Flower (1994)

Ivanič (1998)

Straw (1990)

Interpretation of integrated texts that were read 
and analyzed

Emotional knowing May be perceived positively or negatively Chaudoir et al. (2016)

Parboteeah & Anwar (2009)

Game & Metcalfe (1996)

McLeod (1987)

Richardson & St. Pierre (2005)

Subject to extremes

Drives or inhibits writing

Present in all phases of writing from planning to 
feedback

Creative knowing Novelty and originality as defined by a particular 
social group

Diehl (2007)

Rolfe (1997)

Kelly (2016)

Richardson & St. Pierre (2005)
Required in the writing acts of synthesis and 
interpretation

Gives form to ideas

Fuels passion

Informs identity development

Writing context The nursing discipline Allen et al. (1989)

Gimenez (2012)

Hyland (2003)

Hyland (2004)Nursing values

Nursing cultural and professional issues

Discourse requirements

Attributes of the writing task (perceived difficulty 
and task type)
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ing prompted by other doctoral projects, and the review process 
for this manuscript prompted an exploration of the nature of 
hermeneutic philosophy and its contribution to literary critique 
and defining reader–writer relationships. Genre theory, com-
munities of practice, narrative inquiry, and storytelling were 
other areas of interest. This literature, in combination with some 
thought-provoking questions from two astute blind reviewers, 
have enriched my theoretical perspective and enhanced the revi-
sion process for this article.

The Table provides a summary of the attributes of writing 
from this perspective, along with suggested nursing and inter-
disciplinary references. This model cannot be viewed as linear, 
nor can it be applied as a stepwise process. Writing using this 
model becomes, in the words of St. Pierre (2014), an “assem-
blage,” a symbiosis, and “the folding of one text into another” 
(p. 378). Although the nurse’s writerly identity is at the core of 
this model, each of the constructs could be the focus of writ-
ing at any point in the process. The constructs presented act 
together and influence one another in an intertwined fashion. 
For example, the nurse writer cannot separate herself from her 
personal history, gender, culture, or past experience as a writer 
and as a discipline member. The nurse writer may also define 
her identity through her ability (or not) to be creative or show 
emotions, or by identifying (or not) as a writer. The Figure pro-
vides a visual representation of this model.

Nurse Writer Identity
Writing requires we “plumb the deep well of the uncon-

scious” (Flower, 1994, p. 41). Whether deliberately presented 
or concealed, the writer is present in the work at all junctions 
in the form of writing voice (Mitchell, 2017). Knowledge can-
not be created without a knower, and all knowledge eventu-
ally is integrated into the writer’s identity as self-knowledge 
(Nightingale, 1988). Ivanič (1998) identified that we construct 
ourselves as individuals by positioning ourselves with respect 
to our standpoint and argument. Flower (1994) described 
how the act of constructing writing can create a site of con-
flict when the writer is caught between writing conventions 
or discourses they know how to handle and those they do not. 
Many other similar conflicts within the self occur in the writ-
ing process that function to bind identity to the other compo-
nents of the model. Conflicts of self-belief, between emotional 
extremes, and negotiating self-regulatory capabilities in light 
of competing distractions are also relevant to forming an iden-
tity as a nurse writer. Finally, participating in reflexivity and 
reflective writing activities is essential to successful integra-
tion of identity within writing. Reflexivity also facilitates the 
integration of the writer’s identity with the other components 
of the model.

Relational Aspects of Writing
Relationality represents the interplay between the nurse 

writer and all the ways a newly created text refers to other 
texts in any way through citation, inspiration, or interpretation 
(Ivanič, 1998). In addition, the author must build a relationship 
with a remote audience. That relationship constructs a negotiat-
ed meaning of text between a reader and writer (Flower, 1994). 
A constructivist perspective recognizes that a writer generates 

meaning when writing, then through interpretive processes a 
reader generates another layer of meaning when reading (Straw, 
1990). A nurse writer must be able to anticipate the needs of a 
reader and recognize and accept that those readers are creating 
their own interpretation of the work written. Also relevant to the 
relationality of writing is the ability to interpret the demands 
and expectations of teachers, instructors, and professors who 
assign writing, or journal editors (and peer reviewers) who are 
the gatekeepers to the sharing of knowledge in the profession. 
Relationship building in writing moves the nurse writer’s work 
from an individual quest for knowledge to a broader conversa-
tion. Building relationships through writing can connect a writ-
er to their community, alienate them, subject them to critique, 
or may go by unnoticed and be completely ignored (Olthouse, 
2013).

Emotional Knowing
The perception of the emotions associated with writing can 

be positive or negative, and that perception will drive or inhibit 
the act of writing. Emotions are present in all stages of the writ-
ing process, from the anticipation of the project, to the act of 
writing, to receiving a response to one’s writing from a target 
audience in the form of feedback or critique (McLeod, 1987; 
Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). It is not normal to talk about 
writing as an emotionless task or, when it contributes to knowl-
edge, to leave those emotions out of the text. To do so implies 
the writing would be disingenuous.

Creative Knowing
Creativity has multiple meanings and interpretations but 

consistently requires originality and novelty to be present in 
the final product as defined by a particular social group (Kelly, 
2016). Rolfe (1997) identified the aspects of academic writ-
ing that involve creativity as synthesis, interpretiveness, and 
knowledge generation. Although it may seem that creativity 
and the analytic requirements of academic writing are antago-
nists, seeing the inseparability of the two modes is a paradigm 
shift needed in academic writing (Antoniou & Moriarty, 2008; 
Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). Academic writers, like design-
ers, create for a specific purpose and a specific audience, and 
their creativity lies in the ability to give form to an idea (Kelly, 

Figure. Constructivist model of writing.
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2016). Archibald’s and Clark’s (2018) discussion of how art can 
inform the research process is relevant. Creativity from an art-
ist’s perspective can tie the components of this model together 
through shaping identity, teaching emotional control, drawing 
from wide influences, and the necessity for prolonged engage-
ment. Examining art and its processes warns us how hegemonic 
control can squash creativity. Creativity enables passion, and 
passionate writing is both sensual and emotional, or in Game’s 
and Metcalfe’s (1996) words, writing is “the place of dreaming” 
(p. 94).

Writing Context
As Flower (1994) stated, “Writers’ purposes are always 

bounded purposes hemmed in by innumerable constraints, un-
recognized givens, and shared desires” (p. 45). The context of 
writing is the why of writing. Context is present in terms of dis-
course, disciplinary preferences, and cultural conditions (Game 
& Metcalfe, 1996; Hyland, 2004; Ivanič, 1998). The task at 
hand and the purpose of that writing task also provides con-
text through the nature of the writing assignment, its perceived 
difficulty and demands of possible assessor(s), and the stakes 
involved in the writing process. The requirements of different 
genres of texts (e.g., academic papers, reflections, or care plans) 
and the nurse writer’s understanding of how to manage that type 
of text will also influence the writing context (Hyland, 2003, 
2004). In nursing, the writing context is constrained by the val-
ues of writing communicated by the discipline in the form of 
a theory–practice gap and an anti-academic discourse, as pre-
sented earlier in this article.

IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING EDUCATION

I began this article by reflecting on how the inspiration 
for this work was born out of parallel work exploring writing 
self-efficacy instruments and their items. Pajares and Valiante 
(2006) eloquently outlined the connection between writing self-
efficacy and the vision presented:

Writing is not only a process of making meaning but also an 

activity through which individuals engage in self-understand-

ing. After all, it is through introspection and self-reflection that 

meaning is constructed. The assumption that self-knowledge is 

inextricably connected to human competencies is now so taken 

for granted, that it is a central tenant of most modern theories 

and views of human cognition, motivation, and behavior. (p. 

158)

Although writing in nursing may not, in most programs, cur-
rently be taught from a socially constructed perspective, each 
attribute of the model presented is already a concern to nurses 
and writers. Inevitably, this means writing self-efficacy could 
be altered by intervening in any component of the presented 
model. The model has the potential to not only influence writing 
practices of nurses, nursing students, and nursing academics, 
but also writing pedagogies, with the recognition that scaffold-
ing of all aspects of the model will be required from undergrad-
uate to graduate to professional writing. The role of writing in 
education and in practice, as well as the pedagogical approaches 
that should be used to address the instruction of writing for each 
component of the model, require further explication through 

qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research. Under-
graduate writing needs to recognize the past experiences of the 
students entering programs, incorporate discipline-specific in-
struction, and avoid assuming teaching mechanical basics will 
act as a quick fix for students’ writing problems. Writing in-
struction must be present in every course that includes a writing 
assignment. At the graduate level, the focus should be on voice 
and identity as a scholar and researcher and writing for knowl-
edge translation.

As nursing scholars Diekelmann and Ironside observed in 
1998, “The practices of scholarship, reading, writing, thinking 
and dialogue are inseparable and belong together” (p. 1347). 
Although the model is not novel by its components, as these 
elements of writing are well described in other disciplines, it is 
novel within the community of nursing. Each facet of the model 
demands further exploration from a nursing perspective, includ-
ing how the knowledge building present in the act of writing 
contributes to knowledge applied in clinical practice; thus, the 
model should not be considered an endpoint in this discussion, 
but rather a beginning.

This article is intended to continue the conversation about 
re-visioning and enhancing the value of writing within the nurs-
ing profession. In order for writing to have meaning, it must be 
a process that allows individual writers to feel they are able to 
integrate their personal identity into the act of making knowl-
edge. Positivistic, anti-identity, and deficit-based writing per-
spectives that emphasize surface elements of writing are con-
straints on nursing’s ability to create research and knowledge 
that not only is relevant, but must feel relevant to practitioners 
and students. Nursing scholars who write about writing have 
asked, “For whom do [we] write?” (Ryan et al., 2014, p. 295). 
Currently, nurse academics write primarily for other academics. 
Viewing writing as a social activity may give nurses permission 
to write for broader audiences and thus diminish the power of 
the hegemonic elitism practitioners and students observe in aca-
demic writing processes. Nurses in practice and nurse academ-
ics share a common goal—improving the lives of patients—and 
our writing should reflect that. 
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